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Аннотация
Volume IV in the award winning Meridian Series Time Travel novels by John Schettler.
Paul insists that Kelly has survived, and is determined to bring him safely home. Only now is the true meaning of the stela unearthed at Rosetta in Volume III: Touchstone made apparent�a grand scheme to work a catastrophic transformation of the Meridians, so dramatic and profound in its effect that the disaster at Palma was only a precursor. All of Western history is placed on the Anvil of Fate as the project team struggles to reverse the defeat of Charles Martel at the Battle of Tours in an intricate three part time mission to the early 8th Century.


John Schettler
THE ANVIL OF FATE

With gracious thanks to Richard, Mark, and Candace
For being the friends they are to me and
For inspiring my Kelly, Robert, and Maeve.

�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 


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 d�j� 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.
�Charles knew he was outnumbered, and that his infantry would be hard pressed against the Muslim cavalry� He was very nearly captured in the first grand charge of the heavy units, but the previous night he had observed the enemy�s preoccupation with the booty they had pillaged�� She was closer now, eyes still strangely distracted. �So he sent out scouts�� Her voice was breaking. �He sent scouts to stir up trouble in the camp. They were worried about the baggage and supply trains, and all� and��
At that moment she reached Kelly, who stood up as she lunged forward, throwing her arms around him, in tears.
Paul and Robert watched in silence, their own emotions wrenched by the scene. Kelly held her, whispering something in her ear. �A hundred years,� he said softly, reassuring. �Don�t worry Maeve� Don�t worry, I�m home��

Part III
Hammer of God

�You must either conquer and rule or serve and lose, suffer or triumph, be the anvil or the hammer.�
� Johann Wolfgang von Goethe


Chapter 7

Arch Complex, Lawrence Berkeley Labs, Saturday, 2:55 A.M.
Long moments passed and Kelly and Maeve seemed inseparable, one person melded together there in the lab, Maeve reached into her pocket, and Paul was able to see that she held a small stone that caught the light and gleamed in the shadows between them.
�Heart of gold,� she said as Kelly looked at the nugget in the palm of her hand.
�Heart of gold,� he echoed. Then the two of them turned to the others, all smiles and tears. Maeve was the first to speak.
�Alright,� she said to Paul and Robert. �You get a pass on the operation to bring Kelly home, but God almighty, look what we have on our hands now!� She seemed to grow pale for a moment, swaying a bit and reaching out to Kelly for support.
�A bit light headed,� she said. �I�ll be OK in a minute.�
�It�s the dissonance you experienced when we established the Nexus Point here,� said Paul. �In fact� Where were you when Kelly called? Were you at home? Did you just drive here?� He had no idea what the world outside the Nexus still looked like just now, given the transformation they had just discovered in the Meridian. He was fishing for something.
�An hour ago,� said Maeve. �The Golem alert hit my cell phone and� well, I just couldn�t sit at home any longer. I had to do something. I tried calling both you and Robert, but no one answered. So I got in my car and drove over to see what the problem was. I was down in the RAM Bank checking the reserve power situation there on the lower floors when you and Robert arrived.�
�You were here? Why didn�t you come up when you heard the Arch system go on-line?�
�I thought it was part of the alarm system. You know� Golems find a variation, raise the alarm and the Arch spins up automatically to create a Nexus Point here. I just assumed you both were responding to the alarm as well, so I continued with what I was doing. I had no idea what you were up to, and frankly I wasn�t quite sure I wanted to know after what happened to Kelly� I wasn�t quite sure of anything. Then Kelly called me.�
�You were just down stairs?� said Kelly, quite surprised. �I thought you were at the apartment in Walnut Creek. Why didn�t you say so?�
�Look, it was all I could do to compose myself enough to walk up here!� she said. �You surprised me with your call, so I thought I�d come up and return the favor.�
�I understand,� said Paul. �But I wonder why the Arch failed to start an hour ago when the first alert calls came in.� He had a feeling of vague disquiet, but quickly moved on. �Well, you may as well know the worst.� He told her what they had found in the Golem reports. �This is radical! It�s mind blowing. No Holy Roman Church. No United States of America! Maeve� when did you get your Golem alert call?�
�A a few minutes past one. I called the two of you, then left right away. Probably got here by 1:30 or so.�
�So that was you on the phone? We were just leaving USF when you called. My cell phone rang twice, but it was in the briefcase in the trunk of the car, and we were in a hurry. The first call was probably the Golem alert, which means we�ve already lost an hour.�
�No United States?� said Nordhausen. �What the hell does the world look like out there now?�
�Good question,� said Paul. �Well, we�re obviously getting power from somewhere, so there must still be a city out there.�
�How is that possible?� said Nordhausen? �We can clearly see the whole damn Meridian is completely shattered on the monitors. How can there be a San Francisco if the new world was colonized by the Muslims?�
Paul was silent for a moment.
�Come on, man. This is your theory. What�s going on out there?�
Paul reasoned it out. �The Heisenberg Wave has obviously not been emitted yet,� he said, with some surprise, then hope growing in his eyes. �We aren�t seeing what has happened here on the monitors� We�re seeing what will happen.�
�But the monitors are reading blood red for this time period,� said Robert, �and that assessment is based on data the Golems are supposed to be retrieving from the Internet. If there is still an Internet. But how could there even be any Golems at all out there if this was such a radical transformation. This is maddening!�
�We�re in a Nexus Point, Robert. And a very deep one at that. A Nexus is an intersection of all possible Meridians, all possible outcomes. Everything overlaps in a grand synthesis here. Yes, there would be no Golems in the changed Meridian, but they exist in this one, and this time line is being preserved here in the Nexus with all the others. At first I thought the Golems would only be aware of actual changed facts, but somehow they are picking up other data, an awareness of information that may be coming from other Meridians passing through this Nexus Point. I can�t say exactly how it works, but it does work. I guess we�ll have to make a another new entry in the lexicon and call it �resonance.� A Nexus point is the heart of infinity itself. In here, we can apparently see and know what every other Meridian in the Nexus knows�what Time itself knows. This event must resolve to some outcome, right Maeve?�
He looked to her for confirmation, and got no objection. �And the resonance here is telling us what the most likely outcome of this intervention will be in the history up until our time. That�s what the Golems are picking up as they become aware of the weight of opinion of all others time lines out there. The monitors are showing us what the changed Meridian is most likely to become after the Heisenberg Wave generates, and pointing out the variations from our own history in the RAM Bank.�
�Then it hasn�t changed yet? There�s still a Holy Catholic Church? Columbus discovered America?�
�Apparently not, because we�re all still alive and well. And we can�t be alive if this transformation takes effect. In fact, we may be the very reason the Heisenberg Wave cannot fully manifest now. Our presence in a protected Nexus Point is causing a real problem for Mother Time, She has to wait on what we do here. But keep a close eye on the power. If we lose our Nexus field all bets are off.�
�Well, let�s use the Golems to look up what happens in the future then, if this resonance allows access to the all the data then we could find out what they did from their own damn history files!�
�I don�t think that will work, but you could try it.�
�I did try it,� Kelly intervened. �All you get is crap people entered into Wikipedia, Sci-fi stuff, corny YouTube videos and other speculative data. No real information. The Golems are blind to the future because they see only information that was written about the past, about the history. Try Googling stock market quotes for a week from today. You get nonsense, no real data, because, it hasn�t happened yet. So forget it, Robert.�
�You�re telling me nothing will be written about it in the future?� The Professor was adamant.
�No,� Kelly frowned. �I�m telling you nothing has been written about it as of the moment of your query. You�ll note that everything the Golems fetch for us is from our present or the past. The history line ends with today�s date. The information is limited to the point on the continuum where the query originates. They can�t see the future, resonance or no resonance.�
�Yes,� said Paul. �If willful agents could know what is to come, then they could take preventative actions before those events happen and, if successful, they would immediately be exposed to Paradox. The event they prevented never happened, so how could they prevent it? No. Time seems to restrict all forward movement. You can only go back�to quantum arrangements that have already occurred. And you can return to your own milieu, as we obviously know, but you can�t go forward beyond the moment in which you live.�
�Kelly went forward,� Nordhausen pointed. �Graves and the rest of them saved him from Paradox and pulled him out of this milieu into the future! And all the moments between our time and that future are quantum arrangements too.�
�Well I didn�t say you could not be pulled forward to a specific time and location,� said Paul. �Hell, we just pulled Kelly forward over ten thousand years, to a specific location within a Nexus Point. My guess was that Graves and company simply moved him to a Nexus Point in their time as well, and kept him there�and a Nexus is a void in Time, so Kelly never really entered their milieu. He was in a Nexus the whole time. And yes, the line continues forward, but we don�t know what any of those quantum arrangements are. They are complete unknowns to us. We sent you to Rosetta, for example, only because we knew how to precisely code that time and place. But how do you code for an occurrence in Time you know nothing about? We could specify something in the math, but it would be a complete shot in the dark.�
Nordhausen shrugged, and Paul went on.
�Moving forward would require exact information as to time and location�information we just don�t have. Without it a person could shift right into the wall of a building, when we thought they were shifting to a safe vacant lot. The corona on the breaching bubble would probably destroy the inert mass there, allowing you to manifest, but you�d be stuck. There�s just not enough information to get a safe breaching point, even if it were possible to go forward. So we just cannot travel to the future, unless you want to do the Einstein shuffle and find a way to approach the speed of light for an out and back loop. But this is all irrelevant. While we stand here working out the theory, Time is holding her breath, waiting.�
�For us?�
�We�ve generated a Nexus Point here and, well, we aren�t just anybody, you know. We are willful operators�all Prime Movers and First Cause Initiators. We are the Founders, at least on this Meridian, and we�re sitting here with a functional Arch at our command, up and spinning at this very moment, and a good lead on what we think is happening in the history with this intervention. That�s power�tremendous power to change what happens with this event.�
Robert raised his eyebrows, obviously in agreement as Paul continued. �This wouldn�t be the case if we were still scattered about the city here and the Arch was down. Then I think the Heisenberg Wave would probably generate much more quickly. But fortunately we are here. Remember what LeGrand said when he was trying to convince us to act last time? From here we can act with impunity. Time cannot decide the outcome for this Meridian until we do act, or fail to act, and this Nexus Point dissipates. Only then can the Heisenberg Pulse emit the wave and actually work the final transformation, and knit all these potential outcomes back into one continuum.�
Maeve had a grim expression on her face. �So what we see here on the monitors is the likely outcome of what the Meridian will look like if we fail to prevent this tampering?�
�Precisely,� said Paul.
�Was this a side effect of the retraction scheme you ran for Kelly? Is it something we did?��
�Absolutely not,� said Paul. �If the alert went out when you say it did, then we pulled Kelly out well after that. It�s clearly a counter operation. Our adversaries may have been working up plans along this Meridian for some time. Kelly says this Hamza fellow he encountered was making some effort at correcting the errors of Abdul Rahman. That�s hardly a description of an impartial scribe. They were obviously analyzing this battle, looking for the Pushpoint that led to the defeat of the Saracens.�
�It was more a forfeit than a real defeat,� said Maeve. �At least the way I read what�s been written about it. Apparently the scouts and levees Charles sent to infiltrate the Moorish camp managed to stir up enough commotion that a substantial portion of the force attacking Charles broke off and rode back to protect the booty they had plundered on the way up the valley. The rest of the army saw this and thought they were retreating. Abdul Rahman was outraged, and he personally threw himself into the fray to try and rally his men. He was surrounded by the Franks and killed.�
�That was pretty much a fatal stroke against the army then,� said Paul. �A badly managed force is one thing, but a leaderless army would not have posed a significant threat any longer, particularly against a man of Charles ilk.�
�Right,� said Maeve. �When Abdul Rahman fell in battle, the Saracens broke off the attack altogether and fled. They all retired to their camp site to protect their plunder. Charles fully expected them the renew the battle the following morning, but they slipped away that night, a headless, defeated army heading back to Spain.�
Nordhausen had followed Paul�s Time theory as best he could. He didn�t quite grasp it, but if History was waiting on them now, he would do his part to move things along.
�The importance of this encounter cannot be understated,� he said. �Charles may not have truly earned his nickname here, but in subsequent years he is relentless in opposing further Muslim incursions. He learned from this battle and began to develop his own heavy cavalry, with stirrups to aid the untrained riders, and within five years he had some fairly reliable horsemen.�
�But I thought the invasions ended here at Tours,� said Paul.
�In a broad sense, they did,� the professor continued. �But the Muslims tried landing by sea at Narbonne again four years later in 736, and Charles Martel was ruthless confronting them. And he hounded them out of Provence as well, wiping out Muslim bases in southern Gaul. His son, Pippin the Short, finished what he started, and of course then we get Charlemagne, his grandson.�
�So if Charles dies, or fails at the Battle of Tours, everything changes,� said Paul. �That�s what the Golems are picking up from information in the Nexus. That much is clear. But now comes the hard part. Where�s the Pushpoint? What do we have to do to preserve the integrity of this Meridian? Or, stated another way, what in the world did they do to change the outcome of this battle?� He looked from Robert to Maeve, but neither one spoke.
Maeve went to the history module and began typing a few searches. �Suppose they tried to prevent the birth of Charles,� she began.
�God, that could lead us anywhere,� said Robert. �You could go back generations and knock off a distant ancestor. These people are a cult of Assassins, right? That�s what they do for a living.�
�But that is very dangerous,� said Paul. �If you deliberately eliminate someone from the continuum, you are also eliminating all his descendants, not just the one you may wish to target, and you are eliminating all their respective descendents as well. It gets exponential, and the farther back in Time you go the more dangerous this is. You know the old saying� everyone knows someone, who knows someone��
�But we prevented the birth of the terrorist Raid Husan al Din,� said Nordhausen.
�He was unmarried, and had no descendents,� said Maeve. �I challenged LeGrand on this, and he confided the information. Husan Al Din was a Free Radical.�
�But Charles Martel is another matter entirely,� said Paul. �He�s a Prime, and you don�t mess with Primes, right Maeve? You drilled that into our heads early on. So my bet is that they could have done nothing to threaten the birth and early life of Charles. No. The Pushpoint has to be somewhere else.�
Kelly had been listening intently, and he was tapping his desk with a thought emerging in his mind. He had been talking with Hamza about the archive, wondering where they would find the space for all the information they needed to store. Then he remembered the scribe telling him about the auxiliary stones they were carving and moving to other locations. That�s how he was able to get his name out there and get the attention of Paul and the Golems!
�Wait a second,� he held up a hand. �Hamza said he was only carving the main narrative there on the archive walls. He said the details of an event would be carved on a stela and moved elsewhere. There just wasn�t enough room there, and they didn�t want all their eggs in one basket either, particularly after I showed up. But here�s the interesting part�he had a way of coding in the location of the stela. Yes, he showed it to me. What was that symbol he pointed out.� He pinched his lower lip, trying to remember.
�Give me a piece of paper!� He was looking around and spied a notebook and pen across the desk. �OK, Robert, what the hell does this mean?� He drew some Hieroglyphic symbols on the paper and handed the notebook to the professor. He had drawn a line of birds, and a circle with an X inside.
�Where did you see this?�
�Never mind that now, what does it mean?�
Nordhausen was puzzled for a moment. �Must be phonetic,� he muttered. �Sau��
�That�s it!� Kelly remembered. �Zau. Hamza said the details of this event were to be carved on a stela and sent to another location. This is its location code. Where is Zau?�
Maeve was at the history module. �I�m going to take a chance and assume it�s somewhere in Egypt, and fairly close by the archive site,� she said. �These stones were not that easy to move.� A moment later she had a reference.
�Ah� Zau, the ancient Egyptian name for Sais. A place called Sa el-Hagar today. It�s in the Western Nile Delta.�
�Sais?� said Nordhausen. �That�s odd. If I remember my Herodotus, that�s the grave of Osiris, god of the afterlife and resurrection. But those ruins were ransacked by the peasantry after the old temple sites and ancient religions were banned when Rome adopted Christianity under Theodosius the First. It�s a fairly ancient site, though. The Greeks believed it was built by Athena, and antedates the great deluge that supposedly destroyed the lost realm of Atlantis.�
�They were just usurping stories of Neith,� said Maeve. �She was an Egyptian goddess of war. Sais was her proverbial home town and the origin site of the cult that worshiped her.�
�Well, Neith also had a lighter side,� said the Professor. �She was also a primordial deity associated with the first waters of creation�a great mother goddess. And in other interpretations she is depicted as the goddess of the loom, weaving all the strands of the world together to make a whole. She was supposed to do this each day. And incidentally�� The professor turned to Kelly. �Neith was thought to be the Mother of Ra. Having no husband, she was therefore a virgin goddess who nonetheless gave birth to, quite literally, the sun of the heavens above. Sound familiar?�
Maeve was looking the information up. �Plutarch said that when this deity was subsequently identified with Athena, an inscription was carved at her shrine that read: �I am all that hath been, and is, and shall be; and my veil no mortal has hitherto raised.�
�Damn,� said Robert. �How�s that for a description of Mother Time herself�she weaves the strands of the Meridians together to recreate the world each day. She knows all that hath been, all that is, and all that shall be.�
�And we�re the first mortals to have raised her veil,� said Paul. So where is all this leading us? What�s the significance of this site at Sais?�
Nordhausen thought for a moment, then something occurred to him, a sudden conjunction of worrisome thoughts that had been nagging at him since that moment at Rosetta when he first laid eyes on the altered Rosetta stone.�
�Sais!� He said. �Yes! It was an ancient temple site. That�s where they would have published Ptolemy�s decrees.�
�What are you talking about?� asked Kelly.
�The damn Rosetta stone!� said Nordhausen. �We�ve always known it didn�t originate at the fort where it was found at Rashid�at Rosetta. It was obviously brought there from somewhere else. These proclamations were published at significant sites, places of worship and cultural centers. Many historians believe the Rosetta stone probably came from Sais, and as I said, that site was pilfered by the peasantry when the Romans converted to Christianity. The temples were all torn down and literally became quarry sites for other building projects. The Rosetta stone probably came from the Temple at Sais and was just stuck into the walls as part of the fortifications built at Rashid.�
Paul snapped his fingers, suddenly very focused on what Nordhausen was saying. �Find out who built those fortifications, Maeve.�
�Hold on a second, let me run a quick search.� She had the information in short order. �Qaitbay, a Mamluk Sultan in the fourteen hundreds. He was a general and commander of a Mamluk army, but also renowned for his many architectural building projects. He built all over the Middle East, from Mecca to Jerusalem to Cairo��
�To Rashid,� said Paul. �How interesting.�
�What are you getting at?� asked Kelly.
Paul sighed heavily. �Let me see if I can pull this together. We�ve got this hidden archive where the details of key events are being carved, and you tell me the location code carved on a stela containing details relating to the history surrounding the Battle of Tours was placed in the city of Zau, Sais, the ancient temple site where Ptolemy III also published his decree�the very same decree that was busted up when the temple was torn down and quarried away for use in other building projects.�
�By a Mamluk Sultan architect,� said Maeve.
�In the wall foundations of the site where they found the Rosetta stone!� Nordhausen had the epiphany as well.
�Exactly!� Paul was energized now. �At least on the Meridian where we found ourselves after the Rosetta Mission. We always wondered how they could have run that intervention to alter the Rosetta stone so dramatically. One thought was that it was another stone, carved somewhere else and substituted for the decree of Ptolemy III. I think we may have our answer.�
�The damn thing was carved by Hamza and the scribes!� Kelly leapt ahead. �And, by god, it relates directly to the events now involved with this Grand Transformation�that�s� what the altered stone was describing, the details of the events surrounding the Battle of Tours!�

Chapter 8

Arch Complex, Lawrence Berkeley Labs, Saturday, 3:50 A.M.
�But why would they want that discovered?� asked Nordhausen. �It would give their enemies a means of learning the details and allow them to run a counter operation against their mission.�
�No,� said Maeve. �The stela we saw at Rosetta was clearly not the proclamation of Ptolemy III. There was no Greek or Demotic on it, only hieroglyphics, and therefore this stone provides Western scholars no means of translating the old Egyptian language. Besides, it was discovered by chance, and only on the Meridian we were riding, as Paul noted. In effect, I�ll bet the West remains baffled by the meaning of the Hieroglyphics to this day in the altered data the Golems are fishing up now.�
�Confirmed,� said Kelly, still typing rapid queries into the Golem module. �Look at this index title: Mysteries of Ancient Egypt Remain Unsolved.�
�I agree,� said Paul. �That�s what gave the Assassins the advantage they needed to reverse our intervention at Palma. But in light of the catastrophic consequences of the Tours operation, it�s likely nothing will ever be dug up at Rosetta. If Charles loses at Tours there�s certainly not going to be an invasion of Egypt by Napoleon! So I�m coming to see Palma was designed merely as a quick jab before the big right cross. It was meant as a blow against the contemporary power structure of the future West, and perhaps even created as a powerful distraction. Once it happened the Order was aghast at the consequences to their end of the Meridian, and they focused all their resources on that problem, which included enlisting us as well.�
�While the main attack was being planned here,� said Kelly, pointing at the history module, �at the battle of Tours.�
�Yes,� Paul agreed, a note of finality in his voice. �Tours is the fulcrum that levers the entire Meridian. It�s one of the first major crisis points after the Muslims come roaring out of Arabia following Mohammed�s death. If Charles Martel fails to stop them at Tours, all of Christendom is subjugated to the Moorish Umayyad Empire. The New World is discovered and colonized by Muslim explorers, there�s no United states, and no need for Palma at all if this transformation is allowed to occur.�
�Then I�m not subject to Paradox if the Nexus fails here?� Kelly�s eyes brightened hopefully.
�Quite the contrary,� said Paul. �Now we�re all in the same boat as you are. The Heisenberg Wave that this intervention will generate is going to be awesome. There may still be a city here after it works the transformation. The natural harbor of the bay almost assures that. But I guarantee you, it won�t be called San Francisco, and there won�t be any Lawrence Berkeley Labs here. In fact, there won�t be any Paul Dorland! My ancestors immigrated here in the early 1800�s from Germany. Who knows if that even happened?�
�God almighty,� said Nordhausen. �That goes for all of us. They�re going to eliminate the four of us as well in this attack�but wait a second�� He stumbled in his thinking. �How could that be? We�re the people who discovered Time travel. We�re the First Cause, the Founders of all this, correct? How could they run an operation that eliminates us? It would mean they never discover Time travel!� He looked at Maeve, head of Outcomes and Consequences, the question obvious in his eyes.
Maeve breathed deeply. �One of two things could happen,� she said. �If we are indeed essential imperatives to the discovery of Time travel, then Time must find some way to preserve us. But given the enormity of the transformation that will occur after Tours�no America, no San Francisco, no Lawrence Berkeley Labs�I find it difficult to imagine how Paradox could give us a pass here. What, would we just be standing here in the transformed city after the Heisenberg Wave passes us? What would we be wearing? Levis? Calvin Klein? Van Heusen? Geoffrey Beene?� She pointed at them, one after another. �I don�t see how it would be possible. The change is too dramatic.�
�And the second outcome?� Nordhausen leaned heavily on the console table. His brow furrowed, eyes hard and set.
�Well,� said Maeve flatly. �If Columbus doesn�t discover the New World, it�s clear that someone else does.�
�A Moroccan Berber,� said Kelly.
They all took her point. But Nordhausen still held forth with a hint of protest in his voice. �See here. You mean to say that we�re replaced by other founders in the altered Meridian? We just become insignificant nobodies in the flux of Time?�
�I�m nobody. Who are you?� said Maeve.
�Are you nobody too?� Kelly finished.
Nordhausen folded his arms unhappily. Now he looked at Paul, hoping he would elucidate some aspect of the physics of Time travel that would make this outcome impossible. The thought that he had been indispensible, a First Cause and Founder, had been a comforting shield to him through the trials of all these recent months. For the first time the renewed appreciation of his mortality yawned in his soul again. It was a humbling feeling of vulnerability, and he could see it growing in the eyes of Kelly and Maeve as well.
�Paul?� he said, the unanswered question dangling like a loose shirttail.
Paul sighed. The weariness of the hour weighed heavily on them all. �Technically,� he began, �what Maeve says is theoretically possible. Many major breakthroughs had instances where there were concurrent discoveries and development of the technology that resulted�the discovery of the atomic bomb being one example.� He could see a deflated look settling over them. �But there�s a third possibility,� he said with a note determination.
Nordhausen perked up. Maeve cocked her head to one side, hoping Paul�s next argument would also stand the test of her own judgment.
�Well,� said Nordhausen impatiently. �What is it, man? Out with it!�
�It�s obvious,� said Paul. �They fail at Tours. Their intervention does not succeed. The Grand Transformation is averted. There is no Heisenberg Wave, and when the Nexus dissipates all is well, because we find a way, here and now, to stop them.�
The silence was palpable. Then Kelly started typing again. �I�ll bring up everything I can on the battle,� he said. �Something tells me the Pushpoint is there.�
�Good call,� said Paul, already heading for the door. �I�m going down to the garage to siphon that fuel we may need for the backup generators. Robert, you can still read the damn hieroglyphics, right? So get with Maeve and see what you can dig up in the history about that stela. And would somebody please make some more coffee?� Paul was through the door and down the steps.
�We�ll need to look at data from this Meridian,� said Maeve�the Prime Meridian. It�s the only place we�ll find anything on the stela unearthed at Rosetta. It never existed in the pre-Palma time line. Kelly, is there a way to filter this resonance Paul is talking about and isolate information to a given Meridian?�
�Well it�s all one big duck soup,� said Kelly. �I can�t focus on one potential Meridian or another. But if the information is in the soup somewhere I can program a special search.�
�Please,� said Maeve.
�They would have made rubbing of the stone immediately after its discovery,� said Nordhausen, �just like the Assassins were doing with their messengers. So I�ll bet there�s an image of this stone, or some copy of the hieroglyphics that appeared on it somewhere in the data. Let�s start with that.�
Maeve was already at a workstation, rapidly typing in queries as Kelly fine tuned the search algorithms. �Right again, professor,� she smiled. �Here�s a nice photo of the stela.�
�See if you can get something closer� There, that image looks promising.� They were staring at a photo of the massive slab of stone, elegantly carved with the artistic hieroglyphs. The professor leaned in, squinting at the images on the screen. �That�s it,� he said pointing. �There at the top. I remember the translation� �Through the ages now he comes to a mystery: one death gives birth, a great wind upon the face of the sea, in a place forever hidden where the lions roar: �mine is yesterday, and I know tomorrow.� �it�s speaking about Kelly. His was the life that was to be sacrificed, or rather exiled to a distant and lost past. His was yesterday, but indeed, he knew tomorrow.�
He ran his finger further down the image on the screen, whispering under his breath as he did so, sounding out the Hieroglyphics in his mind.
�Now we get to the heart of it,� said Nordhausen. �Look here� �stirrings of unrest� Heed them not, or the mighty host flees before the enemy, and many will die.� There�s a break here� Then it reads: �Plunder taken� the road becomes the path of Martyrs. For he who would be slain must live�� That�s not history,� Nordhausen shook his head. �That�s a damn warning! It�s telling them not to heed the distraction Charles created in the rear areas! It�s a clear warning that their booty becomes the source of their defeat.�
�He who would be slain?�
�Probably Abdul Rahman,� said Robert.
�What more?� asked Maeve. �Can you read this line?�
The professor ran his finger along the Hieroglyphics. �The weave undone� A loose twine� where horses were brought to gather��
�That�s sounds interesting,� said Maeve. �The weave undone? A loose twine?�
�Where horses were brought to gather. Perhaps that means together� said Nordhausen. �Ah! Paul said this is primarily a cavalry army. They had been raiding hither, thither and yon with their light Berber horsemen. Abdul Rahman held the heavy horsemen close as his main force. But there were six days of raids and skirmishes back and forth before the main battle while he wisely gathered in all his other columns. Here, in this other source it reads: �for six days each side had tormented the other, they finally arrayed themselves in battle lines and fought fiercely.��
�So both sides must have been jumpy, which is why we get this admonishment not to heed the disruption of the camp in the heat of battle� But that bit about the twine?�
�I have no idea� Remember that this stela was presumably sited in Sais, the home of the cult worshiping Neith, the weaver of days by some interpretations. Could that bit about the twine be metaphorical?�
�There�s more on the stela.�
Nordhausen continued translating. �Hold them fast� those who drink the wind� lest they trample thy endeavor and the host is made to flee�� It breaks off there,� he said. �But the next time the cartouche appears it says this: �For the unseen one that comes in the dusk shall unseat all�.�
�That�s all,� he said. �There�s nothing more. And it�s clearly another warning. What do you make of it?�
Maeve sighed. �It�s fairly obtuse,� she said. �Maybe you�re correct in assuming it�s metaphorical, but what could it be referring to?�
�Very strange,� said Nordhausen. �What would they do with all these cryptic phrases? I don�t see how this information could be instructions on how they must act.�
�It�s cryptic to us,� said Maeve, �but it�s a code, Robert. They may know exactly what each of those phrases refer to. Remember all the cryptic phrases the BBC was broadcasting to the French underground prior to the D-Day invasion? They were perplexing to the Germans, but made perfect sense to the intended recipients.�
Robert nodded, conceding the point. �And this is odd. That phrase, those who drink the wind, is associated with this cartouche. It�s a royal name, or at least it is being used to confer special status to the named person. If it was phonetic it would read Ke-hai-lan. I�m not familiar with any Egyptian deity by that name, or Pharaoh either.�
�Well it�s probably referring to a person from the 8th century then. Perhaps one of the Arab generals or leaders?� Maeve was trawling for anything she could find.
�Hold on a second�.� The professor was scouring the image of the stone, noting any instance of that cartouche. �Yes,� he said. �Every time it appears it is accompanied by this determinative figure of a horse.�
�A horse?� Maeve was struck by that, a gleam of recognition in her eye. �Could it read��
At that moment there was a shudder throughout the building, and the sound of an explosion. They looked up at the overhead lighting as it fluttered, then dimmed, then went out altogether. The room was bathed in red emergency lighting now.
�Power outage!� Kelly shouted. �I�m firing up the number one generator!� He flipped a switch and they could hear a turbine rolling over with a distant wine, somewhere far below them.
�We�re off the grid,� said Kelly, watching the levels closely. The Arch spin-flux integrity had slipped to 45%, and it was still falling. �Come on, baby. What�s taking the auxiliary turbine so long?� The power level was falling, down to 41% now, but then it stabilized and began to climb. �That�s better,� Kelly breathed. �It�s a good thing we had it at 50%. That 10% buffer saved us. You can�t maintain a Nexus Point with less than 40% on the spin.�
The red emergency lab lights winked off and the overheads came back on. �I�ll take it back to 50%,� said Kelly. �Hope that didn�t affect the Nexus field much. I better give Paul a call.�
A moment later he was on the lab intercom system. Paul was down in the garage, just finishing up filling three fuel jugs with gasoline he had siphoned from the cars. He swore loudly when the power fluctuated, then the garage was suddenly plunged into darkness. A queasy feeling came over him, and he swayed.
Off in the distance, near the entrance to the circular ramp that led out to the surface he caught a glimpse of something in the pale emergency lighting. It wavered, then resolved to the form of a hooded man holding a long object in his right hand and slowly advancing, peering intently at him as he took a step forward.
�Who�s there?� he said, leaning heavily on his Honda for support. But when he looked again the figure was gone. �Guess I�ve been breathing too many gas fumes,� he said aloud to himself, still feeling light headed.
The lights came back on and he heard Kelly on the intercom: �Hey Pablo, I just had to make a trip to the mound. Went to the bull pen for a setup man. Looks like the grid outside is down, and the number one generator is coming on-line as we speak.�
Paul went to the nearby wall, toggling the intercom switch. He was very tired. �Good job, Kelly. I�ll be right up�� Then a wave of nausea swept over him and he fell.

Chapter 9

Arch Complex, Lawrence Berkeley Labs, Saturday, 4:15 A.M.
When Paul failed to arrive Kelly went down to the garage level to look for him, finding him sitting on the floor, somewhat dazed. He called up to Robert and Maeve, and they soon had Paul up in the control room, a fresh cup of Peet�s coffee in hand. It was his turn to be swaddled in a nice warm blanket.
�I thought I was the one suffering jet lag, Amigo.� Kelly quipped. �What are you trying to pull on us?�
�It was very odd,� said Paul. �I thought it was the fumes from the gasoline at first, but then I got very light headed.�
�The Nexus field weakened when we lost primary power,� said Kelly. �It�s very likely that it diminished somewhat, and you may have been dangerously close to the border zone.�
Paul nodded. �That sounds like a plausible explanation,� he said. �But it was strange� Just after the power went down I thought I saw someone near the entrance ramp to the garage, peering intently at me�in fact, slowly advancing towards me, holding something.�
�Holding what?� asked Robert.
�Well� it looked like a sword!�
They stared at one another, perplexed.
�What would happen if someone encountered a Nexus Point in the outside world, Paul?� Nordhausen was curious. �What would it look like, a huge shimmering ball of light or something?�
�Of course not,� said Paul. �We�ve had alerts before, and the Arch was up and running when we arrived here, walking right into the Nexus Point it was generating. So it has no unusual appearance at all. But the longer it stands, the deeper it goes. After a while people on the outside become out of phase with the Time inside the Nexus�or vice versa�so someone from the outside might have no awareness of the four of us, for example. We may be slightly out of phase with the normal vibration of their Time�there, but unseen.�
�Can someone enter it from the outside? I mean, could a lab tech decide to come to the facility here early and just wander into the Nexus? What if that was a maintenance person holding a mop?�
�Sure,� said Paul. �Aside from the fact that this portion of the facility is behind a gated security entrance, there�s nothing to stop someone on the outside from coming here. We could come and go, for example, but I don�t advise we try it. The longer you are in a Nexus Point the more out of phase you are with the world outside it. That�s what causes the odd dissonance when you first cross the border. You have to re-phase with Time and the dissonance can be fairly debilitating, as I can attest!� �
�So the Assassins could just rush in here and put us all to the sword?� Nordhausen was still digging.
�If they could see us,� said Paul, recalling the vision he had perceived. �My guess is that Time has a way of dissuading them because a Nexus Point is protected from the effects of causality. It�s like a Time out, to turn a phrase nicely, or a kind of neutral zone. Who really knows? If this is correct the Assassins know it would be foolish to try what you propose. And, well, we�re still here, so we might be out of phase in here, and therefore protected by other means as well. They could walk in and yet be unable to even see us!�
�Then who was that down in the garage?� The professor finally got to his point. �You say it appeared as if he was looking at you, coming toward you, as if aware of your presence?�
�What Kelly just said is very likely the culprit,� said Paul. �The Nexus probably contracted slightly with the power outage. I must have still been inside, but very near the border, and it was a near run thing. Perhaps I was right at the edge. In such an instance I might have started to re-phase with the outside Meridian and become vulnerable to causality, if only for a brief moment. Yes,� he concluded. �Whoever it was seemed as surprised to see me as I was to see them.�
�Someone with a sword?� Maeve had a dubious look on her face? �How likely is that in the Berkeley Hills at four in the morning?�
�The Fedayeen commandos!� said Nordhausen, half jokingly.
Paul raised an eyebrow, and gave him a serious look. �That may not be as far-fetched as it sounds,� he said. �Remember, this could be the only functioning Arch outside the control of the Assassins at the moment. They certainly know that, and I�m willing to bet they also know Kelly is missing from his exile at the edge of the Nile, ten thousand years ago. That means they know we�re up and running some kind of operation, and they also know who we are and what we�re capable of. This is their opus magnum�this operation against the outcome of Tours�and I would not put it past them to send someone here with bad intent.�
�To assassinate us?� The professor seemed indignant.
�We thought that impossible before,� said Paul, �but the fact that they might yet discover Time travel on their own if this operation succeeds makes us fair game. What was it De Gaulle said? Graveyards are full of indispensable men. You said it yourself, Robert. They should have cut my head off when they had me at Castle Masyaf, and perhaps the Sami was intending exactly that. They have shown great respect and an unwillingness to do any harm to fellow Walkers, as they call us Time travelers, but that may have changed given the importance of this operation. The Battle of Tours causes such a radical transformation that even we, the Founders, become expendable as far as Time is concerned. The Golems clearly indicate the overwhelming possibility of a Meridian forming where our lives would most likely be extinguished, as if we�d never been born.�
�But only if the transformation occurs,� said Maeve.
�Correct,� Paul agreed. �Yet LeGrand taught us that both sides have operatives at key moments in the Time Meridian�agents in place. I wouldn�t put it past them to have agents here, in our time, to keep a watch on what we do.�
They sat with that for a while. It was the second odd occurrence Paul had experienced that night, the first being the strange specter of Kelly walking through the glass door at the Harney Science Center. What was going on here? Time seemed to be fragmented, losing cohesion in the display of these odd effects.
Paul took a last sip of his coffee, and looked at the time. He could not think about it any longer. �It�s 4:30!� he complained. �We�re wasting time, not to mention vital fuel stocks. Did you find anything in the research that could lead us to a fulcrum on this event?�
�We found images of the stone they unearthed at Rosetta,� said Robert. �Thank God the information was still in the soup, as Kelly puts it. I was able to do a rudimentary translation. It contained an obvious warning about the battle, an admonishment for them to gather in all their cavalry and take no heed of the disturbance in the camp.�
�No,� said Maeve. �I think there was something more there. What was that line again about the wind?�
�The wind? Let me think. I believe it read: �Hold them fast� those who drink the wind� lest they trample thy endeavor� Or something to that effect.�
�Those who drink the wind,� said Maeve, deep in thought. �That really struck me. What was the name in that cartouche again?�
Nordhausen had to go back over to the monitor, peering in at the image of the stela again. �I make it Ke-hai-lan,� but its meaning eludes me.�
�Could it be Ku-hay-lan,� said Maeve, substituting a vowel in the first syllable to change the pronunciation.
�As you wish,� said the professor. �I still can�t recall any personage of importance by that name. Should we Google it?�
�But you said this cartouche was always accompanied by another symbol, a determinative, the symbol of the horse, correct?� Maeve was pulling on a rope and reeling the professor in.
�Yes, now that you mention it,� said Robert. �I took that to mean the cartouche held the name of one of the generals, an officer of cavalry. Would that help?�
�Well,� said Maeve definitively, folding her arms. �Kuhaylan is the name of one of the five major breeds of Arabian horses, a primal name.� She had owned horses most of her adult life, riding several times a week on the trails of the East Bay hills. �And get this�the name comes from a mythical tale about the Angel Jibrail, the Angel Gabriel for us, who comes to Ishmael sleeping in the desert, and wakes him with a dust storm, a whirling wind spout actually. When he awakens Jibrail orders the storm to abate, and it resolves to the shape of a horse, as if the horse had devoured the dust storm. So they gave the name Kuhaylan to this strain of Arabians, which means �Drinker of the Wind!��
�That�s it then!� Robert clapped his hands together. �Look here!� He pointed at the stela again, searching for the lines he had translated earlier. �Yes, yes, here it is� �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�.��
�Then it�s not a royal personage in the cartouche,� said Maeve.�
Kelly put it more directly: �It�s talking about the damn horses,� he said. �Hold them fast� those who drink the wind� Perhaps it�s another warning to keep a firm hold on the cavalry. The charge broke and dissipated when there was a disturbance in the rear areas, and a good segment of the cavalry broke off to secure their loot.�
�Yes,� said Robert. �There was a warning inscribed about that earlier in the stela. Here� �stirrings of unrest� Heed them not, or the mighty host flees before the enemy, and many will die. Forsake all plunder, lest the road become the path of Martyrs. For he who would be slain must live��
�It�s a good lead,� said Kelly, �and an obvious warning aimed at altering the outcome of the battle.�
�Right,� said Paul, �but there�s a lot of haze there. I mean, it�s too broad. There�s no obvious Pushpoint, just a general admonition to keep the cavalry under control. How would they be able to accomplish that if they sent someone back to this milieu? Would he have to be in the guise of a respected military advisor who meets with Abdul Rahman and his Emirs before the battle? He might do so, though there is no mention of any such man in the history the Golems dig up. But even if he delivered his message, convincingly, there is still the fog and heat of battle, and men react in unanticipated ways. Panic and disorder can spread very quickly on a battlefield. A false rumor can undo even the soundest of military plans.�
�I suppose you�re right,� said Robert.
�But there was something more,� said Maeve. �What was that bit about Neith and the weaver of days, Robert?�
Nordhausen scratched his head, looking at the screen again until he found the line in the hieroglyphics. �The weave undone� A loose twine� where horses were brought together�.�
�No,� Maeve pointed. �You said you translated that �to gather� the first time. �where horses were brought to gather,� not together.�
�Yes, I suppose it could be read that way.�
�Well where do they gather horses?� Maeve was on to something now.
�In a corral,� said Kelly.
�Right,� said Maeve. �I keep mine in one. Could it be they were holding a large group of horses back in the camp, perhaps looted from the farms and fiefdoms of the countryside? They�d already overrun half of Gaul by this time. Tours is just a hundred miles southwest of Paris! And if they did have them in an enclosed place of some kind they would have to have some kind of a gate.�
�A loose twine!� Kelly said excitedly. �Somebody left the gate open and the damn horses got out! A loose twine� where horses were brought to gather��
�It could have been a stampede! It�s exactly the sort of thing the camp raiders would try to start.�
�Now that�s a Pushpoint!� said Paul. �A loose twine. It�s practically defines the workings of a Pushpoint�something odd and utterly insignificant that ends up causing major ramifications. They probably did collect numerous horses and other animals as they pillaged north. They would be highly prized by a mounted army, and yes, they would have used horse holders in the rear areas, or perhaps have some enclosure where these animals were kept safe from the battle. I love it. It�s clear and specific, a pointed warning� a loose twine!�
�Alright, let�s assume this was the disturbance in the camp,� Nordhausen agreed. �So they sent someone back to secure these horses, and prevent this stampede. I suppose it�s as good a scenario as any. The hieroglyphics clearly say hold them fast, those who drink the wind.�
�Keep a firm hold on the horses,� Maeve said it another way. �And if they can�t manage that then all the other lines were just backup�heed no disturbance, don�t worry about the plunder��
They all looked at Paul, waiting to see if they had the makings of an intervention. �Well,� he began. �If this is more than speculation then we may have a chance here. If their mission was to go back and tie that knot��
�Then we have to make sure we un-tie it,� said Kelly. �But how in the world do we do that?�

Part IV
The Lost Sheep

�It would be nice to travel if you knew where you were going and where you would live at the end� or do we ever know? Do we ever live where we live? We're always in other places, lost, like sheep.�
- Janet Frame


Chapter 10

Arch Complex, Lawrence Berkeley Labs, Saturday, 4:40 A.M.
Nordhausen was reading from a file he had called up from the RAM Bank. It was a description of the invading Muslim army as it advanced into Christian lands.
�A countless multitude;
Syrian, Moor, Saracen, Greek renegade,
Persian, and Copt, and Tartar, in one bond
Of erring faith conjoined-strong in the youth
And heat of zeal, a dreadful brotherhood�

Nor were the chiefs
Of victory less assured, by long success
Elated, and proud of that o'erwhelming strength
Which, surely they believed, as it had rolled
Thus far uncheck' d, would roll victorious on,
Till, like the Orient, the subjected West
Should bow in reverence at Mohammed's name;
And pilgrims from remotest Arctic shores
Tread with religious feet the burning sands
Of Araby and Mecca's stony soil.�


�That�s from Southey's Roderick,� he finished. �It�s referring to the defeat of the Visigoths on the Rio Barbate in 711, but it gives you an idea of the nature of the foe. Years later Abdul Rahman�s army was the equal of this force, in fact it was actually much larger. It took the western passes over the Pyrenees, and auxiliary incursions came by sea to Narbonne, then moved along the Mediterranean coast to Avignon, pushing inland through the provinces of Provence and Burgundy. This was no mere raid, as some historians carp. Abdul Rahman was intent on eliminating Odo as a threat on his northern border, and he was coming for plunder and land, all in the name of Allah. �
�And Odo ran straight to Charles after his crushing defeat,� said Paul.
They were studying a map of the campaign now. �That secondary thrust pushed up through Lyon, Chalons and all the way to Dijon,� said Robert. �Cities were laid siege and stormed for pillage, notably Bordeaux, where Odo was defeated. The Mozarabic Chronicle of 754 states that they burned churches, abbeys, palaces, forts and any other places of importance. The whole countryside was scoured for loot, and as Abdul Rahman�s army approached Tours he had his eye on the Abbey at St. Martin as well.�
�Yes, and they were taking their time, burdened by ever larger hauls of plunder that the soldiery claimed as compensation for their service.�
�Without doubt,� said the professor.
�So how do we make this intervention?� asked Paul. �It�s clear that we need to be focusing on the Arab camp, wherever that may be. Information on the actual battlefield is sketchy. Many feel it occurred between two rivers south of Tours. That�s where it was in the simulation I played, and if I were to deploy a largely infantry force there, I�d put my main body close to the confluence, on any high, wooded ground I could find. That way the two rivers would protect my flanks. Get a Google terrain map of that area. Let�s see what we find.�
They called up the data, perusing the map until Paul laid his finger on a spot near the meeting place of the rivers. �This looks interesting,� he said. �The village of Cenon� Some accounts indicate there was marshy ground to one side of the old Roman road here. This low lying terrain with the small lakes south of Cenon may be where that ground was,� he concluded.
�You have a good eye,� said Robert. �The weight of opinion now believes the battle was fought here near Moussais. It�s a small estate today, with a golf course nearby.�
�Over 1300 years ago it was the anvil of fate,� said Paul. �And this adjacent high ground would be perfect for a large infantry Phalanx. Let�s get a Google image.�
The street view was very helpful. Right at the intersection of two roads a small white sign read: �La Bataille de Poitiers, 732.� The road it pointed to was named �Pied Sec.�
�You�d think the French would have a bigger sign, given that the whole of Christendom and Western history rides on the outcome of this battle. Look at it! There�s nothing here, no monument, no national park. You�d think they�d at least have the decency to put a statue of Charles Martel here. And what�s this road named, Pied Sec?�
�Dry feet.� said Maeve. �That�s what it translates to.�
�This was marshy ground,� said Paul, �and this is the only high ground around, though I doubt the road was even here 1300 years ago. There�s not much elevation, but it will do, and it was most likely wooded in the 8th century. I�ll bet Charles dug his defensive trench and established a shieldwall right along that road, or somewhere close to it. So let�s see�� He traced his finger along the map. �The Muslim camp would be back here somewhere,� he said. �Probably south of this little stream.�
�It was supposed to have been on a small hill, according to some scholars,� said Robert. �And it would definitely be in a clearing. They needed room for their tents.�
�Then it would have to be here, at or near Le Pugets, just south of the modern day golf course. Or possibly slightly east of that area.�
They agreed that they had a reasonable line on a breaching point as to location, somewhere right between these likely zones. Now the more difficult question of the temporal coordinates would have to be tackled.
�We�ve got the year,� said Paul. �It�s well recorded to have been 732 A.D. And I think we can safely say it was in October.�
�Accounts confirm that,� said the professor. �Watson has an interesting paper�� He clicked on a link and called up the file. �Here it is: �Thus, there is a consensus in most of the Latin sources that the battle occurred on a Saturday in October, 732.� Later he narrows down the weight of opinion to late in the month and makes it October 25th, 732, coincident with the start of Ramadan.�
�That would mean the two armies met six days earlier, on the 19th of October,� said Paul. �I don�t think it will do us any good to arrive too soon. Both sides were harassing and probing one another throughout the week. The battle was fought on the seventh day, Saturday, October 25th, and that will probably have to be our breaching point. Let�s get Kelly working on some numbers.�
�And use the Julian Calendar,� the professor advised. �There�s as much as a ten day shift on the Gregorian calendar.�
They still had to work out the details of the mission, and Paul had some real apprehension about it. The sources on this battle were few, sketchy, and well scattered over the centuries after its conclusion.
�It�s as close as we�re likely to come,� he said with some resignation in his voice. �There just isn�t much data on this battle out there, no matter how decisive it turns out to be.� He looked at the time, well after 5:00 AM now. �Kelly� How long before we would have coordinates?�
�I could do it in an hour�with an Arion.�
�We don�t have one handy,� said Paul. �Unless you want to leave the Nexus Point with me and drive back into the City, and I don�t think we can contemplate that now. The risk of dissonance is too great, to say nothing of the fact that I siphoned most of the gas from my Honda and the other vehicles.�
�Then I need some bad ass computing power. We should have dedicated more budget to CPUs. I spent too much on RAM.�
�All water under the bridge,� said Paul. �Can we link up every desktop we have in here and do something that way?�
�Not nearly enough processing power,� said Kelly, then he stopped himself. �Hey, wait a second! The Golems! There must be an installed user base in the tens of thousands still left active out there. We�ve got the information we need on variations. We know where we want to go, and when. I can write a command prompt to tell all the Golems to join in a super-network cloud to do the calculations! All I have to do is write the algorithms with the variable data.�
�Go do it!� said Paul. �You just shifted in from ten thousand B.C., so you�re not a candidate for this mission. You get us those numbers and run the show from here.� He looked at Robert and Maeve. �I guess that leaves us to decide the rest.�
Even if they did have temporal and spatial coordinates nailed down to a reasonable breaching point, the prospect of shifting in to a Medieval battle zone was a bit daunting. Who should go? Paul was the first to volunteer.
�I�m fine now,� he said. �I�ll know the ground, and use my military horse sense to scout out this camp. You can dress me as an Arab. I�ll grab the first unattached loot I find and try to look like I�m a camp attendant.�
�Well enough,� said Robert. �I�ll be useful with the history, and I can manage a little Arabic now. I�ve been boning up, you see, and��
�I�m the one who speaks French and Latin,� said Maeve.
Nordhausen frowned. �Now, see here, we went round and about on this the last mission. This will be dangerous, my dear, and if we�re going as Arabs we won�t need to speak French. Besides, the language of the eighth century wouldn�t sound anything like modern French. Latin, perhaps, and I can manage that as well.�
�I�m afraid he�s right, Maeve,� Paul weighed in. �I think it best that Robert and I handle it this time. And Robert� I�m willing to go this alone. No sense risking two of us.�
�Two of us doubles our chance of success,� said Robert. He was determined to get a look at the eighth century.
�It also doubles the chance that one of you gets killed,� said Maeve. �Remember, we�re not indispensable any longer. Time has shown us that she can get along without us quite well if we believe the possible outcome on the Golem report.�
�We�ll just have to risk it then,� said Robert. �Soldiers of Christ and all�� he smiled.
�And better if you stay here with Kelly,� Paul said to Maeve. �I think we owe you that much after the last mission.�
Maeve shrugged. �Alright,� she said flatly, �you�ve twisted my arm.�
�Good,� said Kelly over his shoulder. �I could certainly use the company.� He had been listening intently, his attention divided between the command prompt and the conversation they were having.
Maeve gave him a warm smile. �Then I�ll go down to the wardrobe and see what I can dig up for you. It seems to me that we sent the two of you through in Arab garb once before.� She was obviously referring to the initial mission, a lifetime ago, or several as it seemed to them now.
�Make sure the shoes fit this time,� Nordhausen complained as she went, still muttering to himself as he turned back to Paul. �I�m not blundering about in size eights again.� And for good measure he shook a finger at Kelly. �Plan it well,� he said. �Get the numbers right. I don�t want any visits to Jurassic Park again!�
�Rule number one,� said Kelly. �No coffee near the keyboard.� He reached out, picked up his mug of Peet�s, and plunked it firmly down on the desk, a safe distance away.
Paul could not help but smile, but the worried look returned to his face a moment later. �You�re sure about this?�
�Time and place?� said Nordhausen. �It�s as close as we�re going to get given the data.� He turned to Kelly again. �Make it dawn, October 25th, 732 AD.�
�Dawn?� Paul questioned the time. �The battle most likely started at dawn. Who knows how long these cavalry charges went on? The Arab tactics would be to mount rushes with the archers on horseback, then dissipate. They�d come in, fire, and fall back. Then, at some point, the heavy armored cavalry would charge. Well, the point is, the longer we are there the more time there is for something to go wrong. I�d like to push it back several hours, perhaps in the mid-afternoon.�
�What if we manifest too late?�
�Accounts are that Charles has a fairly disciplined army. You read the material. Even the Arab sources compared the Frank�s shieldwall to an implacable glacier, a wall of ice. It was one of the very few instances where infantry held their ground against a determined cavalry charge during this period.�
�You make a good point,� said Robert. �And the rout of the Arab army was supposed to have occurred near dusk. Alright then, let�s calculate the probable time of sunset. I�ve got a nifty site on the net� If it�s still there.�
It wasn�t.
�Damn,� Nordhausen swore. �Very well, let�s just get average times from recent years.� He had the information in due course. �I make it 6:40, or thereabouts. Suppose we shift in two hours before that. Would that be cutting it too close?�
�Remember we still have to find the Arab camp, in one direction or another, and work our way to this corral,� said Paul.
�Suppose one of us runs a Spook Job timed for about 4:00 PM, just to have a look? If we see too much chaos, and the Arab army appears in obvious retreat, then we�re too late, and we can still adjust.�
�A Spook Job is just a few seconds time,� said Paul. �You�d barely be able to get your bearings. I�m not opposed to the idea, but a Spook Job was designed to scout a location that was fairly fine tuned. We don�t really know what we�ll find there at all yet.�
Spook Jobs were the term they applied to a quick manifestation on distant time coordinates. Anyone there who might have seen them might think them a ghostly spirit, enfolded with the haze of frosty infinity. They would appear, then vanish, just there long enough to take a quick look and verify some important information about the potential breaching site.
�Well this is all speculation,� said Nordhausen. �I think we had better have some look at the milieu before we actually shift in. We�re not even entirely sure if the camp is where we think it is�or the battle, for that matter.�
Paul shrugged. �You�re probably right,� he said. �Alright. I�ll make the reconnaissance. I�ll shift in for ten or fifteen seconds and do a three-sixty. If the battle is there, I should hear it even if I can�t see it, and if the breaching point is near the camp I should see all sorts of wagons, tents and perhaps even get a look at the corral where they have the horses we�re hoping to find.�
�See here, Paul. No need to put yourself out. You�ve just had a bout of the willies down in the garage. Perhaps I should make the jump on the Spook Job.�
�You think Maeve is going to let you shift by yourself? After the two unauthorized missions you ran and that pot shot you were going to take at Napoleon?�
�What? I did no such thing!�
�Alright, but you did wander off your manifestation point almost immediately. On a Spook Job you can�t move at all. You�ve got to stay exactly on your breaching point coordinates so the system can maintain a hold on your mass pattern.�
�I promise you I won�t move an inch,� said Nordhausen, but Paul shook his head.
�I�ll go,� he said. �It may be that we need a few more Spook Jobs if this first look isn�t on target. You can take the second shift in that case, and we�ll alternate until we�re satisfied we have a good location. Then you�ll join me for the final shift. And Robert,� he said with an obvious note of warning. �This is going to be the most dangerous thing we have ever done in our lives.�

Chapter 11

Arch Complex, Lawrence Berkeley Labs, Saturday, 6:50 A.M
Kelly was concentrating intensely on his math, rechecking everything to be certain he was correct. He had sent most of the primary breaching algorithms to the Golem cloud hours ago, along with the temporal data, and was just using the time to run verification checksums on the number sequences.
It was a strange feeling, being back in the lab again after the time he had spent in the desert, so very long ago. He could still hardly believe that he had lived several months there in that Meridian, chatting with Hamza the scribe, joining the regular prayer sessions, wandering the labyrinthine hollows of the hidden Sphinx, and standing on the apex of the Sun Pyramid each morning to greet the dawn. He remembered the vast, empty desert, stretching out to the horizon on every side, broken only by the wide gleaming course of the Nile. The sands were unspoiled, sere grey and white, baking in the hot sun as the day wore on. The air was absolutely clean, the night sky pristine and clear, with the amazing vista of the Milky Way often visible in the dry desert nights. It would not have been a bad way to live, he thought, praying and carving and dreaming away the days there in the desert.
Now here he was again, plugged into the technology he owed his life to several times over. He sat before three computer monitors, with software windows open all over the various screens. An ear bud fed music to his brain as he worked. He was listening to Porcupine Tree, his favorite band, and the song was titled �Stars Die.�
�The moon shook
curled up like gentle fire
The ocean glazed and melted wire
Voices buzzed in spiral eyes
Stars dived in blinding skies�


A humbling realization, he thought, but the music was nonetheless a comfort to him, engaging another part of his brain and soul as he worked. Music, books, computers, photography, these things had been the central interests of his life, and now that he was back in his own time again, he was immediately plugged, Borg like, into all the technology that characterized life in the early twenty first century.
He had just finished the last of his checksums and was satisfied that the data had good integrity when a low tone caught his attention through the music. He looked over at the right hand monitor and was surprised to see the Golem flag alert warning light on again.
�That�s odd,� he said aloud. He had ordered all the Golems to join in the network cloud and focus on solving his calculations. What would be feeding him this alert? He reached in, adjusting the monitor briefly before clicking on the Golem search application tied into the History module.
At first he was greeted with the same disturbing screen they had seen the first time. All the lines for Western history were blood red with variation: sciences, politics, arts and especially religion. He scrolled back through the data, noting the gradual shift through the orange and amber spectrum until he finally saw welcome green lines, right there in the early 8th century as he expected.
�Looks like I have some lost sheep here,� he muttered. A few of the Golems didn�t get the message, and they were still augmenting data on the variations in the history as compared to the RAM Bank. �Must be a glitch,� he said, resolving to round up his lost sheep later. Then he let the music flow into his tired brain again.
�Idle mind and severed soul
Silent nerves and begging bowl
Shallow haze to blast a way
Hyper sleep to end the day�
Stars die��


Hypersleep sounded appealing just now, though his mind remained remarkably sharp and alert in spite of the fact that he had shifted over ten thousand this morning. At least he had a full night�s sleep before Paul managed to locate him on the apex of that pyramid and bring him home.
Maeve had come up with costuming an hour ago and already had both Paul and Robert in their Berber robes. She had also raided the lounge and prepared a much needed breakfast in the adjacent kitchen. Kelly had just finished his scrambled eggs, realizing how much he missed them during his days in the desert. Now Maeve was still lecturing the would be travelers, especially Robert, trying to make sure he didn�t get carried away and do something preposterous once he shifted in.
Paul was right. This was going to be the most dangerous mission yet. In spite of his faith in his math, there were still so many uncertainties about the situation. It was going to be a wildly chaotic scene. Even the rear areas of a major battle like this could be perilous. Both sides had been raiding and harrying one another for days. Any hint of a spy in the midst of the Arab camp would likely be dealt with severely. Nordhausen claimed he could manage a word or two of Arabic to help them pass should they be confronted, but Kelly was still very worried about them.
And the scene was also likely to be very dynamic. Men and horses could be running everywhere. What you really wanted on a breaching point was a lot of nice empty space. The unsettling possibility that they would begin to manifest right where someone else was standing was a real concern in this situation. The magnetic corona around them would prevent their mass from merging with that of another person or thing, but it would also have a fairly rough repulsion effect on anything, they collided with on entry.
A second tone caught his attention. The Golems he had herded into the network cloud were signaling they had completed the calculations. The numbers were coming in to his laptop even now, and he called up the primary integrity number, relieved to see his breaching sequences had a high degree of accuracy, over 99.987% Anything in that range was nominal, and he was very pleased.
�Numbers up!� he shouted. �I can feed the Arch sequencer any time now, Paul.�
Paul rushed over, his long Arabic robes flowing behind him. �Clean numbers?� he asked.
�Immaculate,� said Kelly. �I can have the first Spook Job set up in ten minutes.�
A pulse of anxiety coursed through Paul as he realized what he was about to do. That inscription on the shrine of Athena in Sais returned to his mind with the edge of a warning: �I am all that hath been, and is, and shall be; and my veil no mortal has hitherto raised.�
He was about to lift Time�s veil again, and stare into her eyes, over 1300 hundred years in the past. What would he see there?
�I guess I should get down to the Arch then,� he said, and the two men shook hands briefly. �You sure about the Spook Job now?�
�I�ll give you fifteen seconds�you�ll be in and out. Be sure to close your eyes during the shift so you can minimize the nausea. When you feel your feet on solid ground again, you�ll have about another ten seconds to have a quick look around. How we doing on fuel?�
�The particle integrity in the quantum matrix seems very stable,� said Paul.
�Great, but I was thinking about the generators. Our first setup man has been pitching two innings now.�
�I think we can get another inning out of this one,� said Paul. Fuel reading on that generator is about 30%. Number two is ready on standby using power from the system, so if you need it you can probably get plenty of juice in just a few seconds. But this is just a Spook Job, a quick in and out. You won�t need more than eighty or ninety percent of full power on the shift.�
�No problemo,� said Kelly. �We�ll see you back here in about twenty minutes then.�
�Right,� said Paul, but the look they gave each other spoke to the grave uncertainty still inherent in this technology. Paul imagined they felt a bit like the Wright brothers on that cold day in December of 1903 when they made the first powered flight. The thought that the mission might come crashing down around them like a rickety bi-plane still plagued him. There had already been many mishaps over these first three missions, though he comforted himself with the thought that, in spite of it all, they were all still here in one piece, alive and well.
He said his farewells to Maeve and Robert. �You�re on deck,� he said clapping Robert by the shoulder. �If this doesn�t look good we may have to recalculate the physical location for another look, but Kelly says he can do that right here in the system. He won�t need the Golem cloud again to nudge us a kilometer or so for another look.�
He gave them both parting hugs and went down to the Arch. When the elevator opened he could see the strange phosphorescent glow dead ahead, illuminating the thick event horizon line. Kelly was on the intercom.
�OK, I�m ramping up the power to ninety percent,� he heard him say. There was an odd echo in his voice. �Get on the ready line for a portrait��
He was referring to the pattern signature the system would take of Paul�s mass. Something like an MRI, it would serve as a means of isolating him in the mass flux at the distant location in space-time. The data would be stored in the enormous memory bank to back up the signature in case of any power failures.
Paul stepped onto the yellow line and felt the turbines vibrating as the Arch spun up. The prickly sensation let him know he was being scanned for a pattern signature, and he could feel that same eerie charge one has when surrounded by static energy, a hair raising tickle that was the first caress of Mother Time.
�On my mark� Three� Two� One� GO!�
His heart leapt an extra beat and he took a single step forward, crossing the event horizon between this reality and another, eyes tightly closed, fists clenched with the stress of the moment. He could still perceive the whirling light show through his closed eyelids, and the awful roaring sound of a passing train drowned out his fearful pulse. The Arch howled like lost animal, resolving to a low growl. Then the queasy sensation of lightness swept over him, and he seemed to be floating, disembodied, a nameless spirit of the moaning winds of Time.
A moment later he felt gravity and solidity sweep over his slight frame and, as Kelly had advised, he waited until he could feel the firmness of ground beneath his feet before opening his eyes. The acrid smell of an ozone frost was still all around him, but he blinked, bleary eyed through the haze and stared with shock and wonder.
The seconds ticked off, each an eternity� Nine� Eight� Seven. Paul looked to his left, then quickly back to his right, squinting in what looked like a smoky fog. But he could clearly perceive the landscape about him, though still somewhat dazed and confused. Six� five� Four� What was wrong? By now he could also hear sounds, the faint call of a far away bird, the rush of wind past his headdress carrying with it the scent of freshly sodden earth, ripe and full. He looked this way and that, astounded. Three� Two� One�
There came a shudder, and the air around him seemed to ripple with a tinge of cobalt blue light, distorting the panorama of the landscape he was gaping at before him. The scene wavered like the glimmering sheen of a distant horizon, a false oasis in the desert of Time. Then the awful feeling of insubstantial lightness swept through his body again, and a strange sense that he was being pulled away. He shut his eyes tight when the roar of the Arch drowned out everything else.
�Three� Two� One��
It was the voice of Kelly on the intercom again.
�And we�re secure with a solid pattern signature in the bay. Welcome home, Paul.�
Home, Paul�
Home�.
Kelly looked over his shoulder at Robert and Maeve. �It was a good shift,� he said. �You two can go form the welcoming committee, while I ramp the power down.�
�Our pleasure,� said Maeve.
They were quickly through the great titanium metal pressure sealed door and into the long cylindrical tunnel, which angled ever more sharply into the depths of the hillside. The complex was buried deep underground, a precaution to help shield the environment against the strange effects that might be released should anything go wrong with the spin-out of the singularity. The tunnel led them to an elevator that would take them down to the Arch Bay. After the brief ride down they leapt through the doors, all smiles, and rushed to the Arch. Paul was there, but the look on his face clearly showed that something was very wrong. He seemed shocked and dismayed, a perplexed expression darkening his eyes.
�Problem,� he said quietly. �Big problem��

Chapter 12

Arch Complex, Lawrence Berkeley Labs, Saturday, 7:30 A.M
�I manifested as expected,� said Paul, �but when I opened my eyes to have a look around there was nothing to see, no sign of either army, and no battle underway at all, at least as far as I could tell. It was hazy, but behind me I had a good view of that high ground where we thought the Arab camp would be located. The area was well wooded so I couldn�t see as far as I hoped, but there wasn�t a soul around. It was deathly quiet. Why, I remember hearing the call of a bird, far off but distinct. Yet not a whisper else. No war drums, horns, clashing of swords on shields, and definitely no sound of charging cavalry. That would have made an enormous din.�
�Then we must have the wrong location�something off in Kelly�s numbers again,� said Robert.
�Oh, no mister!� Kelly came quickly to this field of battle. �We were dead on. The system certifies that we hit the exact date and time you wanted, at the exact coordinates I entered. There was no programming error. I put Paul right where you told me to, so you must have had the wrong date.�
�That�s entirely possible,� said Maeve. �Some sources claim the battle was fought October 10th.�
�But the consensus was that the battle was fought on October 25th, 732� said Nordhausen. �Even the Islamic sources seem to indicate it was fought in the year 114, the first day of Ramadan, yuam-as-sabt. That�s the 25th in the Julian calendar� You did use the Julian Calendar, correct? Because if you put in Gregorian numbers Paul would have arrived at the wrong time.� He gave Kelly a suspicious look.
�Yes, I used the Julian calendar,� said Kelly. �You said it was on a Saturday, near the end of the month. In the Gregorian calendar that would be either the 22nd or the 29th. In the Julian calendar it would be the 25th, the day you wanted. Want to look at the algorithm?� Kelly anticipated a battle with the professor, and he was stealing a march on him, choosing ground where he had a decided advantage.
The professor pursed his lips. �Then they got it wrong,� he said dejectedly, waving his hand dismissively at unseen historians the world over.
�Notice he didn�t say �I� got it wrong,� said Kelly, taking a little swipe at the professor for the static he had received earlier.
�Well I can only report what is known about this period,� said Robert in a huff. �And the sources are pretty thin.�
�Look, this is getting us nowhere,� said Paul. �What do we do about this? Do we select another date and try again, possibly a few days earlier or later?�
�You�re saying you didn�t see anything?� Maeve asked. �No sign that an army had marched through that area? We put you right near the old Roman road.�
�Correct,� Paul confirmed. �The ground would have been rutted with the wheels of their carts and wagons. All accounts are that the Arabs were heavily burdened with their plunder. But the whole area seemed completely undisturbed. No horses, carts, tents, soldiers, campfires, banners, and no sound of fighting. Believe me, estimates are that there were upwards of 30,000 men on each side of this battle. You put 60,000 men into that location and I would have certainly seen something. And the Arabs brought wives, family, slaves, and personal possessions as well. It would have looked like Woodstock after the concert if they had been through that area at all.�
�Yes, if we shifted you in too late then you would have seen signs of the battle, not to mention dead bodies all over the place, even if it was fought as early as the 10th as one source suggested.�
�Right,� said Paul. �So we were early then. The battle had to be fought later. It�s the only thing that could account for the unblemished condition of the ground I saw�unless we�re entirely wrong about the location of this battle, and I think that is unlikely.�
�Then we�ll have to take a look at the following Saturday,� said Nordhausen. �Make it November 1st, Kelly.� He folded his arms. �I guess I�m up then,� he said with some anticipation. It was clear that he was eager to get a look at the situation first hand.
�Paul?� Kelly looked at the project team leader for confirmation.
�If that's the case both armies would still be on the field at that time.� Paul was obviously not happy, but there was nothing else they could do at this point. �I suppose we�ll just have to try again as Robert suggests,� he said dejectedly. �What other option do we have at this point?�
�Alright,� said Kelly. �This shouldn�t take long to program a small variation in the temporal coordinates like that�twenty minutes at the outside. I�ll set it up and get the Golems to verify the numbers ASAP� Which reminds me��
He suddenly remembered those lost sheep in the Golem history variance module. A small segment of his installed user base did not respond to the command to join the network cloud. He assumed they must be from systems that came on line after his command was sent to the active units. While the others continued discussing the situation, he focused his attention on the alert system, trying to get a fix on how many sheep were still outside the pen. Something caught his eye at once, and he frowned.
�Hello?� he said aloud. �Now what�s this all about?�
Paul looked over his shoulder at him. �A problem?�
�Well I had a few Golems that didn�t join the Network,� said Kelly. �And they�ve been continuing to feed data to the alert module all this time.�
�Anything serious?� Paul came over and leaned in to have a look. They were looking at the 8th century, by decades, and the monitor still showed the obvious demarcation from green to lighter shades of avocado yellow right around the first three cells.
�Just for yucks, let�s zoom way in to the year itself and get a more fine tuned look at the data,� said Kelly. He keyed in 732 for the desired year, and now the screen put up the twelve individual months on the horizontal line. They immediately saw that something was wrong. The color had changed to amber as early as January!
�Hold on,� said Paul. �That was green when we looked at this earlier. We didn�t start seeing color variance until late in the year, right around the date of this battle.�
�Well now the whole year is grade 2 yellow,� said Kelly, �and this is grade 1 amber here.� He pointed to October on the line.
�Scroll back,� said Paul. �Show me the previous year.�
Kelly scrolled the chart and the yellow remained all through the months of 731. �This is really odd,� he said. �Let�s zoom back out to individual years now.� When he refreshed the screen they could clearly see that the alert had migrated to the left of 732. There was yellow all through the 720s, slowly fading from chartreuse, to pear, then avocado, apple and shades of olive green.
�Can you fine tune this even more?� Paul asked. �I mean, can we see numbers to give us a sense of how much variance we�re seeing in these color shifts?�
�No problem,� said Kelly. �Here�s the data in decimal readout.� They scrolled back.
�Hell, we�re seeing variations much earlier now. When did it fall out of nominal ranges?�
Kelly ran his finger back. �Here,� he said definitively. �The year 705. It was holding well above 99% on all prior years. Then it starts to show variation in that year and it just degrades from there.�
�Why didn�t we see this earlier?�
�We�re lucky to see it at all,� said Kelly. �It looks like things have been changing all along. Tours was not the origin of the first major variance. At least according to my lost sheep,� said Kelly.
�How many? Is this based on one report or a stronger weight of opinion?�
�Let me see if I can call up some of the actual documents that no longer jive with our RAM Bank.�
�Maeve, Robert, you better come over here.� Paul waved at them where Maeve was fussing with Robert�s headdress across the room.
He explained what they had found, clearly concerned. �We have a problem,� he finished. �Apparently a few of Kelly�s stray Golems seem to think the variations begin here in this range now.� He pointed to the year 705 on the screen. �We don�t get a safe nominal green until August of that year. In September it begins shifting. The numbers confirm it.�
�Nothing really shifts out of yellow into the orange spectrum until the battle of Tours though,� said Kelly as he reviewed articles, �but we get precursor variations all through the years prior to the battle now� almost like foreshocks to the big one at Tours.�
�Robert?� Paul looked at the professor. �Could we have jumped the gun here and missed something? What was happening in the years before Tours?�
�Well�� Robert thought for a moment. �England is being converted to Christianity by St. Gregory the Great and the Benedictines as the century opens� The plague reaches Italy in 701� The Arabs cross at Gibraltar in 711, and they sack Constantinople some years later� There�s a lot of petty squabbling when Pippin the Fat dies a few years later�that�s Charles Martel�s father by Alpaida.�
�What kind of squabbling?�
�Eh? Charles was a bastard, you see, the illegitimate son of Pippin, who had been married to a wealthy woman named Plectrude, but later he took Alpaida as consort. It was Alpaida who gave birth to Charles, and upon Pippin�s death Plectrude and her clan claimed succession should remain with her bloodline, with Pippin�s grandson Theodwald. Pippin had two legitimate sons, but they were both dead, one killed the very year Pippin himself died, assassinated, if I may say�Grimwald, the father of this young Theo, also illegitimate.�
Paul raised an eyebrow at that. �Go on professor. This is starting to sound suspicious. Sounds like the succession was shaping up as a battle between two bastards!�
�Little Theo was just a boy, and uncle Charles was a young strapping man in his twenties when Pippin died� Alpaida�s family supported his succession, and he became the Mayor of the Palace and de facto ruler of the Franks soon after, his brother by Plectrude having been eliminated the very year Pippin died. This was in 714.�
�Anything significant in the year 705? Kelly? What do these lost sheep of yours find?�
�Well here�s a new card in the deck,� said Kelly. �Golems report that Pippin�s legitimate son, Grimwald took the throne after his death. He was already in office as Mayor of the Palace since the year 695.�
�He doesn�t die? That�s a big variation,� said Maeve. �What does the RAM Bank say about Grimwald, Robert?�
�He was assassinated,� said the professor after keying in a search. �On his way to visit his ailing father and pay his respects to the shrine of St. Lambert in Li�ge, actually called the village of Leodium back then, an old Roman settlement, but the entire city eventually grew up around this shrine. He was planning to visit the tomb of St. Lambert there, in the year 714. From there he was going to call upon his dying father.�
�Pious fellow, was he?� Paul tapped his chin.
�He was killed by a man named Rantgar,� Robert added. �Not much else on him, I�m afraid.�
�No mention of him here either,� said Kelly.
�Come on, throw some keywords together, people,� Paul urged. �What�s the common thread linking all these events and people.�
Maeve was at a history terminal as well, and they were all typing furiously. Paul began pacing, his eye on the wall chronometer, his mind ever aware of the distant thrum of the Arch. They should be well into their final mission planning by now, and here they were off on another branch of the history, years before their planned breaching point.
�I�ve got something!� said Maeve. �I threw together a whole salad bowl: Charles, Grimwald, Pippin, Plectrude, Alpaida, Lambert, Tours, Rantgar. And I threw in the dates 705 and 714 to boot. Listen to this! The trouble doesn�t start in 714. It starts with St. Lambert��
She began to read: �After seven years in exile at the new Abbey of Stavelot, Bishop Lambert returned, having the favor of Pippin for a time, until he, being inflamed by the zeal of religion, roundly condemned the affair of Pippin and Alpaida as scandalous.� Coincidentally, this Bishop Lambert was somehow related to Plectrude, or at the very least enlisted by her to reprove Pippin�s infidelity.�
�Sounds like a nice family squabble,� said Paul.
�It gets better,� Maeve continued. �Reproved and disgraced by the prominent bishop, Alpaida appealed to her brother Dodo and, in the complicated political struggle that evolved, Dodo is said to have led the plot to murder Lambert out of revenge, on his estate, the Gallo-Roman villa that has since become the city Li�ge.�
�Looks like Lambert and Plectrude were hammer and tongs with Alpaida and her family,� said Paul.
�It appears so,� she continued. �Now here�s where it gets interesting. All this happened in the year 705.�
�That�s the demarcation cell now,� said Kelly. �We have good solid green through most of that year, but it starts to wane around September of 705.�
Maeve went on: �A cult quickly grew up around Lambert, seeing his death as martyrdom. It was largely pushed by his successor, the Bishop Hubert, who had his remains returned to the place where he was killed and enshrined there. This shrine soon became a chapel, and then eventually a cathedral that became the center of Li�ge. It was to this very chapel that Grimwald was bound when he was assassinated by an �impious wretch� named Rantgar. Just as Robert said.�
�But the Golems say he lives and consolidates power in 714?� Paul�s eyes sharpened. �Then it looks like Plectrude�s side wins the battle of succession in the altered timeline, and the bastard Charles is thwarted. I agree, Maeve, this is important. It�s critical. How did we miss it earlier?�
�The Battle of Tours still took place,� Nordhausen put in. �Didn�t you say Charles was there earlier, Kelly?�
�Yes, he was there, but seems to drop out of the history after that.�
�We assumed he was killed, then,� said Paul �but we didn�t read much of that altered history in the Golem reports. We just fixated on the battle.�
�The Kelly chimed in with this story about the scribe carving that period of the history,� said Robert. �He�s the one who insisted the stela they found at Rosetta was a reference to the Battle of Tours, and it certainly seems that way after translating it.�
�Damn,� said Paul. �We just assumed Charles was in charge all along. Isn�t that what you said, Robert? You told us that after the Moors defeated Odo he went to Charles for aid and support.�
�Well he did!� Nordhausen complained. �In our history.�
�Not in the Golem reports,� said Kelly. �He beseeches Grimwald for aid, and is made to pledge his fealty in return.�
�Good Lord,� said Paul. �Did we miss this or has something changed? Kelly, do you have a log showing what this data looked like a couple hours back.�
�Sure, he said. It�s a layered database. I can call up a time stamped report for you.� He looked at the clock. �I�ll make it two hours back.�
They examined the year 705 in that data and found it solid green. Nothing had changed until late in the year 732, and it seemed to confirm Paul�s worst suspicions.
�Then we�re at war, my friends. Time war. Our adversaries must still be operating even as we speak. It�s clear that they initiated yet another operation aimed at the year 705.�
�Or perhaps that was their target year all along,� said Kelly. �There�s a bit of a lag while the Golems search and sift available data. But it�s clear that we�ve been barking up the proverbial wrong tree here.�
�We just assumed Charles was a Prime and couldn�t be meddled with, and that he was leading the army that met Abdul Rahman at Tours. But this is indicating that he never took office as Mayor of the Palace when his father Pippin died. His brother Grimwald was in charge! He would have led the army at Tours. We jumped to conclusions too quickly, assuming Tours was the critical point on the Meridian. But it�s obvious that they found some other way to influence the outcome of the battle, much earlier in the time line.�
They all looked at one another, and Paul discerned a mix of frustration, embarrassment and anxiety in their eyes. History was a labyrinth of possibility, and they all seemed like so many blind mice trying to find their way through the maze, blunting their noses on every obstacle and corner they found.
�Damn!� Paul swore. �OK� Robert, you get on the RAM Bank history console. Kelly, you stay with the Golem variation data. We�ve got to find out what happened here�and fast!�

Part V
Martyrdom

�Every man has a right to utter what he thinks truth, and every other man has a right to knock him down for it. Martyrdom is the test.�
� Samuel Johnson


Chapter 13

The Citadel at Heristal, September 16, 705
Dodo took a long draught from his chalice, swirling the deep purple wine about in his cup when he had finished. �A pox on Lambert,� he said. �And all his family.� He was dining in the citadel at Heristal, where his sister Alpaida had begged him to come and hear her complaints.
�You see this now, brother, as I have said it all along,� said Alpaida. �Is it not enough that he commissioned the death of your domestics, trumping up false charges to cover his fell deed? He had it said they pilfered church property! He made them out as common thieves�an insult to our family, even as he slanders me at every turn as well. I am made out to be a harlot and whelp of Satan in his eyes, and he is keen to say it to any who will listen.�
She was a young woman, her hair falling in two long gold braids that framed her high red cheeks beneath sharp blue eyes. Well shaped, hardy and strong in limb, it was no mystery how she had soon drawn Pippin�s eye at court, and come to find herself in his bedchamber shortly thereafter. But her virtues went beyond the shape of her rump or bosom, resting also on the fact that her family held extensive holdings in the provinces to the east. These rich lands, and the profits they generated, were well received by Pippin when he formally took her as consort, promising much more in a marriage that would be arranged in due course.
But such arrangements were often complex and bitter affairs, particularly while Pippin still remained wed to Plectrude. The dark haired woman was aging now, supplanted by the youth and fire of Alpaida in the bedroom chamber, but nonetheless a prominent figure at court and one full ready to challenge any pretension to the heritage she envisioned for her two sons by Pippin.
Her first had passed an untimely death, stricken down by illness, and Alpaida knew that Plectrude now placed all her hopes on her second son, Grimwald. And why not? He was fully grown, a swarthy dark haired man at arms, and the natural and legitimate heir to Pippin�s seat as Mayor of the Palace. Plectrude had every right to assert his ascendancy to the seat of Mayor, though she had embittered the airs of court with willful and direct attacks against any and all who she perceived to be threats to Grimwald and her family lineage.
The unwed consort, Alpaida, had been first and foremost on her list in this vile effort, and she spared no effort to shame her, diminish her, and make her out to be a common harlot. In this Plectrude had lately enlisted the support of the church itself!
�Do you not see it, brother?� Alpaida said sullenly. �She has now poisoned the ear of the Bishop himself. Why else would he be so quick to denounce me, and shame me as he does?�
�He fancies himself a saint in the making,� said Dodo. �This is obvious to see. He labors up and down the river, from Heristal to Maastricht, preaching his gospel, showing his face in every farm and hamlet, dropping off monks and churchmen like turds in his wake, the better to fertilize the ground he thinks to sanctify with the tread of his foot.�
�Yet he was quick to take up residence at the Roman villa, like all churchmen, lining his pockets with gold as much as piety.�
�Indeed,� Dodo agreed. �Yet what can be done about him, sister? Can you not gain the favor of Pippin himself in this matter?�
�I have argued it endlessly with him, but even as I bend one ear, Plectrude bends the other. He is pulled this way and that, and can come to no mind of his own in the matter. Yet Plectrude is certainly of one mind on the subject, the sultry scheming witch that she is! The Bishop Lambert is a kinsman to her family. We should have foreseen this! It is only the beginning, brother. Do you think Lambert seated his pious rump at that villa simply for his comfort there? No! In doing so he has set himself squarely in the midst of our own family lands. No doubt he will soon covet these as well. The charges brought against your cousins Gallus and Rivaldus were false. �Their murder was but a ploy, an excuse to further entrench himself in our province, and lay claim to these lands as well. So does he diminish our holdings as a means of hobbling us and silencing our voice at court. It is plain to see! Plectrude fears my son Charles, and so she stops at nothing now to dishonor me. Lambert is her tool in this.�
�Does he not risk much by denouncing you so openly?� said Dodo. �Is Pippin not man enough to restrain him? He has slandered you, that is plain, and in so doing he sullies the honor of Pippin himself.�
�He can do nothing while Plectrude enfolds him in her gown and whispers of Grimwald and warns of strong willed rivals who would seek his lands and titles. So does she poison his mind against my son Charles. She makes him to be a brigand! She has it said he is heedless and wanton, and that his hand is more often on the sword because he has no skill to govern, and so must he beat upon his rivals to achieve any purpose. It is all in one. Do you see it now? Plectrude and the Bishop Lambert conspire together!�
Dodo took the dregs of his wine and put down his cup, wiping the last bitter-sharp taste from his lips with the back of his hand. His eyes hardened, steely dark under the grey-black hair. �There is no doubt that what you say is true,� he smoldered.
�Yes,� said Alpaida, �first slander, now murder against our house, brother. What else must we endure? What can I do, a mere woman, if you remain silent and unmoved?�
�No longer,� said Dodo. �The murder of Gallus and Rivaldus will be avenged�I swear it. Bishop or no, I will not be so aggrieved. Nor will I countenance his presence here in our ancestral holding, where he fattens himself at his villa. Yes, you speak it well, sister. He holds forth there so that he might better endear the peasantry by his smile and his soft blessings and his oh so pious preaching. Yet his real intent is to install himself in these lands as future warden and liege lord here. I see it plainly now, and I will not abide it!�
Alpaida rushed to her brother, embracing him. �I knew you would defend our family. I knew I could count on you, dear Dodo, first above all others. My son Charles is away where he wars in Frisia, or else he would surely stand with you in this.�
�Yet it is no small matter,� said Dodo. �It must be done quietly, away from Lambert�s devoted clan.�
�Tonight!� Alpaida urged. �Lambert has returned to his villa. On the morrow he will journey south, and some say it is to Plectrude he is bound. She will undoubtedly move him to undertake even more outrageous slanders and affronts. He will denounce me formally, before God and in the presence of the Bishop Hubert of Maastricht as well. Plectrude has put this in his mind, and darkened his heart against us.�
�Then I will run the man through,� said Dodo, �And I will silence this would be saint and usurper once and for all. Let him become a martyr first, if sainthood is his claim. I will take three retainers, that should be more than enough. We will ride south and come upon Lambert in his sleep, this very night, and he will not live to see the dawn and run off to Plectrude on the morrow. This I swear��
~ ~ ~
Dodo did not linger, and resolved to set himself upon the old Roman road at dusk and time his journey so as to come upon Lambert�s villa in the middle of the night. He had it said that he was bound for Echternach so that tongues would not wag. But as he mounted his horse and rode to the outskirts of the small settlement he noticed the beast was clearly hobbled with a bad hoof. His sergeant of arms noted a livery nearby, and he dismounted, leading his horse into the stall where a man hammered loudly, shaping metal at a crude iron anvil.
�Good day, sir,� said the blacksmith when he saw Dodo. �Oh, my lord Dodo! Your pardon, sir. I was so intent with my hammer that I did not hear your approach. How may I serve you, my lord?�
�My horse has come up lame, even as I must make my way now to Echternach. Will you have a look?�
�Of course, my lord.� The Blacksmith was quick to set down his hammer and tongs, pulling off this leather gloves. He went to the horse where it was now tethered in the stall and immediately saw that the beast was favoring his right rear leg. He stilled the animal, feeding the horse an apple he took from a sturdy wood basket, then looked at the hoof, muttering to himself as much as the horse as he worked.
�Why, he is unshod, Lord,� he said at last. �He must have thrown his shoe and then took a granite stone in his hoof to make matters worse. It is not serious. I can have it out in a minute or two and easily remedy the situation by fitting a new shoe.�
�I am in some haste,� said Dodo. �How long will this take?�
�Not long, my lord. An hour at best.�
�That long? Have you no other horses stabled here? I would just as easily leave this beast and take another if it would speed me on my way. The weather looks foul and does not promise an easy ride if I linger here.�
�Alas, lord, my livestock is mostly afield, bringing in harvest ahead of the rain you speak of. And my only other worthy mount was sold not an hour ago to a woman on the road, with two companions. You will not want that old plow horse. He gestured to the only beast in the stable.�
�A woman? On a day like this?�
�Yes lord, strange she was, yet amiable. Perhaps she was a nun. Spoke in the old Roman tongue, yet she paid well for the horse, so I gave it no further thought.�
Dodo wondered who the woman was, most likely a baroness or wife of land holder returning from Maastricht with her retainers. Well enough.
�Then shoe the horse, man, and be quick about it, will you!�
�My lord,� the blacksmith proffered a respectful nod, and was quick to his stocks, selecting a shoe he judged the correct size for the horse, yet noting it needed just a little work before he could make the fit.
He threw another log on his forge oven, the dark smoke billowing up into the graying sky. Soon the sound of his hammer fell hard on the heated shoe, ringing against the cold metal anvil beneath it with each heavy blow.
Dodo chafed like a restless horse himself. He wanted to be well on his way by now, down the stone tiled Roman road that would lead him south to Bishop Lambert�s villa. The sound of the hammer seemed to deepen his mood with every blow, kindling a vague disquiet in his heart. It resounded in the enclose space of the livery, ringing sharply on the cold air of the early evening, and it seemed to mark him in some way. He began to feel that every eye was upon him, and every ear would heed that sound�that it would ring like a church bell, raising alarm and warning throughout the land.
A feeling of guilt enshrouded him for a moment, causing him to look up and down the road, as if saints and legions were mustering at one end or another, yet the way was empty. The sun fell through darkening drifts of cloud to the west, tingeing their bottoms with blood red as the light faded. He breathed in the evening air, smelling mutton roasting for a late meal at a nearby farmstead.
The hammer rose and fell, beating hard on the anvil, and then one last heavy blow sang out, and faded into silence. The Blacksmith had satisfied himself that the shoe would now be a perfect fit, and he cooled it in a bucket of cold water, the steam hissing up and strangely bothering Dodo again, as if the voice of some recriminating detractor had come to make accusation against him.
Twenty minutes later it was cool to the touch and the smith had the shoe securely mounted on Dodo�s steed. �Well enough, sir,� he said.
Dodo thanked the man as his sergeant handed the smith a coin in payment. Then the four men took to their mounts and trotted out into the gloaming light, the sound of their hooves falling darkly on the cold stone tiles as they rode.
Dodo was in the van, and not a moment later he looked and spied two figures, standing close by a low tree stump at the edge of the road. It was an odd place for someone to be at this hour, and his mood soured when he looked closer and saw they wore the plain brown woolen cassocks of monks.
�Damn clergy,� he said to himself. In Lambert�s keep, most certainly, he thought. Always about, like so many lice infecting the land now. He made for them, a disdainful look on his face as he pulled up short, stopping his party abruptly. He eyed them with a suspicious glance, adjusting the fit of his leather gloves as he spoke.
�Dark night coming,� he said. �Are you not late for Matins, monks?�
The two men gave him a sheepish look, obviously cowed by his sudden interest and commanding presence. �What? Have you nothing to say to me? Then get off this road, you slovenly piglets. Get off to some nice warm fire and say your prayers well this night. A storm is coming.�
He smiled darkly at the two men, and then clucked, nudging his horse to ride on. The sergeant spat at them as they rode by and the four men cantered away, their riding capes fluttering out behind them on the cold air, four shadows darkening the night as they went.
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Kelly cleared his throat and spoke next. �Dodo�s plot fails,� he said flatly. �Or at least the way it looks to be shaping up now. In this history Lambert hounds Alpaida and condemns the infidelity of Pippin, but he isn�t killed at his villa by Alpaida�s brother Dodo in 705. The plot fails when Dodo meets with a mishap on the road. Lambert, alerted to the danger, mitigates his censure somewhat, but goes on to be an influential bishop, strongly supporting Plectrude and her son Grimwald when he takes the throne in 714. You see, he isn�t assassinated that year either, because Lambert lives. The bishop never becomes a martyr.�
�Hence there is no shrine and no chapel for him to visit on the way to his father�s bedside,� said Maeve.
�And no place to be piously at prayer when a javelin goes through your heart.� Nordhausen put a fine point on the issue. �The place where Grimwald was to have had his rendezvous with death never existed!�
�And the foiled plot against Lambert must have galvanized Plectrude�s clan, and put them on guard,� said Kelly.
�The soup is thickening,� said Paul. �It seems our adversaries, the Assassins as we call them, had to prevent these two murders in order to forestall the ascendency of Charles. How ironic.�
�Right,� said Kelly. �So in the altered history old Odo gets his ass kicked by Abdul Rahman and instead of appealing to Charles, he has to go to Grimwald.�
�The fate of all Western history is now in the hands of Grimwald, and not Charles,� Nordhausen said in a low voice.
�The battle of Tours is fought under his command,� Kelly continued. �He fails to choose his ground well, as Charles did. The Moorish columns are still scattered, some as far north as the Abbey of St. Martin at Tours. Instead of ignoring the city and marching south to confront the Moors main body closer to Poitiers, as Charles did, Grimwald tries to come to the aid of Tours. That�s why there was nothing going on at the site where you manifested, Paul. The battle was fought somewhere else. He takes the bait, as it were, and is engaged with one of the Arab light raiding columns near the abbey when Abdul Rahman shows up with his main body.�
�And all the heavy cavalry,� said Paul. �What�s the date?�
�It just says Ramadan, the year 114. They hit the Franks on their exposed flank and rout them. The infantry weren�t in prepared positions as Charles had them arrayed in our Meridian.�
�No Phalanx, no shieldwall,� said Paul.
�No victory to end the Saracen invasion of Gaul,� said Robert. �It�s insidious! In order to crush Christendom and the West, a Catholic Bishop has to be spared a martyr�s death and subsequent sainthood.�
�But how?� said Paul. �We haven�t found the Pushpoint yet. And we have another, even bigger problem as well��
Paul�s face was darkly troubled. �I landed spot on, right in the middle of the Battle of Tours. There was nothing wrong with Kelly�s numbers, and the field was abandoned, empty, unblemished. If Kelly�s historical account is the answer to that riddle then the Heisenberg Wave has been generated, because I must have been seeing the altered time line! It�s already altered events in October of 732. That�s 27 years after Lambert was to have been martyred.�
�How is that possible?� Robert asked.
�Time appears to be coming to some conclusion concerning these events,� said Paul. �Unless we were completely wrong about the location of the battlefield, then I should have seen our history there when I manifested. But I didn�t. I saw an altered Meridian. Only a Heisenberg Wave can work such a transformation. So the wave is either active now as we speak, or in the process of generating itself. The implications are so radical in this intervention that the wave builds up, gathering strength and power before it explodes across the continuum and completes the change. It�s like a great tsunami, rearing up over the landscape of Time and overshadowing the closest events to the point of intervention. That shadow has already influenced events after the year 705. It altered Grimwald�s death in 714, and it certainly altered the events surrounding the Battle of Tours. That was probably the major fulcrum, and now things may still be changing, ever more rapidly, even as we speak here. We have to act quickly. Who knows how long it will take for the wave to reach our time?�
The lights fluttered ominously even as he spoke these words, dimming slightly and then brightening before fading again.
�And we�re running out of fuel for the generators as well,� said Kelly. �I�ll have to bring in a reliever from the Bullpen, Paul. The number one backup generator just ran dry.�
He toggled a switch and the low vibration was at least reassuring. The number two backup came on line, pre-charged with residual power from number one, and the lights held steady. �No loss of integrity on the Arch field,� said Kelly. �Don�t worry, we still have a Nexus, but Paul is correct, we won�t have one for very much longer.�
�So where do we focus our attention?� Paul pushed them to the next question. �It sounds like we should be looking at Lambert�s death, not that of Grimwald.�
�Lambert, without question,� said Maeve. �Not only does it precede the elimination of Grimwald on the Meridian, but it also provides the place of his death.�
There was no disagreement on this point. �Then how is Lambert�s assassination prevented?� Paul�s next question was more difficult to answer, but Nordhausen suddenly remembered something Kelly had said.
�You read it a moment ago, Kelly. Some mishap on the road?�
�Let me see if I can find it again,� said Kelly. He searched the text, calling up a few supporting articles. �OK, here it is. In the altered Meridian Dodo took four men, two servants and a member of his house guard. Apparently Dodo had a lame horse. He had it worked on but later helped himself to a horse they found where he stopped on the road the night before. He needed a fresh mount, and was riding what the Chronicle describes as� �a willful beast.� Their mission was foiled when he was thrown from his steed and injured.�
He began to read: �the willful beast would not bear him, and then did he fall. The servants take this as a bad omen and flee, leaving Dodo and his sergeant alone. He subsequently decides to seek aid for his injury, and calls off the attack on Lambert. This is an Arabic source, and it casts the whole thing is an almost mythical light. The steed taken from the farm ends up foiling the mission, according to the writer, and he is revered as an ancestor of one of the five, whatever that means. Here�s the text� �and you shall know him by his eye, and the fire of his hoof, he that felled heathen.��
�The five refers to the five horses that returned to Mohammed in the desert and became the sires of all Arabian steeds,� said Maeve matter of factly. Remember Kuhaylan? That was one of the five, and this breed is often found to have a circle around the eye.�
Nordhausen was suddenly energized. �The hieroglyphics!� he said excitedly. �Here, here, here�. Where is that damn image of the stela again?� He called up the file. �There�s the cartouche with the name Kuhaylan� and here is the text: �The weave undone� A loose twine� where horses were brought to gather��
�I thought that was an admonition to the Moors not to heed the stampede of the horses they had captured in their camp,� said Paul.
�What camp!� Robert exclaimed. �The battle wasn�t even to be fought there in the altered Meridian. And look here, I failed to notice this before, but these various sections of the stela are all separated by solid lines. They�re separate stories,� he said definitively. �Why didn�t I see that before? This bit about the weave is separated from the narrative of the battle above it, and this wavy line here was often used to indicate a journey of the soul through transformation in the afterlife.�
�Then the stela is recording information derived from the original Meridian, as well as the altered one,� said Paul. �The story of the battle comes before the wave, and this other text comes later, after the wave that transforms the soul,� he said.
�The Heisenberg Wave,� said Kelly.
�And look here,� said Nordhausen. Remember this line? �Plunder taken� the road becomes the path of Martyrs. For he who would be slain must live�� The whole thing has a double meaning. That line could apply to events in either Meridian. I thought that referred to the death of Abdul Rahman before, but now that we have this new perspective, it could be talking about Lambert! This road leads to his martyrdom, and it�s saying that he must live.�
�It�s the damn horses again,� said Kelly. �They are the Pushpoint in both Meridians.�
�Right,� said Paul. �In our time they could be connected to the commotion in the enemy camp at the battle of Tours causing such confusion that the Saracens break off their attack, and when Abdul Rahman tries to rally his men he is killed. Now, here in the altered Meridian, Dodo is thrown from his saddle by a willful beast and the plot to kill Lambert is foiled.�
�I�m willing to bet the loose twine is the rein on that horse,� Maeve said quietly.
�Just a second,� said Robert. �I missed this symbol before. It changes the meaning of this line slightly.� He was squinting at the hieroglyphics again. �The weave undone� A loose twine� where horses were brought to gather�� But this symbol here at the beginning makes that whole line a command, and imperative phrase. In effect it would be saying you must undo the weave, the twine must be loosened, where the horses were brought to gather. Damn! It�s telling them what to do in the altered Meridian! How could this scribe know this?�
�Easy,� said Kelly. �People were arriving from the future all the time, carrying scrolls, like that fellow you encountered in the desert. It appears that Hamza is creating more than a record of days there,� he concluded. �He�s archiving a record of the interventions the Assassins make at key points on the Meridians. The dual meaning of these hieroglyphics makes that obvious now.�
�Makes sense,� said Paul. �Let�s admit it, we�ve had a little help from the Order as well. They sent back Mr. Graves, and then this LeGrand fellow with similar information on what we needed to do to alter the history.�
�Well we could certainly use a little help now,� said Robert. �I didn�t like the man, to be honest with you, but where�s LeGrand when you need him?�
�I don�t think we can expect any help this time,� said Paul. �Remember, we�re back on the Prime Meridian now, the line of causality that results in the Palma event in our time. That event strikes a blow at contemporary Western history, and most likely severely weakens the Order. Isn�t that what LeGrand told us? They had twenty Arch complexes, but only two remained after the Palma Heisenberg transformation surged forward to their time. The Assassins get the upper hand, which is probably why they are able to plan and execute this complex mission involving all these points on the Meridian aimed at Charles Martel. Now it�s the Order hounded into caves in remote areas of the world. Perhaps they are still holding out. LeGrand did mention they had an Arch that was very well hidden. But Palma casts an enormous shadow on the Meridian now. It was all they could do to send Graves back to us before that first mission, and that was when they had all twenty Arches operating.�
�And he still missed his target date by seven years,� Kelly reminded them. �He had to wait in a Trappist monastery all that time until the night of our first mission.
�So I doubt if they can get through the Shadow now,� Paul concluded. �It�s up to us then. We�re the last line of defense.�
�Alright,� said Robert. �What do we do?�
�We have to make sure Dodo doesn�t get thrown from the saddle and fall on his ass!� Kelly put it bluntly.
�Where?� said Paul. �Does it say where this happened?�
�Just when,� said Kelly. �The night before the battle. Oh, it�s on the road to Lambert�s estate. Listen: �At the citadel, where Pippin held court, he did roil in banquet with his sister, then did Dodo depart to carry out his fell deed and slay the Bishop Lambert.��
�At the citadel? That would have to be some prominent fortification within a day�s ride of Lambert�s Villa,� said Paul.
�Namur is a possibility,� said Kelly. �Wiki says the Romans built a fort there as early as Julius Caesar. The Merovingian�s improved those fortifications considerably. In fact, the place is still called the Citadel today. You can take tours of all the underground caverns and passages there. And I make it no more than 30 to 40 miles to Li�ge, Lambert�s Villa at Leodium.�
Nordhausen was looking at the history and quickly had another possible solution. �And there�s also��
�So Dodo must have stopped for the night somewhere on the old Roman road between the Citadel at Namur and the Villa,� said Paul.
�But it could have been anywhere,� said Robert. �I was going to say that Pippin�s stronghold was at Heristal, just 16 miles north of Lambert�s villa.�
�Well, that�s much closer,� Kelly piped in.
�Probably Heristal, then,� said Maeve. �Does it say where this accident happened?�
�It says it was at a farm.� Kelly put in. �But there�s nothing more specific in this chronicle. If you assume he needed to freshen his mount, then a farm would make sense. They�d have animals.�
�Lord,� Nordhausen breathed. �How can we work up a breaching point with this? At least the location of the battle of Tours was fairly well surmised. But Dodo could have stopped anywhere, on that road, and that�s a lot of ground to cover on foot. Particularly in these shoes,� he pointed. �They�re still a size small, Maeve.�
�Right,� said Maeve. �So don�t worry, Robert, you won�t have to walk, because you aren�t going anywhere.�
�What do you mean? I�m scheduled for the next reconnaissance. We�ve already decided it.�
�Things have changed,� said Maeve. �I�ll have to go in your place.�
�You?� Robert gave her a bemused smile. �Why you couldn�t walk that distance either.�
�I won�t be walking,� Maeve said calmly. �I�ll be riding.�
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�Riding?� said Nordhausen. �Are you daft, woman? Riding what?� Nordhausen was quite perturbed. He had been all set for a look at the 8th century and, true to form, his old nemesis, Maeve, was mucking up the brew.
�Riding a horse,� Maeve said quickly. �I can�t very well take a motorbike through, can I?�
�A horse?�
�I�ve kept and ridden horses all my life, Robert. I�ll find something close to the breaching point. You can set me down somewhere on the road. I�ll ride south toward Lambert�s villa.� She folded her arms, ready for a fight that she was determined to win.
Neither Kelly, nor Paul said anything when the professor looked at them for support, but Paul seemed to be thinking hard about the problem.
�Looking for Dodo? This is nonsense,� said Robert. �How will you even know who Dodo is? Are you going to interrogate everyone on that road; stop at every inn and farm you encounter? You� a woman alone on the road?�
�That won�t be necessary,� she said. �I�ll only have to concern myself with those that seem to have horses at hand. That will narrow things down considerably. A horse was expensive to own and maintain in those days. This is why the Franks were largely an infantry force at Tours. Right Paul?�
Paul raised his eyebrows, nodding in the affirmative. �There might only be a few estates or inns on that road that would be keeping horses,� he agreed.
�And what?� Robert was still arguing. �Is she just going to steal the damn thing and ride off looking for this Dodo?�
�No, thievery would be very unwise,� said Maeve. �So I�ll simply buy one.�
�Buy one?� Robert frowned. �I don�t think they�ll be accepting Federal Reserve Notes, Maeve. They�re damn near worthless anyway.�
�Oh, don�t be silly, Robert.� She reached in her pocket and fished out a small nugget that gleamed with the sheen of gold. �I�ll use this!�
Kelly immediately recognized the object. It was a gold nugget the two of them had found together on a hiking trip in the mountains, a rare and special find when they were digging out a pit for a camp fire. It was a token of the bond they had forged, and he realized what Maeve was proposing.
Paul remembered how Maeve had shown the nugget to Kelly when they were reunited here in the lab. She had whispered something to him� Heart of Gold, so he assumed it held some special sentimental value between them.
Maeve looked at Robert. �I think they�ll accept this in payment,� she said. �Gold is gold, then and now, and this will buy me a couple horses, along with bed and board at the finest inn on the road. I�ll take a rock hammer and break it into a few smaller pieces before I leave. It should meet all my needs�and then some.�
�That it will,� said Paul.
�You mean to say you agree with this?�
�Look, Robert,� Maeve pressed her advantage. �You said yourself that it�s all of sixteen miles or so from Heristal to the Villa.�
�The chronicle says Dodo left after �roiling at banquet� with his sister. When would that be? Sometime around sunset?�
�No,� said Maeve. �The main meal of the day was taken at mid-day, most often at noon or shortly thereafter. It was an ostentatious display of wealth, for those that were well off, and Alpaida certainly was. That�s why she was taken as Pippin�s consort in the first place. The word �banquet� leads me to believe that this was indeed the main meal of the day. It could last hours, so let�s say Dodo finishes up and gets on the road by four or five in the afternoon.�
Nordhausen was listening, clearly upset, but not in disagreement. He knew the history as well as anyone there.
�Around dusk, when we have our main meal today, they just took a light supper, usually eaten right at or after sunset.� Maeve continued. �Folks went to sleep soon after that. It was expensive to illuminate homes with candles in those days. Or even to waste firewood that could be better used for cooking.�
�OK, Dodo leaves the citadel late in the afternoon, or perhaps even closer to dusk.� Paul began to reason the scenario out.
�He was probably planning to ride at night,� said Maeve, �using the cover of darkness to forestall any rumor of his approach. Most dirty deeds were done in the thick of night, eh?�
�We calculated sunset time earlier for Tours in October at about 6:40 PM.,� said Paul. �This is in mid-September, so you�ll have just a tad more daylight. But my question is this. Kelly said this fellow changed mounts at a farm before the planned attack on Lambert. Well, that�s not a great distance for a horse to travel. Why would he need a fresh mount?�
�How fast would he be going?�asked Kelly.
�A horse walks about four miles per hour, but the most common gait on the road would be a trot, about twice that speed. I�d say he could make the 16 miles in two hours, then. Four if they were taking their time.�
�Then he could easily arrive at Lambert�s villa before midnight,� said Paul.
�That�s what the history says,� said Maeve. �Dodo and his retinue arrived �around about the middle of the night.� He probably left at dusk, rode a few hours, then stopped briefly after dark to secure a fresh mount. We don�t know why, or exactly where, but we really don�t need to either. The history says he needed a fresh horse. That�s all we need to know.�
�This is preposterous!� Nordhausen had been listening, shifting restlessly as they talked, but now his disapproval was obvious. �The man could have ridden south from the old Roman town of Tongres, as well. You�re making too many assumptions. That�s what got us in to trouble earlier, and we jumped the gun at Tours.�
�No,� said Paul. �Our reasoning was sound then, but our adversaries pre-empted us with this counter-operation aimed at preventing Lambert�s martyrdom.�
�Well, assuming you do all this, just appear there and find a horse to buy with that gold, then what? How do you plan to stop Dodo from securing this �wilful� horse for himself and having this mishap?�
�Our assumptions are valid here as well,� Maeve argued. �We�ve already selected Heristal as the most likely site for the banquet. Dodo leaves the citadel to approach under cover of darkness, stopping somewhere along the road to change mounts.� She paused, taking a breath as she realized the scope of what she was proposing.
�So I�m going to be on that road as well,� said Maeve.
�Looking for Dodo? Do you realize how dangerous this is going to be?�
�Forget Dodo,� said Maeve. �I�m going to be looking for an Arabian horse, a Kuhaylan, and as the Chronicle states, �you shall know him by his eye, and the fire of his hoof, he that felled heathen.� And believe me, Robert. I know these horses. I can spot an Arabian in a heartbeat, particularly one with a spirited temper. I�ll find him, damnit. One way or another I�ll find that horse.�
The silence was thick. Robert just blinked at her, saying nothing. He knew in his stubborn heart that she, among all of them, was the only one who could possibly pull a mission like this off. She could ride, by day or night, an experienced equestrian. The gold in her hand would buy her anything she desired. And she alone could find and recognize this steed, and somehow prevent it from running afoul of Dodo.
�I hate to say it, but I wouldn�t know an Arabian stallion from a mule,� he confessed at last. �But a woman alone? It just wasn�t done, Maeve. It would be highly irregular. You would be immediately noticed on your own like that, particularly if you had the means of buying a horse.�
Maeve shrugged. �That�s possible, but I�ll be wearing a heavy riding cloak with hood. Yet an escort at the beginning when I bargain for a horse would be welcome. Perhaps someone should accompany me in. Once I secure a mount I�ll have to ride off on my own, and I can just keep to myself as much as possible. So anyone who wants to come along for the entry had better get suited up. And Kelly, you had best run numbers for the 16th of September, 705, mid afternoon. By the time Lambert is killed it would be the 17th, and that date is still celebrated today as the feast of Saint Lambert, marking his death. Put us on the road just south of Heristal. That way I would come to any farm site before Dodo. If I spot the Arabian I�ll propose a trade, my horse for the Kuhaylan. If the owner balks I�ll still have some gold to persuade him.�
She folded her arms.
Robert was still troubled. �Then we�re assuming the Assassins� operation was to drop in, find a �wilful� steed as this story says, and rig the reins to fail? How could they know Dodo would choose that steed and be thrown from the saddle?�
�Good point,� said Paul. �I mean their whole plan sounds pretty weak.�
�Unless they made sure there was some reason Dodo would need to change mounts,� Maeve suggested. �They could have done something earlier as well. Perhaps they cause injury to one of the hooves on Dodo�s mount at the citadel. The horse would come up lame shortly after he departed, prompting him to look for another mount.�
�That answers my question about why they would need a fresh horse,� said Paul.
�Yes, and it just stacks a few more assumptions onto the pile we already made here to concoct this scenario,� said Robert.
�And here�s one more for you,� said Kelly. �Suppose they are the farmers�the Assassins! It would explain how they could easily rig the reins on this stallion. In fact, they could have prepared this mission for some time, sending someone in to find just the perfect horse and then bringing it to this roadside farm. The fact that it�s an Arabian, �one of the five� as Maeve says, makes this ever so suspicious.�
�Good point,� Paul agreed. �It strengthens the mission from their standpoint, and removes a raft of assumptions they would have to make about this as well. They�ve selected the horse, and they make sure Dodo�s mount is going to come hobbling along as he heads south. I�m willing to bet this horse will be easy to spot, Maeve. They�ll have it tethered at an inviting place, close by the road to catch Dodo�s attention. Deliberate sabotage to force a need for a fresh mount would fill the bill nicely. All they have to do here is find a way to impede Dodo and spare the life of Lambert. So yes, it�s also possible that they will be at the farm site with the Arabian.�
�Which means Maeve may need more than a good offer and a chunk of gold to get that horse,� said Robert. �Assuming, of course, that Dodo and Alpaida were at the citadel in Heristal, and that this was the road Dodo took to Lambert�s villa at Leodium, and that the loose twine was the rein on this Arabian horse we assume is quietly waiting there at a farm for Maeve to find.� The sarcasm in his voice made his point plain enough.
Maeve fixed them all with those steady hazel eyes. �Someone have another suggestion? Yes, Robert, we�re making a lot of assumptions here, but there is sound reasoning behind them as well.�
�The citadel at Heristal is the most likely candidate for this banquet. In fact it�s the only one close enough to fill the bill. So it�s reasonable to assume we�ve got the correct road. Look, this is as good as we�re going to hone this down given the situation. We won�t have to mess with a Prime. We�ve got the time, we�ve got the place, we�ve got the Arch, and brothers, I�ve got the gold.�
�But you may have to mess with the Assassins if Kelly is correct,� said Paul, an obvious warning in his voice. �Considering the consequences involved here, they may not be as friendly and polite as they have been in our encounters with them thus far.�
�Yes,� Maeve agreed. �It�s going to be dangerous, I know. But I�m willing to do what I can, Paul. What other option do we have?�
�In for a penny, in for a pound,� said Paul. �So we also need to consider what we do if you should fail to find this horse, or carry out any other part of your mission as we envision it here.�
�Well�� Maeve thought for a moment, her eyes hardening as she spoke.
�You two shift in with me as an escort to pose as a couple of my retainers while I secure a mount near Heristal, perhaps a couple of monks. I head south, and if I don�t return riding that Arabian in a reasonable period of time, then you�ll know what you have to do.�
Robert gave her a bemused look. �Now what have you dreamt up?� he said. �What do we have to do?�
�Why, you have to kill Bishop Lambert,� she said flatly. �If Dodo doesn�t get him, then you�ll have to do it.�

Part VI
The Road

�There are only two mistakes one can make along the road to truth; not going all the way, and not starting.�
� The Buddha


Chapter 16

The Old Roman Road, September 16, 705 ~ 3 P.M.
�That was awesome!� Nordhausen exclaimed. �The colors are amazing. I�ll never get tired of it.�
�Don�t you get nauseous?� said Paul. �I keep my eyes shut as tight as I can.�
�You miss everything then,� said Robert, hugging himself with the cold. The icy fog from the shift had dissipated, and they were standing in a green field, behind a stand of low hedges.
�Come on then,� said Maeve. �We�ve little time to lose here. The city should be north,� she pointed. �We�ll most likely find something I can ride there, and the sooner the better. Memorize this location. That stump there should be a good reminder.�
Paul took in the lay of the land. The river Meuse was to their east, gleaming in the late afternoon sun. The sky was clouding over, with a darkening front off to the west. Green fields formed a patchwork all around them, spaced by dark, sodden ground that had been freshly tilled. They were in the farmland just south of the city where the predominant crop was barley, but much of it had long since been harvested, and they could see remnants scattered over the cleared fields.
The road was tiled with well placed stone, well weathered by the elements and heavy use over the long years since Roman cohorts once marched briskly along its track, the red caped life blood in the veins of an empire that encompassed all of the known world, as far north as Hadrian�s old wall in Britain. Now it was overgrown with tufts of grass and invading weeds in places, and fringed by stands of trees and thorn scrub. In its day it had carried the commerce of war and Medieval society, Rome�s legions, traders, horsemen, stolid oxen hauling in the harvest of the land on heavy wooden carts. And it connected the emerging cities and settlements of Gaul, small hamlets, farms, and old Roman Villas that once stood as resting spots for citizens and soldiers alike, and now served as stone walled estates for the wealthy, or privileged clerics of the region.
Cities did not amount to much more than a scatter of squat wooden buildings at this time, with wood post walls and thatched roofs, with an occasional stone tower or walled area, mostly ruins from an earlier time when Rome ruled the land here. Rutted earthen roads stretched out to the immediate vicinity, connecting farms and hovelled homesteads where people sought the protection of the city garrisons.
As they walked they could just make out a few outlying shacks now, and what looked like a low stone wall off in the distance. They walked, breathless for a time, their eyes keen for any signs of other people. It was not long before they spied a stable and blacksmith on the southern outskirts of the town. The sharp ring of his hammer resounded through the clear, cold air.
�Now let me do the talking,� said Maeve.
�In Old Frankish?� Robert chided.
�Most likely Latin will do,� said Maeve. �It was my language elective when I got my history degree. It tended to come in handy throughout this period. The common tongue was a derivative of the old Roman Latin.�
They approached the livery, seeing that there were several horses tied up there, like autos in the lot of a contemporary auto shop, probably waiting to be shoed. Maeve gave them a careful inspection, before approaching the smith and pointing.
She spoke, haltingly at first, but Robert could pick up a little of the Latin she used. The word �equus� was obvious, and she pointed to a grey mare tied up behind the main livery. The Smith gave her an odd look, glancing at Paul and Robert from time to time.
Paul stood up straight, trying to look somewhat haughty, though the only costuming the men could put together on such short notice had been a pair of long monk�s cassocks. They reasoned that churchmen held as much power as landed gentry at the time, and thought that Maeve might present herself as a nun in similar garb. Nordhausen went bare headed, having long since lost most of his hair. Paul balked at shaving his head, but the hood on his cassock provided enough cover. He had to swap out his eyeglasses for a pair of contact lenses, but other than the fact that they were a little too clean shaven, they could blend in easily enough, posing as missionaries from the holy see of St. Hubert, on the road to spread the gospel. It was also hoped that their affiliation with the church would afford them some protection and a measure of consideration.
In time Maeve seemed to reach an accommodation with the smith, and went over to Robert to retrieve a small nugget of gold.
�We are poor, but the church has given us at least this to offer in payment,� she said in Latin.
The man, tall and dark, with a swarthy look and round odor, squinted at the nugget she offered, hefting it in the palm of his hand to assess its weight, then giving it a bite before nodding his agreement. He handed her the tether and she bowed, graciously, leading the horse away.
�That went rather well,� she said softly as she returned to Paul and Robert. �Here, you lead the horse, Robert. I�ll get on if you could give me a boost up for good show, Paul. I told him I was weary and that we had many hours travel ahead of us.�
A moment later they were beating a hasty retreat, back down the road and away from the town. The smith had watched them go, but simply shook his head and returned to his work. The sound of his hammer was comforting, slowly receding as they distanced themselves. They were elated that the first part of their plan had worked out without a hitch.
�A proverbial old gray mare,� said Paul.
�Yes,� said Maeve. �And let�s hope she has a few miles in her. I�ll need the rest of the gold, Robert.�
�What? Oh yes, of course.� He handed her a small felt bag that they had used to carry the few chunks of gold they had managed to separate off with a rock hammer.
�I make it nigh on to 5:00 in the afternoon,� said Maeve. �So I had best get a move on.�
�Right,� said Paul. �Kelly should be pulling Robert and me out in an hour or so. We�ll leave the road and work our way back to the entry point to make his work a little easier.�
They had set up the shift to give the two men about three hours time. Maeve�s shift pattern would be sustained in the new milieu for much longer, but was also timed to expire at midnight. At that point they would use a good portion of the quantum fuel to initiate an area search and locate her mass signature. The Arch was keeping a hold on her, tenuous as it was, and they hoped they would not have any complications. It was a new program Kelly had written and it was about to get its first real test. Hopefully it would allow the Arch to maintain a micro-tunnel in Time between the lab complex and Maeve�s pattern signature. Failing that she would try to be at the entry point by midnight, and they would sweep that area for her signature to hopefully bring her home.
The two men couldn�t keep up with her, and so could afford her no further protection. While they could probably walk the sixteen miles to the villa in six to eight hours, considering rest time, there was no point in putting them both at risk. That would put them near the villa near the decisive hour of midnight, probably exhausted and hungry as well. So it was decided to pull them home and shift back in if, and only if, they determined Maeve had failed. Until then, she was on her own. And the two men wished her well with a hearty wave before turning and heading off the road to remain as inconspicuous as possible while they returned to the breaching point.
Maeve sighed, then leaned down to stroke the neck and mane of her newfound companion. �It�s just you and me now, old girl,� she whispered.
She shifted into position, loosening her garb to allow her to better use her legs to control the horse. There were no stirrups, but being a very experienced rider, she eased the horse on down the road with a light nudge of her heel. It wasn�t long before she had the feel of the animal, and the mare seemed to sense that she knew what she was about, perceiving the confidence she clearly had in her ability. In due course she had the mare up in a nice even trot, and had vanished down the long, stony byway.
Nordhausen, paused near a hewn tree stump by the old Roman road watching her go.
�Brave lady,� he said.
�Not to be trifled with,� said Paul. But there was a note of sadness in their voices, and they were both very tired. They had been awake all night, with just a few hours rest while the Arion system crunched the numbers they needed for the difficult retraction scheme that recovered Kelly.
�Do you think you could do it?� Paul asked as they walked.
�What? Ride the damn horse? Not me,� said Robert.
�No, I mean Lambert. If Maeve fails for any reason in this intervention��
�Nordhausen pursed his lips. �Kill him? I must say the notion has been somewhat unnerving these last hours. What would we do?�
�Kelly could probably put us within a few meters of the villa. That�s where the cathedral ended up being built in Li�ge, and the GPS coordinates are easy to find. But that said� How would we do it?�
Nordhausen cleared his throat, trying to sound like he was just reasoning out a history problem, but it was clear that he was uncomfortable. �I suppose we�d have to bring some kind of a weapon,� he said. �Or else find one here.�
�Maeve would have a fit if we brought a modern weapon through with us. Can you imagine the impact if we were to bring in a Glock pistol and lose the damn thing here?�
�It�s an engineered weapon, and they would probably discover how to use it the hard way�by pulling the trigger. You mean to say you have a Glock?�
�Of course not. But I do have a .22 Caliber hunting rifle in the storage closet of the garage. I stowed it there after that trip to Alaska last year, and haven�t thought of it since.�
�A .22, eh? My God, you�d need to hit something vital right off with that. Otherwise you�d have to pepper the poor man to death with it.�
�A sword then?�
�You have a sword?�
�No, we�d have to find one after we shifted back in�a sword or a javelin, or something similar.�
�Are you aware of the circumstances surrounding Lambert�s death?� Robert gave him a stern look.
�Something tells me I�m about to be made aware,� said Paul.
�Well, you ought to know. Some sources claim Lambert had simply taken action to punish two rogues, Gallus and Rivaldus, for pilfering church property. That account has it that associates of the bishop had these men killed, and that they were kinsmen of Dodo, a highly appointed officer in Pippin�s court at the palace. In this light Dodo was just avenging the murder of his relatives. The story about Alpaida�s appeal to avenge her honor came later, perhaps many decades later. Some think the church put a little spin on the event to suit the coronation of Lambert as a saint, who was martyred because of his defense of marital fidelity. In any case, Lambert will have family there, two nephews and other domestics. Four men came to the villa in the middle of the night. Hearing the intruders entering his home, Lambert first reached for his sword, then decided not to oppose his assailants and accept martyrdom instead.�
Paul was silent for a moment. �Two nephews?�
�That�s what the account said when I read it before we left. Apparently they were put to the sword as well. I wonder how old they were?�
�We won�t have to do that,� Paul said quickly. Then he gave the professor a sheepish look. �I guess we won�t have to bring the .22 rifle along either.�
�What do you mean?�
�The sword,� said Paul softly. �Lambert had a sword by his bed. There�s a weapon right there�.�
The two men just looked at one another, but neither one spoke for a while until Nordhausen voiced the obvious next question.
�Who does it?� His voice was a near whisper.
�Be my guest,� said Paul.
�I think� we�d better draw lots,� said Robert.
They reached the place where they had manifested, and said nothing more on the matter. Paul was studying the ground, and could even see the imprint of their footprints in the grass when they arrived. There was a wilted edge around each one, he noted, as if the plants had been damaged by severe cold.
�Here are my footprints,� he said. �You were over there.�
�And Maeve was right between us,� said Robert. But as they stepped into their footprints the professor pointed at the ground a few feet away. �But who was there?� he asked darkly.
Paul looked where he was pointing and clearly saw another set of tracks in the ground, facing in toward the spot where they had appeared. He followed them back toward the hedge that had screened them from the road, an uneasy feeling rising in his gut.
�Looks like someone is curious,� he said quietly.

Chapter 17

The Old Roman Road, September 16, 705 ~ 5:50 P.M.
�Damn,� said Nordhausen, �We�ve been discovered! Our cover�s blown already!�
�Don�t jump to conclusions, Robert.� Paul tried to calm him down.
�Looks like just one person,� said the professor, going over to peer at the tracks left in the wet grass.
�Get back over here and stand in your tracks again,� said Paul in a controlled whisper, excited himself now. �Someone is on the road, and heading this way.�
Robert looked to see horsemen on the road, apparently riding at a good clip given the dust they were leaving. It looked like two, then four men, hastening towards them.
Nordhausen stepped quickly back into his footprints. �Someone was probably passing by when we manifested, and they obviously hid in that hedge there. God, they may have seen us appear! They would have thought we were spirits, angels.�
�Or demons,� Paul took the down side of the argument. �And in either case they would have been scared out of their wits.�
�Ya think?� Nordhausen squinted at the oncoming riders. �Or they would have hastened back to Heristal to raise the alarm and get a posse up after us.�
�A posse? Don�t be ridiculous.�
�Then who is that?� Nordhausen pointed. �Four riders. Dodo and his men?� He pointed at the horsemen, who reined in sharply and came to a halt. The lead man was dressed all in black, tugging at the fit of his leather gloves as he spoke to them. Robert listened, trying to shift his brain into Latin to pick up what the man was saying, but the emotion in his voice was plain to hear, a derisive tone that paid them no respect at all, in spite of their monk�s robes.
Robert gaped at the horsemen, obviously flustered. Paul had the good sense to keep his mouth completely shut. Then the lead man, the one Robert took to be Dodo, gave them a dismissive wave and spurred his horse on. As they passed a fat man in a thick leather jerkin leaned over and spat at them, laughing as he rode off.
�Damn!� said Robert when the riders had passed well out of earshot. �That was Dodo and his retainers or I�m a frog!�
�Ornery cuss, isn�t he,� said Paul. �What did he say?�
�I was too startled to catch it all,� said Robert. �Something about pigs and a warm fire. Then that other fat slob spit at us! So much for consideration shown to clergymen.� As he finished Robert felt a shudder, and a wave of nausea sweep over him.
Paul felt it too. �Robert?�
�Close your eyes,� said the Professor. �Looks like Kelly is on time and we�re going home.�
They stared at the riders, who seemed to fade away in the gathering shadows on the road. The hedge blurred into a smudge and then the lights appeared around them in a thick frost. Nordhausen wanted to watch again, but as he needed his wits about him for a possible second shift, he closed his eyes, whispering a silent prayer for Maeve, and hoping they would not see the 8th century again anytime soon.
At least not tonight.
~ ~ ~
Maeve rode at a good speed for well over an hour before she eased off the road under an apple tree for a much needed bite to eat. Most of the low hanging fruit was gone, picked away by passersby, but from her perch on the mare she could reach high enough to pick several well ripened apples, plenty for herself and the horse.
The sun was down and the evening sky was darkening fast behind a wall of gray clouds, their tops tinged with vermillion and violet as the last light faded in the west. She had seen no one on the road thus far, but now had come down a low rise to a cultivated area that led her to believe there may be a farmer�s shack nearby. She could smell roast mutton on the wind, which seemed odd, but nonetheless inviting at his hour.
Around the next bend she saw a cluster of three buildings, an old barn, and what looked like a weathered silo. The farm house was well lit from within, the wavering glow of firelight emanating from every window. The barn was some ways off, and there were bales of recently harvested hay stacked against one wall. She rode silently towards the scene, masking her approach by skirting a line of tall hedge and thistle. When she had come up on the barn she dismounted, leading her horse by the rein. The scent of hay, horses, and leather was thick in the air. She tied of her mare to a low post, and ventured to peek inside the half open door of the barn.
It was dark and musty inside as she eased through the entrance into a small enclosure that passed for a tack room. It opened onto the main barn, where a bale of hay lay next to several canvas feed bags. The scent of oats and molasses was obvious, and she could hear the stirring of several horses inside.
She wanted to get a look at the animals without startling them, so she began to sing softly, whisper quiet at first, as she edged around the corner. One of the horses chafed and whinnied, but then grew still when Maeve drew near, still whispering her quiet song.
There were two steeds, one a milk white stallion and the other a chocolate brown plow horse, from the look of him. One glance at the stance of the stallion, and the telltale circle around the eye told her she had found the horse she wanted�Kuhaylan. He had proud bearing with well chiseled features and a long well muscled neck with a graceful arch. But more than this, the deep chest, and strong legs with large joints, told her this was a horse that could run like the wind. Elated she padded quickly back to the tack room to find a suitable rein and approached the horse again.
He was a bit skittish at first, but she stroked his neck and mane, speaking softly until he grew calm, accepting the rein with a steady eye meeting hers. She untethered the stallion and led him quietly through the barn door. The farm house was on the other side of the barn, and the smell of wood smoke and roasted meat was thick on the cool night air. She led the Arabian to the place she had tethered her mare, feeling guilty to be stealing off with such a prime steed. So she took out the small felt pouch and tied it neatly to the rein of her older mare. Small compensation, she thought, for this was a horse worth his weight in gold, but it would have to do.
At that moment a man spoke harshly from behind her, in Latin. �Quisnam adveho in nox noctis? Quis est� raptor?�
�Forgive me, sir, I am no thief,� Maeve returned as best she could in Latin. �I can pay you well, but have need of a quick horse this night. Look here,� she gestured at the felt bag. �I leave you this horse, and can offer gold as well.�
�Not for this horse,� said the man, drawing closer and eyeing her suspiciously. �Not this night,� he said darkly. He peered at her, his hand on the haft of a short sword that was tied at his waist.
�Who are you? Show yourself!� He drew his sword, threatening.
Maeve drew back her hood, shaking the fall of long honey blonde curls free as she did so.
The man�s face registered real surprise. �A woman? Alone in the night on the road? Or are there others at hand?� He looked about, squinting at the hedges and trees.
Maeve�s pulse quickened. She had to keep her wits about her, and then a sudden thought came to her. �Not alone, kind sir. My master and his retainers are on the road, close at hand. I am but a serving maid, sent hither to seek lodging and told to see what might be found in the way of livestock, for we are in need of a horse, a fresh mount. This gold and more we will pay in return.�
�Your master comes?�
Maeve decide to push the last of her chips out onto the table. �Dodo of Heristal, of the House of Pippin, not far from this place. He rides now on an urgent errand, and must suffer no delay.�
This was the horse, she reasoned. It had to be. There would be no other like it found on this road tonight. Of that she was certain. If Paul�s warning that their adversaries may also be closely involved here were true, this man could be one of them, and not the simple farmer he made himself to be. The blade in his hand had an odd curve to it, unlike typical weapons of 8th century Europe. He spoke Latin, but she had the feeling the language was not native to him, and his aspect was also not European. He had a dusky look, dark eyes over a thin, prominent nose and thick black beard. In any case, by claiming association with Dodo, she gained some small leverage. Any local would know that name and, if this man was an Assassin, he would also be expecting Dodo�s arrival. But she had to be very careful here.
The man gave her a sidelong glance, his eyes still searching the landscape around them. �I was told to expect four men,� he said quickly. �Nothing was said of a serving wench.� He pointed at her with the sword, taking a more relaxed stance, apparently satisfied that the area was secure.
�You were told?� Maeve pressed her advantage with a question of her own. �No one was to know of my lord�s travel this night. How is it you were told of this?�
�Never mind, woman,� the man said scornfully, dismissing her inquiry with obvious irritation. �You speak strangely,� he said, with an edge of accusation in his voice.
�I am not born of this land,� said Maeve. �The common tongue spoken here is not my own. I hail from the land of the Angles and Saxons. I was given to the house of Dodo as a young girl when my family perished.�
�No matter.� The man seemed uninterested, and was still somewhat restless. His dark eyes seemed to register some inner conclusion, however, and he forced a wan smile. �You seek food and rest on the road? Then the hospitality of my home is yours.� He nodded graciously, his hand gesturing to the farmhouse behind him. �But you are bold to have come here this way, and to have put your hands upon this one.� He pointed to the Arabian. �Your master is in need of a horse? This is one of the finest steeds in all the land, to be sure. It will serve him well.�
�Then you will sell it?� Maeve was quick to take advantage of this sudden shift in the man�s attitude, but an inner sense warned her to be on her guard now. The man was all too eager to let his prize steed go, when a moment ago he had clearly been very reluctant.
�For that?� He pointed his sword at the gray mare. �You say you offer gold as well? How much?�
�This I was given to offer,� she said, taking the felt bag and holding it out to the man.
He snatched it quickly, still somewhat suspicious, and hefted the bag in the palm of his hand. �How do I know this is not base stone?� he said.
�See for yourself,� Maeve gestured.
�I can see nothing here in the dark. Come into my home and we will sit by the fire to await your master. Then I will chew upon your gold and judge its worth, eh?�
Maeve�s pulse quickened. She did not want to be trapped inside close quarters with this man, on unfamiliar ground and with the possibility that Dodo and his men were indeed on the road this night, close at hand. She had to find some way to remain at large, and she had to be certain the Arabian was not here should Dodo arrive. But what to do?
�Forgive me,� she said quickly. �But I was told only to seek quarters and livestock, and to return with all speed should anything be found. My master is in some haste, and is like to ride on by, heedless of this place should I not return. But if you will offer the hospitality of your home, and this steed in trade, then I can gladly bring him these tidings, and he will surely come here at my urging.�
The man eyed her, uncertain for a time, and obviously thinking over the ramifications of her offer. Before he could speak Maeve sweetened her argument.
�That pouch you may keep until my master comes,� she moved as she spoke, taking up the rein of her gray mare. Now she was between the two horses, one hand resting on the back of the stallion, the other holding the rein of the mare. �But do not be greedy,� she put in a warning, �We have counted it well.� She maneuvered the mare between herself and the man, making as if she was preparing to mount.
The man was holding the bag, his fingers squeezing the soft felt to feel the stones within. The look of suspicion and distrust was obvious in his eyes again, but he seemed to hesitate, trying to decide.
Maeve knew it was now or never and, in a quick, steady movement, she leapt atop the horse�not the mare, but the Arabian stallion! The horse made as if it might buck, and the man shouted at her.
�Come down off that horse!� He tried to get around the mare to seize the reins, but Maeve kicked hard, forcing the mare to step forward and block the man. At the same time she pulled at the reins and gave the stallion a firm heel. The horse reared up, hooves scoring the cold air, then bolted, leaping away, out into the green field. She leaned down, taking a firm hold on the horses mane, her legs tight on his broad back. The man was shouting, in another language now, and very angry as he pushed himself free of the mare and ran after her. But the Arabian was too fast. Maeve leaned in and whispered close by his ear, feeling the power of the animal, yet confident that she could now control the horse. �Ride with me, Kuhaylan,� she said softly.
She let the stallion go now, clucking softly to urge him on as she steered the horse east toward the river, away from the road. If she could believe her own story, and Dodo was nigh at hand on the road this night as they hoped, then she would make certain they would not meet. The river would provide her an unerring guide north again, and she could skirt the bank until she came near to the city, then look for the place where they had shifted in to make Kelly�s retraction easier to manage.
It was clear in her mind now that the man she had encountered was no simple farmer. He was Arabic, she decided, and had little doubt as to who this man might be, but she had neither the time nor inclination to find out more.

Chapter 18

Arch Complex, Lawrence Berkeley Labs, Saturday, 9:00 A.M.
�Another set of footprints?� Kelly registered surprise when Paul and Robert told him the story. �Then someone must have seen you manifest,� he said. �Not good.�
�Not good at all,� said Paul. �But there�s no helping it now. We saw no one else in the area, and the three of us immediately went north to approach the outskirts of the city. Maeve found a horse with no problem,� he beamed.
�That�s my girl,� said Kelly. �Well, if you were seen on arrival, then it would have scared the fellow shitless. He probably cowered in the hedge until you were long gone.�
�A story for his grand children,� Robert agreed.
�Let�s hope that�s the worst of it,� said Paul. �I don�t think we have any worry about contamination with this. But it�s Maeve I�m concerned about now.�
�She went south?� Kelly was adjusting the controls on the retraction module, carefully watching the status on his new program monitor. He still had a tenuous hold on Maeve�s pattern signature, and he could see that it was drifting well off the initial manifestation coordinates. He wondered how far she could go and still be tracked by the system.
�How�s the quantum fuel holding up?� Paul was looking at the chamber mix integrity, assessing numbers on the reading.
�Stable,� said Kelly. �For the moment. And the fuel on the number two generator is holding up well. That was fast work! You two were in and out. I had the system programmed to give you three hours there, but it signaled retraction after twenty minutes here. At first I thought something was wrong, but then I noticed the chronometer reading for the target Meridian was moving much faster than the time here. Three hours there was just twenty minutes here. At this rate Maeve should be ready to shift back in another twenty minutes.�
Something distracted him and his glance was drawn to another monitor. The Golems were active again, signaling another variation. �Would you check that monitor?� he asked Paul. �I want to keep a firm hold on Maeve here.�
Paul threw back his hood, still in his monk�s robe and looking strangely out of place in the modern environment of the lab complex. He activated the Golem module and called up the history time line. Something had changed, not greatly from the readings, but the history had varied. He clicked on the documentation button to begin calling up references. The Golems were still fishing in the data stream. In time they would reach a weight of opinion, and Paul could actually call up documents from other Meridian, altered and at variance with their touchstone data in the RAM Bank.
�Our lady has been busy. Something has already changed,� he said. �But whatever she�s about, it isn�t that traumatic�at least not to the projected outcome of the Meridian as I read it here.�
Robert was at his side, curious, and looking at one document after another as Paul clicked on various links. �See if you can call up anything from the Vita Landiberti Vetustissima. That failing, try searching for Carmen de Sancto Landberto. Those were the two primary sources on the life and death of Lambert.�
�Here�s an account from the first,� said Paul, reading quickly. �And look here�there�s no trace of the previous data. Do we have that document in a cache somewhere, Kelly?�
�Hit the number seven function key. That will compare the current document on the screen with the last cached version from earlier searches, and you can hit F8 to compare both to the RAM Bank data.�
�Nice programming,� said Paul, but when he hit F7 the variation was somewhat disturbing. �That bit about the horse and Dodo being thrown from the �wilful beast� is entirely missing!� he exclaimed. �Here, Robert, make yourself useful and read this document.�
�Missing?� Kelly was looking at the screen now. �Well it hasn�t altered the outcome much. I mean, look at the chronology color bar. Nothing has really changed. It�s still shows first variation originating at this date on the Meridian and worsening as the time line moves forward. The outcome of the battle of Tours remains unaltered, a dramatic Arab victory, and it just gets worse from there. Maeve obviously did something to alter the Meridian, but what?�
�It looks as though she found the horse,� said Paul. �That would explain the missing data in the story describing Dodo�s mishap. Robert? Anything more?� He was hoping there might still be unseen effects emerging in the data stream as they waited.
Robert had been reading intently from the original source material in an on-line translation of the Carmen de Sancto Landberto, the �Song of Saint Lambert�, and seemed dismayed.
�Paul�s correct,� he said. �The story has changed, here and in the Vita as well. There�s no mention of the horse at all now, not even in the Arabic sources. Apparently Lambert was warned of the impending plot and escaped. Look here,� he began to read. �And one came in the middle of the night to give warning, causing Lambert to flee with his domestics, away over the river. And thus was Dodo�s revenge undone, and he was roundly condemned by the Saint, and banished from Pippin�s court.�
�Damn,� said Paul. �The history has changed again. Dodo was warned? By who?�
�Neither account provides any more details,� said Robert.
�The Assassins?� Kelly suggested. �You said they would most likely be operating with an agent in place on a night of this importance, perhaps even at the farm where Dodo was to have found the so called willful beast.�
�Right,� said Paul. �That was a fair assumption, but if Maeve got to that horse first, then she may have prevented the mishap. That said, it�s clear this Pushpoint was not decisive in altering any of these events.� Then his eyes brightened with recollection. �What about that loose twine? Search for that, Robert.�
A moment later the professor had found the entry. �It still reads the same�a loose twine, where the horses were brought to gather� But let me look at the image of the Rosetta stone again.� He opened a folder and called up the file he had stored there, searching the lines of hieroglyphics.
�Here it is� a loose twine�. then the wavy line separating the two stories, and it reads�damn! It�s not the same in this image! Now it reads: �a loose twine� where the horses were brought to gather at the water�s edge. What�s happened?�
Paul thought deeply, coming to some inner conclusion. �Alright,� he said. �So let�s assume Maeve got to that horse and made off with it. If you were the Assassins, what would you do in that instance?�
�They obviously had to do something else,� said Kelly. �And the data Robert found in the source material indicates that someone warned Lambert.�
�Undoubtedly the Assassins,� said Robert. �Damn, they must have perceived the variation the moment Maeve intervened. They ran a counter-operation!�
�Possibly,� said Paul. �Or their operatives on that Meridian must have decided quickly that they had to take some other action. They warned Lambert. That was very risky. It involves direct intervention to influence the behavior of a Prime.�
�Well they had no qualms about trying to knock Dodo on his ass,� said Kelly.
�We were talking about killing Lambert ourselves. Now that�s messing with a Prime, right?� Robert folded his arms.
�Dodo was obviously important,� said Paul, �but he was just an accessory, a means to an end. Lambert was the Prime Mover here. He had to be spared a martyr�s death, and clearly they have found a way to do that without the horse being involved at all. So we�re tilting at windmills here. The Pushpoint is somewhere else now, still a loose twine, but no longer the rein of that willful beast as we assumed.�
�If it ever was,� Robert chided.
�Then what do we do?� Kelly fidgeted, looking at the time. �We�ve been yakking here for ten minutes. In another ten minutes, our time, three hours will have elapsed in the altered Meridian. It will be 9:00 P.M. there, and Maeve should be back on her original manifestation coordinates if all went well. I can pull her out if the reading on her physical location matches up, otherwise we wait until midnight.�
�No,� Paul said decisively. �Don�t pull her out just yet. We�ll need her there.�
�For what?� Kelly complained. �There�s nothing more she can do in this situation. Hell, she doesn�t even know things have changed.�
�Right,� said Paul, up off his chair. �So I�m going back to warn her.�
Kelly blinked at him, somewhat surprised. �What? Another shift?� he said. �Look, we barely have the quantum fuel for Maeve�s retraction and perhaps one more re-entry to that milieu, unless you want me to forget about our fallback plan concerning Lambert. I�ve had the Golems working on those new coordinates and I can put someone very close to Lambert�s villa if we have to take more drastic action.�
�Keep that on ice,� said Paul. �Let�s hope we don�t need that shift. But can you manage a Spook Job? Can you put me on our original manifestation point for maybe ten seconds? That would give me enough time to warn Maeve about this variation, and perhaps she can do something about it from her end. We�ll have to postpone her retraction scheme.�
�Ten seconds? How are you going to explain all this to her in that much time?�
�Easy,� said Paul. �We�ll write it down�Robert, get busy with that, will ya? We�ll write it down and I can just appear and throw out the note.�
Kelly gaped at him. �Then what?� he asked, incredulous and obviously still worried about Maeve.
�Then Maeve has three hours in the altered Meridian to figure something out,� said Paul, �and if I know her, she will.�
~ ~ ~
Maeve was riding hard now, away from the farm toward the river bank. When she first bolted away, she had turned south, thinking to avoid any possibility of encountering Dodo and his men should they be in the area. The farmer, or whoever the man was, might also take one of the other horses and try to follow her. Though she had little doubt that she could out run him in that instance. Neither the mare nor the brown plow horse could possible hope to catch her, but she nonetheless took a southerly route, thinking to double back and confound any pursuit once she reached the river.
When she first reached the Meuse she came to a small ferry where the river narrowed and seemed more shallow. After giving some consideration to using it to cross over to the east bank, she discarded the idea and decided to just wade into the shallows to mask her trail and reverse her course, heading north. There was no guarantee that she would find another easy crossing point south of the city, and fussing with the horse on the small wooden barge tethered to the tree stump there seemed more than she wanted to try and manage at the moment. She could not risk being trapped on the east bank, away from the point where she had shifted in with Robert and Paul. Kelly was trying to track her position, but that was a new program, untested and possibly unreliable at this point.
Satisfied that the farmer had not taken up pursuit, she was soon picking her way north along the river�s edge. At times she had to skirt inland around thickets of plants interspersed with heavy riverside brush and stands of trees. Yet she was making good progress and, after a while, began to veer inland, hoping to take up the old Roman road again as she drew near to Heristal.
The Arabian still seemed very skittish, snuffing the cold air and moving on with a guarded, sometimes halting gait. She noted the horse�s ears were moving this way and that, intent on something.
Maeve tried to calm the horse, but then caught sight of a few dark shapes in the dim light, just ahead. Then came a howl, and a low threatening growl, and she realized at once that she had come across a roving pack of wolves.
Kuhaylan snorted, his tail swishing fitfully. Afraid the horse was about to rear, Maeve softened the grip of her legs and kept her hands soft on the reins. A less experienced rider would have done just the opposite, communicating yet more fear and distress to the animal, but Maeve knew exactly what she was about. The Arabian seemed to sense her confidence and settled down somewhat, but it was clear to Maeve that she may be in some danger. A horse�s best defense was speed, she knew, and so she urged him forward, speaking softly. �Ride on, Kuhaylan. No one can match you. Run boy!�
The horse surged forward, leaping smartly over a fallen log and Maeve had to stoop low to avoid an overhanging tree branch. She heard a snarling growl and caught the flash of sharp white teeth beneath amber eyes in the shadow of a hedge. One wolf made as if to lunge at the horse as it came on, but the Arabian was enormously strong, leaping up again, well out of harm�s way and then accelerating so fast that the rabid pack could do little more than howl in futile pursuit. The powerful horse easily outpaced the wolves and, satisfied that the danger had passed, she soon settled the Arabian to a slower, steady gait.
In time she found the road, following it north in the dark, confident that she would not be likely to encounter anyone else at this hour, though wolves were known to scavenge even in the midst of human settlements at this time. The continent was still deeply wooded, a wild, untamed land. It would be another 600 years before many of the great woodlands had been settled and cleared, even in the most populous areas of Gaul.
It was not long before she spied a dark shape ahead against the starry horizon, and she made it out to be the livery where she had first met the blacksmith and purchased the mare. There was no sign of life or activity there now, and no sound of his hammer ringing on the cold night air. Being close to the entry point, she veered off to skirt the road and look for the low stump that had marked the place in her mind. It was not far.
A few minutes later she was off the Arabian, steadying him and feeding him an apple that she still had in a pocket of her robe. She tied the horse off on the branch of a nearby hedge, and studied the ground, squinting in the dark to see if she could find the exact place where she had manifested. The soil here was thick and sodden in places and, to her surprise, the ground was marked with many footprints. Booted feet had made many deep impressions here, not long ago from the look of them, and that thought made her very uneasy.
The horse was skittish as well, snuffing the night airs and chafing a bit. He soon became so disquieted that she went quickly over at took hold of the reins, afraid he might break loose and bolt.
At that moment there was a cellophane crackling sound and the palpable odor of ozone. The Arabian whinnied, and started to rear up, but Maeve took a firm hold and calmed him with a reassuring touch and low whisper. �Easy boy, easy��
Then the place where she had been kneeling a moment ago seemed to shimmer with a rippling blue light, and it was immediately obvious to her what was happening. Someone was shifting in, but she could not think why. They should be monitoring her mass pattern and preparing the retraction by now. Why risk another entry� unless something was very wrong, she thought suddenly.
She kept a firm grip on Kuhaylan, watching with amazement as the image of a man in monk�s robes seemed to manifest in the blue haze of the breaching point. In a flash of recognition she saw that it was Paul, but the image seemed to waver and loose substance, and she immediately feared that there was a problem on the shift, until something came flying out of the haze, landing with a thud on the grass at her feet.
The light faded in a frosty crackle of sound and was gone. There was no sign of Paul at all now, but Maeve stooped to see that an apple lay at her feet, with a neat slice down one side where something seemed to be stuck in the meat of the fruit. She picked it up, seeing a piece of folded paper had been wedged into a the small slice in the side of the apple.
She slipped it out of the fruit, opening it quickly and leaning into the wan moon light to get a look at it. It was very dark, and she could barely make out the characters, but was able to discern the message.
�New variation,� it read, with the word heavily underlined. �Lambert warned and flees in the night! Dodo fails! New Pushpoint: �A Loose twine� by the water�s edge. DO SOMETHING!�
She stared at it for some time, stunned by the development. Something had happened and her mind raced to unravel what it was. It soon became obvious to her that she had found the correct horse and foiled the plot to delay Dodo and his men. If that were the case then he would be riding south at this very moment, perhaps well past the farm site where she had found the Arabian, and closing in on Lambert�s villa at Leodium. But the words on the note clawed at her: �Lambert warned and flees in the night! Dodo Fails!�
�Do something,� she breathed aloud, shivering with the residual cold still lingering in the air nearby. It was a Spook Job, she reasoned. They don�t have the fuel to risk another full breach of the continuum here to make a re-entry, so they ran a Spook Job instead.
�And I have to do something,� she said aloud again her mind racing along the limitless Meridians of Time, frantically trying to answer the single question burned in her mind. �But what?�

Part VII
The River

�And a man cannot ever step twice into the same river, for other waters are ever flowing on to him. It's not the same river and he's not the same man.�
� Plato: Cratylus, Fragment 41


Chapter 19

Villa Landebertus, September 16, 705 ~ 11:00 P.M.
The Bishop was roused from restless sleep by heavy hammering on the door. He had retired soon after matins, but his dreams had been fitful. Now he started awake with fear, a strange presentiment sweeping over him, mixed with the lingering remnant of a dream. There was danger at hand, mortal danger in the night. Men were coming to seek his life! Instinctively, he reached for the sword that lay by his bed, groping for the hilt, reassured to grasp it. Yet he was no fighting man. What could he do?
The sound of knocking at the door grew louder, more insistent, more urgent. Then there came a hard shudder and he heard the door give way, breaking open on failed hinges and crashing to the hard stone floor below. He rushed out of his room, already hearing fearful cries from his family in the lower rooms.
�Landebertus of Tongeren!� A harsh voice echoed in the hall, resounding up the stairs.
The bishop steeled himself, making the sign of the cross and whispering a silent prayer. He looked at the sword in his shaking hand, and realized the folly of it, setting the weapon down, resigned. �I shall not die with the sin of blood on my hands,� he said softly. �No, I shall meet my fate, steadfast in the Lord, and his will be done.�
A swarthy man came rushing up the steps, breathless, eyes wide with urgency. Seeing him, the bishop fell to his knees, eyes upward as if searching the heavens for aid and succor. Yet fear disturbed his prayer, an emotion so strong so as to wrench a cry from his soul, and he wept.
�Take me unto thy bosom, O Lord,� he cried.
�What man? I have come with dire warning!� The stranger stooped, taking hold of the bishop�s nightgown, shaking him. �Asleep in my farm I was, when with fitful dreams I was taken, and behold, a vision came unto me, an angel as it were! And I was told I must ride hither, with all speed to give this warning. Men are on the old Roman road, even as we speak, and bent here with evil hearts, intent upon thy death. Get up, my bishop, and flee now to safe ground while you may! Three horses have I, tethered at the gate, enough to carry you and your domestics safely away from this place. Hurry man! Get up and don warm clothing, I will rouse your household and see that they are safely mounted. Quickly now, ere fell deeds take the lives of all your family as well!�
The bishop stared, dumbfounded, through teary eyes. �Then you are a friend to Christ and servant of the church?� he quavered.
�I am a friend to fate and the one true God, indeed!� said the man quickly. �Come now, I urge you. Take flight to the river, and there you may cross safely at the old ferry site not far from here. Once across there is no other way for your enemies to follow. It is Dodo of Heristal that comes in the night, with fell retainers by his side and hatred in his heart. He boasted that he would avenge the death of his relatives, slain by your command for the desecration of church property, and more, for the slander you have spoken of his sister. All this the angel spake unto me, but said fear not, the Lord�s is with thee this night.� The stranger smiled, helping the bishop to his feet.
�Dodo is nigh at hand, I fear, but by heading east to the river you may yet evade him. I will remain here and tell him you have fled south, away from this place. So may he be deceived and the work of this, thy holy see, preserved with thy life, and the lives of all those well loved by thee in this house.�
It was enough to rouse the bishop from his fretful fit, and he straightened with newfound resolve and strength. By the grace of the Lord, and guided by this stranger, he held fast to a thin coil of hope. Minutes later he was the last to come down from his chambers, to find his family securely huddled on the backs of the waiting horses. �Bless you, bless you,� he said in thanks, making the sign of the cross as he mounted the last of the three horses, a gray mare with sad, sorrowful eyes.
�I had hoped to bring you a mighty steed, father, so that you might fly like the wind this night,� the man said quietly, �but these three are all I could find, and may they prove your salvation.�
�As God wills it,� said the bishop.
�Then go now, quickly! You have labored along the banks of this river many long years, and you know the way well. Flee east, thence north along the river to the ferry. Stay off the road, for Dodo and his retainers will surely come by that route. And may God be with you!�
The bishop rode off on the gray mare, leading his domestics away into the shadows of the night. The stranger watched him go, smiling, relieved, as if a great weight had been taken from his shoulders.
�Go, and live,� he whispered, with just a hint of disdain in his voice now. �Go and preach your creed as you will for the little time that remains to you.�
The story he had told the bishop was true, for it was not long after the serving wench fled with the Arabian that a messenger appeared to him in the firelight while he paced in his home, restlessly trying to decide what he must do. Was the woman truthful? Would she indeed lead Dodo and his men to this place? The messenger came, appearing like the angel he had spoken of, then vanishing in a blue mist. Yet he left behind a scroll, and the farmer had opened it, his dark eyes wide as he read the strange characters there, speaking softly to himself. At once he knew what he must do, and he immediately put the scroll to the fire.
Now he watched the bishop go, and spoke aloud again. �So we fill your cup in this chance, dear bishop, for I am no assassin.� He smiled. �We are gracious, and it is necessary to spare your life so that others might prevail in a time and place you can scarcely imagine. Yes, as God wills it! For there is no God but God, and Allah is his name.�
~ ~ ~
Miles away to the north, Maeve had her own visit from an angel and was back on Kuhaylan. The stallion chafed, sensing the emotion and urgency in her movements. Her mind outpaced her heart, with one question on top of another. What? What am I to do? She went round and round with it, but almost without realizing it she was riding again, south, down the old Roman road.
If Lambert was warned this night, she reasoned, then someone must have gone to the villa. They must be making another attempt at sparing the life of the bishop�this time by direct intervention! Yes, it was risky to so directly affect the behavior of a Prime Mover, but what else could they do if Dodo was not forestalled? Then, if Lambert flees, where would he go? And what does that last bit mean, about the river?
�Think, woman,� she said aloud, urging the Arabian faster yet. There is no way the bishop could come north, she decided, for he would immediately run afoul of Dodo and his men. He could flee south, but that road is 40 miles or more to Namur, and it is likely that Dodo, or at least one of his men, would overtake the bishop and his family, delaying them long enough for the others to catch them up. West lies open land, where they would surely leave tracks that could be followed, and it would be very trying and dangerous to go that way. East lies the river Meuse�then she remembered it with thunderclap surprise. The ferry! He�s going to run east and then turn north along the river to the ferry, just as I did when I fled the farm site!
It was the only scenario that promised a speedy escape. If the bishop could reach the ferry and get safely across the Meuse, he could ground it on the far bank and there would not be another way to get over the river for miles in either direction. The delay would give Lambert just the time he needed to make good an escape.
Her body had already decided this course, but now her weary mind joined it, melded with the flowing rhythm of the horse as she hastened south in the dark. It was clear now that she had to get to the ferry before Lambert did, and set it adrift. It was the only way she could extinguish this last route of escape and seal the bishop�s fate. Dodo and his men would follow the tracks east, and he would know of the ferry site as well, she reasoned. Once he determines where Lambert is headed, he�ll gallop there at full speed on whatever mount he can find. He�ll do everything in his power to get to that ferry, yet what if Lambert arrives first and escapes? It�s a horse race now, she thought. And I have just the horse to win!
�Ride with me, Kuhaylan,� she said aloud. �Ride with me this night and drink the wind!�
~ ~ ~
�She�s moving,� said Kelly, pointing at the line of latitude and longitude coordinates on the screen. �And from the rate these numbers are changing she�s going at a fairly good clip.�
Paul had returned, elated that Maeve had been right there at the breaching point, waiting for them when he appeared. The Spook Job went off seamlessly, and he was able to toss Maeve the apple with its hidden message.
�Can�t risk just fluttering a piece of paper her way,� Paul had argued earlier. �I�ll need something with some weight that I can throw and aim. I�ll want to get it well away from my manifestation coordinates, but yet close enough to the breaching point so that it might be noticed if she comes upon the scene later. And it can�t be anything modern that could contaminate the Meridian.�
In the end they had found the apples in the kitchen break room, and Paul decided they could slide a folded message neatly into a small slice in one side. Maeve�s close proximity when he appeared was just the icing on the cake. Paul knew she could not fail to see the apple now, and read the note it held.
�What is she supposed to do with it?� said Kelly. �Eat the damn thing?� They had no idea what the altered hieroglyphics might mean now, �by the river�s edge,� but it was all they could do�just pass the information on to Maeve and hope for the best.
�Well, if she can�t make an intervention, then what?� Kelly asked, frustrated.
�Then you can send Paul through again to the villa and he can kill the bishop.� Nordhausen folded his arms and looked smugly at his friend.
�Hey, I just shifted in for the Spook Job, Robert. You�re up next.�
�That won�t matter,� Kelly waved at the two of them. �Lambert won�t even be at the villa. He was warned, remember? You think he�s just going to sit there waiting for Dodo and his men to show up?�
�He was warned, alright, and I would make it well after 9:00P.M. on that Meridian when we first returned,� said Paul. �But he had to be tipped off before midnight when we assume Dodo could arrive with his men from Heristal. Let�s say he flees at eleven then. In that case you�ll have to tell the Golems to reprogram that final worst case mission entry point for some time between ten and eleven. That would put Robert at the villa just before the warning arrives. Then he can break in and assassinate the poor man before he�s warned and makes off with the whole of Christendom and the fate of Western civilization in the night.�
�What?� Robert protested. �We haven�t drawn lots yet. Those little Spook jobs were nothing. You weren�t there but a few seconds, on either Meridian. It�s obvious you still have your wits about you, so take your chances, Paul. We�ll draw lots,� he insisted.
There was a shudder and they heard the telltale descending whine of a turbine. �That�s the setup man dying on the mound,� Kelly said quickly. �Somebody just singled to center field. I�ll have to bring in the closer, Paul.�
Kelly wasted no time getting the number three generator on line, but he had a worried look in his face. �How many outs can we get with this one?� He gave Paul a questioning look. �Cause there�s no one left in the bull pen.�
�I make it two hours fuel on that generator. That�s plenty of time in the altered Meridian, and I may be able to siphon some additional gas from the cars down in the garage if you can hold the Nexus steady. I could probably get another hour or two for us if I refuel one of the other two backup units.�
�I hope it�s enough time for Maeve to figure something out. As it stands now her retraction scheme is scheduled for midnight in her Meridian. So in� nine minutes now, our time, it�s going to be midnight there. The system is set up to look for her at the retraction point, and if she�s not there we�ll try pulling her out based on the tracking data we have, but it�s going to cost us fuel, both kinds, quantum and plain old petrol. We�re going to have to rev up the Arch to 100% power for a wide area retraction scheme.�
Paul sighed heavily. �So while we�ve been talking here hours have passed for her on the other Meridian. If she figured something out, and we have no idea what, then it�s very likely she would have done it by now.� At the same time the thought that they might pull Maeve out before she could take any decisive action rankled at him.
�Can we get a report from the Golems?�
�Yes, but remember there�s a time lag there. We may not see any variations until well after the deadline.�
�Can we abort at the last minute?�
�I need ninety seconds, minimum, for an abort,� said Kelly. �Otherwise I have to take the Arch up to 100% to be ready for the retraction. Yes, you can abort even then, but we lose the fuel in that instance, and get nothing for it in return. And�� He leaned on that word heavily, �there�s no guarantee I can get her out safely if we burn our candles at midnight as planed and decide to abort. We just may not have the fuel to run that kind of power again, so you can also forget your shift in to the villa to assassinate the damn bishop if I have to do a wide area search and retraction scheme. Neither one of you could do that anyway. You�re wonderful physicists and historians, but not murderers.�
�So it�s all on Maeve,� said Robert. �The whole damn history of Western civilization comes down to Maeve, on a horse, at midnight. She�s got to be the one to seal the bishop�s fate, and God only knows what she has to do, because I surely don�t have a clue��

Chapter 20

The River Meuse, September 16, 705 ~ 11:20 P.M.
She came upon the riders an hour later. Maeve had been picking herself through the gorse and thistle at the river�s edge, careful to steer wide of the thorns. Where was that damn ferry site? She should have found it by now, but the darkness and thickening clouds overhead confounded her effort. Then she saw a tree ahead, with a low bowed branch that leaned heavily over the river, and it stirred her with a moment of recognition.
She remembered turning south to evade any pursuit by the farmer, then coming upon the ferry shortly thereafter. Then she waded into the shallows and picked her way north, hoping to obscure her tracks. This tree, she knew, was the spot where she had stooped low to avoid the branch and emerged from the water�s edge to head inland again. She was very close now.
A moment later she was startled by a sound, a tinkling of a harness fitting and the neigh of another horse. Her heart leapt, thinking that the farmer had come all this way and was still fitfully searching the river�s edge for her�or worse, that he had managed to follow her tracks after all. Up ahead she saw shadows, perceived movement, glimpsed a brief glint of fleeting moonlight reflected off metal, and heard the muffled sound of horse hooves on the loamy ground. Who was this?
She looked around, thinking to hide herself in the heavy riverside growth, when another sound relieved her fears. It was a child, fussing at the edge of tears, then a woman�s voice speaking in soft, reassuring tones. Something drew her to face the travelers, and she nudged Kuhaylan slowly forward, singing to herself as she went so as to give the other party easy warning of her close proximity. Another part of her mind screamed at her. Why? What in the world are you doing? Be on your way and leave these poor people alone! Yet she felt herself pulled, as if by some strange magnetism that was more than idle curiosity or any desire to satisfy herself that there was no danger at hand. It was as if she simply had to go to them, greet them in the night, an appointment that was fated to happen long before she was born.
�Who is there?� The voice of a man quavered. �We are well armed!� he warned.
�Fear not,� she said in her best Latin. �Just another weary traveler in the night.� She drew closer, seeing a man and two women mounted on three horses. The women each held a child, one barely a toddler, the other a young yellow haired boy, eyes wide with apprehension as he looked at her. She instinctively smiled, throwing back her hood so as not to appear so mysteriously imposing. She recognized the man�s mount, the same old gray mare she had first purchased from the blacksmith and his livery, and it seemed to her the horse knew her as well, snorting quietly, its breath fogging the still, cold air.
�A woman alone at such an hour of the night?� said the man. Then his eyes searched about, with obvious uneasiness, a look of foreboding fear plain on his face.
Maeve knew exactly who this man was, for she caught a glimpse of his robe beneath the woolen brown riding cloak, and saw also the string of beads at his waist. She knew it was foolish to say anything more. Every instinct told her to turn and get as far away from these people as she possibly could, but she stared at him, transfixed for a moment, and somewhat breathless. �Landebertus?� she breathed.
The man started, as if he had hoped not to be recognized. �From whence have you come, woman? Have you seen other riders by the river this night?�
�No others,� said Maeve. �I was riding south seeking aid. My party was fallen upon by strangers and I alone escaped. Brigands and thieves they were. They have taken everything!� She had no idea where that story had come from, but it seemed convincing enough. �I was hoping to find the road again to seek lodging. It is very cold.�
The man smiled, noting the fine stature and well muscled lines of her mount. �You must be well off to afford such a horse as that one,� he pointed. �We are very near the river ferry, journeying east. Why not ride with us, my child, it is just south now, another mile further along the river. Then you may cross over with us, and we will lead you to safe quarters�see that you are fed and given to warm yourself by the fire.� His voice was soft and reassuring. �It is not safe here, yes, other brigands are about this night, and they may be very near. You are certain you saw no other riders?�
�No one, your grace,� Maeve said, her voice breaking slightly. She looked at the women, one obviously a sister or perhaps even the bishop�s wife, who smiled, gently rocking her youngest where the child slept at her bosom. The other was a serving maid, her plump arms wrapped tightly around the waist of the young boy. These were the people she had come here to kill. Here they met death�s prophet on her white Arabian steed, and yet could think only of offering her safe passage and comfort. She looked at their faces, speechless for a moment, her mind and heart tormented by what she must now do.
�Most gracious thanks, father,� she whispered, �yet I must go south�to the main road. My companions will be seeking me out there in the morning. I cannot cross over with you��
�Are you certain? It is very dark, a dangerous road at night for a woman alone.� Lambert extended an open hand. �Come with us, and you may return here in the morning; thence ride safely to meet those who wait for you.�
Tears began to well in Maeve�s eyes, and she could barely speak, throwing her riding hood up and over her honey red hair, hiding herself. �I cannot�� it was all she could say, as she pulled on the reins, turning Kuhaylan about. �Go with God, my bishop,� she said softly. �And may you rest in peace this night.�
She dug her heels into the horse�s flank and he leapt away, easing up to a canter as Maeve road swiftly south. Just a mile, she thought. The ferry was very near, and she must get to it in plenty of time to do what she had come here to do. She must get there before Lambert drew nigh, where darkness and silence would be her only companions, and the river would slip quietly by, unconcerned, unaware of her inner torment, and the yawning maw of guilt that opened to consume her heart.
~ ~ ~
Maeve reached the ferry, just north of the place where she had come upon the farm. It was still tethered to the low tree stump she had seen before. The Arabian had raced south like a banshee, eating up the last mile with a steady, powerful gait, but she had little time to spare. She slipped off the horse, throwing off the encumbering gown she wore to stand there in plain trousers, with a light leather jerkin top over a simple white shirt. Better, she thought, still holding the reins as she cautiously approached the edge of the river. The pale moonlight gleamed on the waters of the Meuse, and she was struck with the thought that this was not the same river she had seen here just a few hours ago, nor was she the same person.
Then she had been thrilled to have escaped safely from the farm, with the Arabian under her, running hard, with a clear path home. The thought of what she had done never entered her mind. By simply taking this horse and riding off in the night she was changing every moment yet to come in the long river of Time. Though she knew in her bones that there were going to be major consequences for what she had done, that thought was not so easily connected to Lambert�s death as she rushed to make good her escape from the farmer. The surge of adrenalin chased those fearful thoughts from her mind. She was simply focused on getting away with the Arabian, and finding her way back to their entry point; back to the Arch complex in Berkeley; back to Kelly.
Now, however, as she stood by the low tree stump and stared at the ferry, she could clearly see the meaning of the riddle in the hieroglyphics the professor had translated. Here she stood, with the restless Kuhaylan at her side, hardly winded from the brisk ride and eager to run again. Her eyes were still glassy wet with emotion as she remembered the faces of the people she had fled from minutes ago. They were innocent, unblemished, and yet they must die this night. Each second that passed brought that moment ever closer. The man, the woman, the maid and the two children� five souls that she held now in the palm of her hand, in the hollow of her breaking heart.
Off in the distance she could already hear other riders approaching, their voices carrying in the cold night air, urgent and harried. A distant peal of thunder warned of a coming storm, drowning out the voices in the night, but she looked and spied three other horses, laden with several riders. One came in front, leading the others on with hushed encouraging whispers.
That would be Bishop Lambert, she knew. The cry of the young boy scored her heart again. They were obviously in fear for their lives, for behind them she could now discern another mounted group in the distance as they crested a hillock. Something gleamed in the moonlight, perhaps the glimmer of drawn swords, she thought. All these riders were converging on this one spot, a Nexus Point in the flow of Time that would now decide the future course of history for thousands of years to come.
So here was the place, where the horses were brought to gather, here by the river, she thought. And there before her she could clearly see the thin, weathered rope coiled about the tree stump. The barge that served as a ferry was already well floated in the shallows. She had only to loosen the twine to set the barge free and give it a strong push. The river would do the rest, heedless, unconcerned.
But now there was no doubt in her mind as to the consequences of her action. This was Lambert�s last hope of escape, and the men riding hard behind him would surely cut him down, slaying everyone they found here.
If I let slip this twine, I become an accessory to murder, she thought darkly. It was as if I held the sword myself and plunged it into that good man�s heart. But then one last thought asserted itself, pulsing hard at her temples as the seconds ticked away and the riders drew ever closer. She would most certainly become a victim here as well. Dodo would kill everyone, wanting no witness to his crime, and she would easily be perceived as just another servant of the bishop�s household.
Fear now joined the recrimination roiling in her mind, and the reflex to fight or flee hung in the suspense of this long distended moment. What should she do, remain unblemished in her own soul and accept death, yet another martyr slain on this dark night at the edge of a coming storm? Or should she loosen the twine and alter the stream of this river, and be forever changed herself by that single selfish act? She could simply flee if she wished, washing her hands of the whole matter, leaving Lambert and his family to their own fate�
What time was it? The retraction had been programmed for Midnight, though now she was miles away from the original entry point. Could Kelly and the others even find her here? Would she be doomed to live out the rest of her life in this milieu as a serving wench, a seer, a sage who claimed to know the course of fate itself, scorned as a witch when she darkly predicted all the days to come?
God�s will, she thought heavily, and decided.
~ ~ ~
Kelly was watching the time chronometer closely. �She�s moving again!� he shouted to Nordhausen. �Anything on the Golem alerts yet?�
�Nothing I can see,� said the professor.
Kelly watched the numbers change, seeing the latitude coordinates spinning away, and indicating Maeve was moving north. She had clearly reversed her course, and was now heading back towards the entry point. He called up a window and selected those original coordinates, then told the system to account for the distance between her current plotted position and the rate of change. Seconds later he had a reading that indicated her estimated time of arrival on the home coordinates.
�It�s going to be close,� he whispered. �It�s going to be very, very close.� Yet he was heartened by the thought that each moment he waited, Maeve drew nearer to a place where he could get a firm and sure hold on her, and bring her home. The closer she came to the home coordinates, the less strain it would put on the Arch as it tried to pry open the doors of eternity and bring her home.
Paul had been down in the garage, and returned, smiling with the news that he had managed to partially fill the number one backup generator with the last of the fuel from their autos.
�I lost suction on the Honda, so there�s probably another gallon or two in that tank, but the other vehicles bought us another hour if we need it.�
Robert looked up from the Alert Module, bleary eyed, and obviously needing sleep. He had a deflated look on his face, clearly unhappy.
�What?� asked Paul.
�I suppose we had better think about drawing those lots then,� he said. �Nothing seems to have changed. Maeve has reversed course. She�s heading north again, but I see no variation in the history.�
�There could be a lag in that system,� said Kelly, still watching the time closely.
�Right,� said Paul. �And remember�as long as Maeve is at large in that milieu, she�s a Free Radical. Time may be waiting on the final outcome of this mission before we see any definite effects in the data stream.�
�Well we�d better draw lots in any case,� said Nordhausen. �Just to be ready.� He looked in a desk drawer and found a box of new pencils. A moment later he had taken five out and began snapping them into various lengths. He closed his eyes, and rearranged them in his hand, extending a fist full of pencils to Paul. �Be my guest,� he said.
�Short man goes to the villa.� Paul reached out and pulled away one of the pencils, pleased to see it was a good length.
Robert still had his eyes closed, and was reaching for a pencil when a single tone sounded on Kelly�s board. He opened his eyes and saw Kelly shifting from one monitor to another, his hands adjusting systems in a blur. The low thrum of the Arch turbines began to build up strength.
�I�m taking the power up to 90%� Kelly shouted. You two put those silly pencils down and get busy. Maeve�s coming home!�
Paul moved quickly to take a seat next to Kelly. Robert cast a furtive glance and selected the longest pencil in his hand, tucking it into his pocket before dropping the others into a cup on the desk. Some things just should not be left to chance, he thought.
~ ~ ~
She stood in the shadows, breathless, heartbroken, tears streaking her face as she watched in agony. The cries of the bishop and his family clawed at her, and she could dimly perceive the gleam of swords in the moonlight.
Moments earlier she had set her hand upon the rope that tethered the barge, and gently loosened the twine. It had been the slightest touch, pulling at a knot that held all Time in its tortuous weave, and then letting it go. The barge had been drifting in and out with a gentle swell, held in place by this single coil of rope. Now, when the river pulled at it, there was no longer any resistance to tether it in place. She saw the knot fall away and the rope slip, falling to the sodden ground. At once the river had hold of the barge, easing it slightly away from the shore.
Would it be enough, she wondered? The ferry bumped a post set a few feet out in the river to keep it in alignment, but with the rope untethered it began to turn, and started to drift. There was another long rope, extending across the river to some unseen post on the far shore. It would be used to guide the barge and help prevent it from being swept away in the flow during the crossing, and there were several wooden poles on the weathered deck that could be pushed into the silted river bottom to assist. But the ferry was empty now, with no human hands to hold the rope or use the poles.
The barge glided by the shore. Oh, take it, she seemed to plead inwardly to the river. Take it and be done with this! But it lingered near its mooring site, and she finally knew she would not get off so easily. Her complicity would be complete, undeniable, unforgivable, for she now had to give it one more strong push to nudge it out into the stream and set it free.
�In for a penny, in for a pound�� She remembered Paul quipping about the mission and realized she had to finish the job. Then she placed her foot on the edge, and pushed hard. It was enough force to ease the ferry out into the river, and now the current began to grasp at it, pulling it away from the shore.
She moved slowly, as though numbed with some powerful drug, listless and forlorn, backing away from the tree stump as she watched the mooring rope slide off into the water. Then, still holding the reins of her horse, she turned and walked slowly away, heading for a shadowed glen not far from the water�s edge.
So it was that she saw the frantic arrival of the Bishop, riding the old gray mare and witnessed his desperate effort to get down off the horse and wade out into the shallows. But the ferry had been taken by the powerful stream of the river and was long gone by the time he reached the shoreline.
She heard the cries of lamentation, the frightened weeping in the night. A thought passed that she could go to them, to offer aid at the last extreme, returning the gentle kindness they had extended to her just moments before. At the very least, she could save the children. Yet a stern voice within her would not permit it. Her own steely logic told her that these were all meant to perish, and their death, though painful and cruel, was an absolute necessity. Leaving even one alive would introduce changes in the stream of the flow that could have dramatic repercussions.
So she watched in horror as Dodo came riding with his men at arms, full of bluster and harsh throated words. She did not labor to translate, for the hard edge in his voice was enough to make his meaning plain. Here now is death; heed now my vengeance; here I am satisfied that payment has been made for the wrong you have brought upon my family.
The rasp of swords flashed in the moonlight, and thunder rumbled in the distance. There, on that dark and muddied shore, Time fell in a swoon when silence finally enfolded the scene again. Lambert had been slain, along with all his household. The cry of the boy, his voice cut suddenly short, was the last thing she heard.
Maeve stood, forcing herself to witness the crime she had made possible, wanting to turn and flee, but riveted to the spot, dogged with reproach and remorse. Then one of the assailants turned, his eyes still wild with violence, and pointed to the place where she lingered in the shadows.
�Quisnam est illic?� The man turned, squaring off, as he peered in her direction, his sword at the ready.
Then something in her mind snapped and her body moved. She leapt up, barely able to mount the skittish steed again, and her pulse raced as she saw two, then three men start towards her, stopping when they saw she had mounted.
�Ad Equos!� One man shouted, and they ran to secure their horses, preparing to mount and give chase.
Maeve was up, finally shifted into riding position as the rush of adrenaline chased the emotion from her mind with pulsing fear. Her sudden movement caused the Arabian to rear up, turning its head to cast a wide eyed glance at the oncoming soldiers. At that moment she heard a taught snap and the leather rein gave way, suddenly slack in her hands. The tumult of the horse�s movement almost threw her free, but she leaned forward to hold on to the horses neck and mane. Kuhaylan regained his balance, came down, and thundered away, gaining speed even as he ran up the low embankment of the river, a silvered blur in the night.
It took all her skill, but she was able to steer him west across a grassy field towards the old Roman road by using her legs and reinforcing every desired direction with her voice. She could hear the sound of riders behind her, laboring up the embankment to give chase, but no horse in the land was the equal of Kuhaylan that night, and he ran full out, galloping away, drinking the wind as his powerful body carried her out onto the road. The clatter of his hooves and the wind in her ears was all she could hear now, and she rode north, a cold rippling wave of chaos in the night.

Chapter 21

The Berkley Arch Complex, Saturday, 9:38 A.M.
�I think we�ve got her!� Kelly was jubilant as he completed the retraction sequence. �Let�s get down to the Arch. I want to make certain she phased in properly. Come on!�
The three of them rushed to open the heavy metal door and make their way down to the Arch. When they arrived they found Maeve sitting there, legs crossed, though her hooded outer cloak and robe were missing.
Kelly was the first to her side, extending a hand to help her up with a warm smile. She seemed somewhat disoriented, and her eyes were swollen and red, as though she had been crying. He put his arms around her, guiding her back across the thick yellow event horizon to the safety of the inner chamber where the others waited.
She blinked at them, and Paul was the first to speak. �I know we asked a great deal of you, Maeve,� he said.
�Thank God,� she sighed with obvious relief. �You got me out just in time. I made it to the entry point well enough, with Dodo and his men in hot pursuit, though they were well behind me. But I was about to have company! There were also men waiting there, out on the road, and a cleric as well. It was all I could do to steal up and get close to that tree stump, but they saw me and one of the men came running at me just as I felt the shift begin. I slapped the Arabian�s rump as hard as I could, and the horse bolted. That bought me just enough time I suppose��
She nodded sullenly, still taking comfort in the warmth of Kelly�s arm. �That apple was a good idea,� she said at last. �I fed it to the horse.�
�And the note?� Paul asked, still not certain she had been able to decipher the message and take any decisive action.
�Oh, I got the note,� she eyed him sternly. �I read it and then ate the damn thing. Couldn�t risk a piece of that nice lined paper floating off into the 8th century in a careless moment. But that was the least of my worries. Alright� I killed the bishop, saved the realm, and rode off to glory. What�s next?� She smiled wanly, but they could see she was still shaken with emotion.
�Sounds like a good game of Darkspawn Chronicles,� said Kelly smiling. �Let�s get you upstairs and get some coffee. Then we can check the Golems and see if you actually did save the realm.�
Nordhausen was too impatient to wait. �What did you decide, Maeve? What did you do? Anything?�
She told them the story of her encounter at the farm and all that happened afterwards as they rode the elevator up and made their way back along the long corridor. The incident with the wolves seemed to register with Paul. He recalled his own harrowing encounter with a wolf outside the hidden archive when he had fallen through the Well of Souls and was lost in the land of the Assassins.
Robert was amazed at how the hieroglyphics had so clearly sketched out the imperatives in that last wild scene where Dodo and his men came upon the bishop.
�A loose twine!� he said, amazed. �So it had nothing to do with a corral in the Arab camp, or even the rein on that Arabian, eh?�
�Well�� Maeve hesitated a moment. �Now that you mention it, thank God that rein snapped when it did. It loosened the pressure on the horse�s mouth and stopped him from rearing even more at a critical moment. I was able to get him down and into a run, and that saved me. I owe that horse my life a few times over.�
Robert was suddenly energized, and was the first to rush to a History Module when they reached the lab, eager to see if anything had changed.
�Believe me,� said Maeve. �It was hell to stand there and watch that. I really don�t know if I could do that again.�
�Well, I know its small consolation, � said Paul, �but Robert and I are grateful we won�t have to shift in and murder Lambert ourselves!�
�No, I made certain someone else got the job,� she said flippantly, but he could see she was still deeply troubled.
Paul gave her a reassuring touch on her shoulder. �You were the only one who could have done it, Maeve. Just riding the damn horses would have been beyond any of the rest of us. You did what you had to do, in the heat of the moment and with great clarity, in spite of how frightening it must have been. Well done!� he finished with a smile.
Nordhausen shouted at them from the History Module. �Get over here, people! We�ve got variations!�
The Golems were churning and sifting and sampling the Meridians, and Robert was the first to see that the colors were already changing. �Look,� he pointed. These years are all turning from yellow to green now.�
Paul looked and saw the colors changing all through the cells marking the early 8th century. The year 705 was now a solid green, as were all the years after until the line reached the year 714. There it remained stubbornly amber. �That�s odd,� he said. �Kelly, should we give this more time?�
�I�d love to say we had plenty to give,� said Kelly, but we�ve got about ninety minutes fuel left on the number three generator. Our closer got us through the eighth inning here, but I�m not sure he can get us those last three outs.� He was at their side, now, still holding Maeve�s hand. �What�s the problem?�
�We�re seeing no changes beyond this year,� said Paul. �714� Wasn�t that the year Pippin dies?�
�It�s also the year Grimwald was supposed to have been killed at Lambert�s chapel,� said Maeve.
�Right,� said Paul. �But the variations seem stuck on that point in the continuum. Lambert�s death looks like it was not entirely decisive.�
�He wasn�t killed at the villa!� Robert pointed excitedly. �He was killed at the ferry by the river this time. The Bishop Hubert was the one who ordered the chapel to be built at the site of Lambert�s death, and that chapel became the center of the future city of Li�ge. Has it moved?�
Paul called up a map from the Golem data. �Hard to tell when you look at the city in contemporary times,� he said.
�No,� said Maeve. �I was there. The ferry site was not that far from Lambert�s villa at Leodium. It would not have affected the location of the city that much, but it may have had some impact on the assassination of Grimwald.�
�Yes,� said Robert. �He dies in the chapel, and it must have been built at the ferry site now, not the villa.�
�Doesn�t sound like much of a difference,� said Paul.
�Oh, but it is,� Robert argued. �The site of Lambert�s death was the location where he left this earthly existence and his soul ascended into heaven. The place of a martyr�s death was very important considering the future development of the cult to his sainthood.�
�Well, he may be correct,� said Kelly, �Because I scrolled forward to check the impact of Maeve�s intervention on the outcome of Tours, and Abdul Rahman and his Saracen legions are still victorious��
There was a thick silence after that. The weariness of the hour and the stress of all they had been through weighed heavily on them. Paul looked fitfully at the time, rubbing the strain from the back of his neck.
�Crap,� he said. �Speaking of horses, this one isn�t dead yet. We need to give it another kick! Tell me, Kelly, who was leading the Franks at the battle as the Golems read it now?�
�Our old friend Grimwald,� said Kelly.
�But we restored the place of his death when we assured his martyrdom,� said Maeve.
�Yes, but we moved it,� said Paul. �It may not sound like much but it�s all we have to go on now.�
�I don�t see how a few miles difference would matter,� said Robert. �He was going to visit the shrine, in one location or another. That�s where he was to be killed.�
�There�s an infinity of possibilities at work now,� said Paul frustrated. �Anything could have happened to prevent Grimwald�s death, but we don�t seem to have a single clue in the history sources at our disposal here.�
�Could the Assassins still be operating?� Robert suggested with a question. �It could be that they figured a way to prevent the death of Grimwald, or at least to preserve their earlier intervention to spare the man. With him alive, Plectrude�s side of the family must have prevailed in the power struggle for succession. Look here��
He called up some supporting documentation, using his recollection of the history to search for just the right documents. �I read a good PhD thesis on this,� he said. �Let�s have a look at some of Bishop Lambert�s hagiographers. It seems that there was a raft of vengeance that fell upon Dodo and his followers for the murder of Lambert. Look at this passage. The bishop is said to have haunted Dodo and his cohorts in the years after the bishop�s death. This is supposed to be Lambert�s spirit speaking��
He began reading a translation of the chronicle: �we have harassed our friend Dodo and his companions. It is time, that they should pay their debt, and receive their just and deserved reward� Then Dodo, who was the first and leader in the death of the bishop, was struck by divine vengeance. After all his hidden parts were made rotten and stinking they were cast forth through his mouth, and his unhappy and wicked present life ended� Others were tormented by demons, wailing and crying out in the voices of diverse kinds� and within the year only a few from among them remained, those who were in league and conspired to bring about the death of the Saint.�
�Sounds like Dodo was poisoned,� said Maeve. �Well one of the conspirators is still alive and well,� she said uneasily, obviously referring to herself.
�Someone was taking out all the remaining opposition in Alpaida�s side of the family,� said Paul, images of the Godfather returning to his mind. �They got to Dodo and his followers, eliminating Alpaida�s brother, and they must have also found a way to stop Grimwald�s assassination.�
A loud warning claxon went off, and Kelly jumped with a start. He saw nothing at the Golem Alert Station, but the breaching indicators were all lit up again.
�Didn�t I close that breach effectively?� he said aloud. �Damn it! What the hell�s going on? I�ve got a residual signature in the matter stream!�
�What?� Paul was at his side in an instant. �A residual signature?�
�The Arch has hold of someone else! Hell, I�d better feed this baby some additional power.� Then he remembered what Maeve had told them about the men on the road close by the site of the retraction point.
�Maeve? You say men were waiting for you at the entry coordinates?�
�At least three men and a cleric, on the road, perhaps twenty yards off. By that time I was well off the road and approaching from the river side. I was able to squeak in close to the tree stump we used as a marker and dismount, but that hedge wasn�t much cover. They saw me, and one of them came running at me.�
Kelly looked at Paul. �Well someone is still in the matter stream, and coming through the Arch. You suppose this guy lunged at her and fell into the retraction? Doesn�t make sense. I would have no signature on him. How would the system know what to pull through?�
Paul nodded agreement. �It�s not an open portal,� he said to Kelly. �You�re right, the system has to have a secure mass pattern to move anything. Another person could be standing right next to you, right in the shift zone, and they wouldn�t move a millisecond in Time.�
�Then what�s going on?�
�One way to find out,� said Paul flatly. �Let�s get down there. You and Maeve better stay here and keep an eye on things. Robert? Care to join me?�
A moment later, the two men were rushing along the long tunnel, heading down to the Arch again.
�So who�s the uninvited dinner guest this time?� said Robert. �LeGrand? Graves? I thought you said they couldn�t get through the penumbra cast by Palma? That their machines were largely wiped out after that?�
�Kelly said it was a residual on Maeve�s retraction stream, Robert. That means they have to be shifting in from the 8th century� but I�ve been wrong before,� said Paul.
They reached the Arch, peering into the haze as the lights subsided and the power turbine wound down again. Both of them started when a man stepped out of the bluish fog and strode boldly into the central chamber. He was wearing Medieval clothing, burgundy felt cap, a dark cape over a brunia leather jerkin, flannel trousers laced tight on the calves and brown stained leather boots. Paul noted the short sword at his side, and a barbed javelin slung on his back.
�Who the hell are you?� Paul said, almost reflexively.
The man had been gazing up at the walls and ceiling, following the last of the glimmering lights as the Arch shift subsided, now he looked at them square on, his deep set eyes bright with fascination and obvious elation.
�Forgive me!� he said in perfect English. �And allow me to introduce myself.� He bent his tall, angular frame to make a respectful bow. �You may call me Rantgar,� he said. �Rantgar of Friesia.�

Part VIII
The Rogue

�There is no den in the world to hide a rogue� Commit a crime, and the earth is made of glass.�
� Ralph Waldo Emerson


Chapter 22

The Berkley Arch Complex, Saturday, 9:55 A.M.
The name immediately struck Nordhausen, and he looked at Paul as he spoke. �Rantgar? Impossible!�
�One might think so,� said the visitor. �But we�re getting very clever these days�or perhaps very desperate. I suppose the latter gives rise to the former. Or how is it Plato put things? Ah� Necessity is the mother of invention.�
Paul�s eyes narrowed. �Appearances aside,� he said flatly, �it�s clear you�ve come here from the future.� He knew this was no native of the 8th century. Anyone from that era would have been utterly terrified had they come through the Arch as this man obviously did. His swagger and jaunt, and the relaxed, cool way in which he took in the surroundings immediately spoke of familiarity. �Then you found a way to penetrate Palma�s Shadow?�
Rantgar smiled. �Ah, always juggling with the physics, eh Mr. Dorland? Well, not exactly. We haven�t been able to get anyone through at all. Actually, I was ready for a good night�s sleep after matins in Heristal when we got wind of your operation. Really splendid work, if I may say so. Simply outstanding!�
�What are you saying, man?� said Robert. �You mean to say that��
�That I�ve come from the past,� the visitor said quickly. �The year 705, to be precise. As I say, we got wind of your operation�just another of those unlikely Pushpoints in the Meridian I suppose. Someone saw you arrive! Yes, and he was quite terrified, as you might expect.�
�The footprints!� Robert looked at Paul. �We saw other footprints near our entry point when we returned.�
�Just a simple peasant returning from the fields,� said Rantgar. �God�s will, he happened along just as you shifted in and cowered in the hedge until you left. Then he ran to the Abbot and told him what he had seen, afraid that there were angels or demons about. Well, the Abbot and I are thick as thieves, as it were. It took some time to calm the man down, but once we convinced him he would have the protection of the Saints, as well as my sturdy javelin, he led us to the place. Then we got him safely away and off to sleep with a jug of mulled wine. Of course we immediately notified the Order, and just after matins we received some rather alarming instructions. A really first order emergency appears to be in the works.�
�You�ve come from the past?� said Paul. �How is that possible?�
�Well I shifted in on your retraction scheme!� the visitor replied, clasping his chest with a gloved hand. �At least I think I�m all here. It�s very experimental, you see. We tried several times and failed before we got it right. Yes, Mr. Dorland. Palma has been a real nemesis. In fact, that was its purpose as the Assassins initially conceived it. They had to create such a cataclysm that the penumbra would become impenetrable, and hinder our counter operations into the past. So we decided to try and move someone forward, given the right opportunity. Ms. Lindford�s retraction shift filled the bill nicely.�
�Then how did you get back to the year 705 in the first place?�
�I was there before these unfortunate events reversed the outcome of Palma again. We have people posted all over the continuum now you know. The other side has men at large as well. I believe you encountered a few in your last mission to Rosetta. The Time War began the instant your initial operation concluded. Time travel was proved possible, and of course at our point on that Meridian we developed the technology as well. The other side used it to take a swipe at some events during the Crusades, and then both sides went at it in earnest. After you stopped Palma on that initial operation it became possible for both sides to send operatives to all the key crisis points. I�m posted to the early 8th century. In fact I live there, permanently. Though I�m afraid this business you�ve uncovered has complicated things for me a bit. I�ll have to be on temporary leave here for a brief spell, if you don�t mind.�
Paul had a hundred questions roiling in his mind as he gestured to the elevator. �Well, come up and meet the others,� he said, and they started the journey up to the lab again.
�What about the Assassins,� Paul asked as they walked. �It�s obvious that they�ve been conducting operations as well. How are they getting through Palma�s Shadow?�
�I�d love to tell you,� said the visitor. �But we don�t really know. The theory is that they�ve managed to devise some kind of mobile equipment that allowed them to get inside the natural Nexus Point of Palma. It opened the instant those atomics went off on the flank of Cumbre Vieja, but the Shadow doesn�t start forming until the tsunami actually strikes home in the Western hemisphere. That left a void, as it were, between the moment you first breached the continuum and the actual formation of the Shadow. We believe they shifted back in that interval and established an operational Arch somewhere, and that it may be serving as a kind of relay center for them. The instant you shifted back on the first mission, it became possible for them to use it. They can shift people in to that location because the Shadow hasn�t formed yet at those target coordinates in space-time, and then they send them on to destinations further back on the continuum.�
�Ingenious,� said Nordhausen. �An eye in the storm. They clearly had something like that set up at the Well of Souls we stumbled upon while I was out trying to recover that Ammonite fossil, Paul.�
�That was on another Meridian,� said Paul. �But it may persist in this one as well.�
�The Well of Souls?� Rantgar did not understand.
�Yes, we found just such an operation or outpost, hidden in Wadi Rumm and powered by a natural Oklo reaction,� Paul said to Rantgar. �In fact, they could have used it to shift people back for this Tours operation before we found it. We thought it was a one way ticket to a single location at Castle Masyaf in Syria, the year 1187, but we could be mistaken on that. And if you don�t mind my saying, you�ve been using our complex here in the very same manner.�
�Big of you,� Rantgar smiled.
But another question remained unanswered in Paul�s mind. �You said you just shifted from the year 705 on our retraction scheme? That�s not possible. We had no pattern signature on you. The Arch won�t simply grab any matter it finds at the breaching point. It has to be precisely matched to an exact signature. So be frank with me, sir. We�ve cooperated with you closely in these matters, and though I know there are certain facts you cannot divulge, at the very least you owe us some honesty here. �
�Correct again,� said Rantgar. �I assure you that I�m being entirely candid with you, Mr. Dorland. You had my signature! We sent the information directly to your computers.� The visitor smiled. �I hope you�ll pardon the intrusion, but this really is somewhat of an emergency. Palma is quite a nuisance where human travel is concerned, but we can get information through, and objects, messages as it were.�
They were up and through the long corridor now, just outside the heavy security door that opened on the lab. As they went through Maeve and Kelly turned to look, their faces registering obvious surprise.
Rantgar made a courteous bow. �Mr. Ramer,� he said. �Good to see you are back. Ms. Linford, my humble apologies for that mad dash as you shifted out, but I had to get inside the radius of your retraction. I hope I didn�t cause too much alarm.�
Kelly and Maeve just looked at one another, clearly bemused. Paul introduced the visitor, sharing some of what he had told them on the way up.
�It seems we still have a few tricks to learn about Time travel,� he concluded.
�You sent your pattern signature directly to our computers?� said Kelly. �How?�
�Actually� We used some of those nifty little programs you designed, Mr. Ramer.�
�The Golems?� Paul was very surprised.
�That�s what they call them, yes! We distributed the information in files we were certain the Golems would harvest, and they brought it to you. Nice of them, don�t you think? That base data and one little worm to activate it at the desired moment was all that was necessary.�
�Worm? You mean you used a virus to collate the data�� Paul�s eyes narrowed, and he smiled. �Because your associates in the future discovered the exact moment of Maeve�s retraction, and the virus was keyed to assemble your pattern signature and send it to the retraction module at that time. Then you used the energy of our Arch to shift here when we brought Maeve home!� He had suddenly pieced the scheme together.
�I did say we were getting very clever,� said Rantgar.
�Clever is a word and a half for it,� said Paul. �This is the second time we�ve had unexpected guests come in through the Arch. The thought that we would find an Assassin there has also crossed our minds. This is maddening! What�s to stop them from shifting in here and killing us all? We thought we were indispensible, but that�s clearly no longer the case.�
�Oh, I�m sure they would love to do just that,� said Rantgar, but they can�t. They based their technology on quantum string theory. We use the singularity that you first developed. So our Arch corona is fully compatible with yours, but their system is� well, on another wavelength, as it were. Think of it like the AM and FM band on your radios. The two wavelengths can�t be tuned in at the same time. They did this deliberately, you know. Otherwise we would have just shifted in commandos and taken out all their Arch complexes when we had the upper hand on them. Now, when they have the advantage, the situation affords us some small measure of protection. So have no fear. Besides that, you can stop an incoming shift at your whim, as you probably know. Though I�m very grateful you allowed me to come through. Things were about to get very complicated for me on my assigned Meridian, and this seemed a safe way to solve the problem.�
�Well you should have sent commandos to take out all their Arch sites while you could,� said Robert.
�The trouble, of course, is finding them,� said Rantgar. �Look how long it took your whole American Army to hunt down Bin Ladin, ten years! In like manner, their Arch complexes are deviously hidden, as are ours.�
�Rantgar�� Maeve suddenly remembered the significance of this man�s name. �That�s the name of Grimwald�s assassin! Are you saying that you are the man responsible for his death?�
�Forgive me, but yes. I am Rantgar of Frisia, the �impious wretch� spoken of in the continuation of the Chronicles of Fredegar. I was sent back to assure the death of Grimwald in the year 714, though my post starts much earlier. I arrive in the year 700, you see. It does take some time to worm one�s way into the thick of the weave in any given milieu. So I lived out my time there until things started to change. We got word that Lambert�s martyrdom had somehow been prevented by the other side. The ramifications were severe, as you undoubtedly know, because it affected my mission assignment considerably. So the Order was establishing an alternative scenario concerning the elimination of Grimwald, when, well, someone took a shot at me with a poisoned tipped arrow while I was out hunting one day! It seems the Assassins are keen on eliminating me from the picture. But at that very moment I had stooped to tighten a strap on my leggings, and the arrow whizzed harmlessly by. Needless to say, I have been told to be on guard.�
�The Assassins were trying to kill you?� said Paul. �Then I guess the gloves are coming off in this difference of opinion. When I fell through the Well of Souls I was treated with the utmost respect and deference by my captors.�
�Things have changed,� said Rantgar. �I�m afraid they are not so polite now. This is war, ladies and gentlemen, and I�m afraid you�ll have to pick a side. We know your actions to date have been in the interest of preserving your own view of things, the history that you have stored here in your computers, but I�m afraid you�ll have to make some hard choices in the days and years ahead.�
�Then you were sent here for your own personal safety?� asked Maeve.
�Precisely,� said Rantgar. �Once warned that all operatives were now considered at risk, I tried to keep a very low profile. You�ll see that the history has very little to say about this man, Rantgar. He appears at a critical moment, slays Grimwald, and then just seems to vanish. No mention of him in any other narrative on the period. He disappears, you see, because I�m the man who ends up killing Pippin�s legitimate son, and then, immediately afterwards, I�m scheduled to shift safely away to my home Meridian.�
�To the future,� said Paul.
�Yes, but I can�t get back there now. No one can. Palma�s Shadow is simply too intense. So when the Order discovered that you good people were running an intervention they bent all their remaining resources to assisting its successful completion. We saw the continuum open at the dates presumed for the Battle of Tours, and at first we wondered what you were about there, because we knew the real problem started much earlier, with the Bishop Lambert. But it seems you are as resourceful as we had hoped, and you managed to identify the crucial Nexus Points in play here. Bravo! Our heartfelt congratulations.�
He nodded his head with a smile, then sighed heavily. �But I�m afraid they�re trying to kill me now that you�ve reassured Lambert�s death. At first I received instructions to head east and get as far away from Gaul as possible. But one leaves a subtle impression on history, in spite of every effort to remain anonymous and unseen. So the only real way to assure my safety was to remove me from the Meridian entirely. When research determined the most likely hour and place for Ms. Lindford�s retraction, an opportunity arose to try and move me forward. And so here I am. On ice, as it were.�
�Rantgar�.� Nordhausen turned the name over in his mind, trying to remember source material he had uncovered in the research. �Yes, he was a Frisian, the son of Belial, a pagan of the house of Ratbod of Frisia, who remained unconverted and at odds with Pippin when he came to power. The two reached an accommodation when Ratbod betrothed one of his daughters to Pippin�s son Grimwald. Our history seems to think Rantgar assassinated Grimwald because of some conflict surrounding this daughter. Yes, the heathen Rantgar, or so he was called. One of history�s rogues, I suppose.�
�Well they can�t very well know the real reason we had to kill Grimwald, eh?�
�You�re murdering Primes?� said Maeve, with just a hint of derision in her voice.
�When we must,� said the visitor. �Grimwald isn�t really a Prime, however. Unlike the good Bishop Lambert�� He let that dangle a moment. �No one is going to build a shrine to Grimwald, or a chapel that becomes a city in future days, as with Lambert. But when our enemies act to preserve the life of a man fated to die, then we must have no scruples in setting that history right again. It may be very uncomfortable, but there it is. I only just learned that your intervention in the case of the Bishop Lambert was successful. I�m sure it wasn�t the most pleasant experience for you, but your screen there clearly shows the awful consequences were this man allowed to live out his life. So we have hardened ourselves with the understanding that we must sometimes do some very despicable things to preserve the lives of countless billions, and the culture and history we hold dear.�
�You keep saying you were warned about these events,� said Paul. �That you received instructions; that you already knew Maeve�s intervention was successful.�
�As I said,� the man continued, �we can get information through Palma�s Shadow. The other side can as well.�
Paul was suddenly very curious. �How?� he asked. �Have you mastered quantum entanglement across Space-Time?�
�Well, wouldn�t that be nice!� said Rantgar. �No, I�m afraid we just do things in a fairly straightforward manner. We shift back messages. Dull but effective. The other sided uses rubbings from their hidden touchstone, in a language we�ve been unable to decipher, the ancient Hieroglyphics of Egypt.�
�You haven�t been able to decipher them?� said Robert. �Well I can read them.�
�Indeed? How useful. I must make a note of that. We use a similar method to send messages, though I�m afraid we rely on the King�s English more often than not, or just use the language native to the milieu we are targeting. The destination is usually fairly secure�the temporal and spatial coordinates of certain archives, libraries, monasteries and abbeys all serve to be fairly long-lived in their respective continuums. Alas, that isn�t always the case�the Library of Alexandria being a perfect example. But when we do find a stable and safe place that we are certain we can control in a milieu, we shift in messages, information, written instructions to operatives and Agents in Place. And Agents posted to the past have a way of sending us messages as well.�
�Notes in apples,� said Paul.
�I beg your pardon?� Rantgar did not understand.
�We first thought the Death of Lambert was prevented by an engineered mishap involving an Arabian horse he was to have secured while en-route to the murder scene.�
�Oh? I was not aware of that,� said Rantgar. �Or at least there was no mention of it in the messages I received.�
�When that intervention failed to impact events as we anticipated, we had to� improvise,� said Paul. He told him of the apple and the note to Maeve.
�I see,� said Rantgar. �Then your exploits are even more remarkable, Madame,� he said to Maeve.
�She�s a resourceful lady,� said Kelly.
�You all are,� said Rantgar. �You have been instrumental, essential to all our efforts thus far, and believe me, we are deeply grateful�Time and History are deeply in your debt as well�. But speaking of that. I was told not to linger here, as it seems you have a fuel problem.�
Kelly looked at the power station readouts. �We�ve got about ninety minutes in the tank,� he said. �After that we�ll have to shut down to secure fuel on whatever Meridian we find ourselves�assuming we survive the effects of Paradox.�
�Exactly,� said Rantgar. �So� If you would be so kind as to send me back, I have an appointment with Grimwald I would dearly like to keep.� His hand moved to rest on the hilt of his sword as he finished.
�But our Golem reports indicate Grimwald lives,� said Kelly. �Your mission fails.�
�Now, now� they would have to show that at the moment, wouldn�t they? Because I�m here! But I assure you. I�ll get the job done. You�ll see. The target has changed since Ms. Linford�s intervention, but it�s only a small variation in the spatial coordinates. The temporal data is perfectly sound. I believe if you will allow me to activate another of our worms, the information has already been fetched by your Golems and can be assembled forthwith and sent to your breaching module.�
�You�re going back to kill Grimwald?� said Robert.
�Indeed,� said Rantgar. �You gentle people have done your part. I�m afraid this bit is on my shoulders. It�s what I�ve trained for, and why I was sent. And given that I vanished from the Meridian in the year 705 and that you will be shifting me back in the year 714, our adversaries have undoubtedly spent themselves in a fruitless search to locate me in all those years in between, and they have failed. By now they are undoubtedly planning some other way to preserve the life of Grimwald, but if you can get me to the Arch and on my way again, I�ll finish the job and make an end of that, God willing. What comes after will be up to you.�
He bowed low and seemed to sway as he rose, a bit giddy and off balance, an odd look on his face. Maeve instinctively approached him to render assistance, but as she did so there was an odd cellophane crackle and an odor of ozone permeated the room. It was suddenly very cold.
�Oh� Dear Lord,� said Rantgar. �There seems to be a problem��
They stared, amazed, as Rantgar seemed to flutter, like a badly tuned in image on a TV screen. His image wavered, faded, winked, and then he simply vanished with an audible snap. The last they saw of him was the wild eyed surprise on his face. Then there was sharp clank and they looked to see his javelin and sword had fallen to the floor where he once stood. Nothing else was there.
He was gone.

Chapter 23

The Berkley Arch Complex, Saturday, 10:20 A.M.
�What the hell happened?� Kelly looked at Paul, dumbfounded. �Was this guy a hologram or something?�
�Do those look like holograms?� Paul pointed at the weapons Rantgar had been carrying. He was as surprised as the rest of them, but his mind immediately went to the physics. �It looks like he lost integrity, even here in a safe Nexus Point. His pattern just seemed like it could no longer hold together. Perhaps there was an error on the data they sent through the Golems, and he failed to re-materialize completely when he came through the arch. Very strange about the weapons, though. Perhaps something about their mass density��
�Could have been a bad shift,� said Kelly.
�Could have been anything,� said Paul. �I was warned about this when I was at Castle Masyaf. They told me that if your weren�t properly pattern sampled you had a limited life span in the milieu where you shifted. I think they said seven days.�
�He barely lasted seven minutes, � said Maeve. �Was this Paradox at work?�
�Not within a Nexus Point,� said Paul. �No matter what happened to him the effect is the same. He�s gone.�
�Gone where?� asked Robert, clearly uncomfortable.
Paul had no answer for him. They stood there, still feeling the tinge of cold in the room, smelling the odd odor of ozone.
�Well, maybe the Order pulled him out,� Kelly suggested.
�Not likely,� said Paul. �Not from within our Nexus. Remember, he was expecting us to send him back. It was all they could do to get him here, and he said his shift was very experimental�a new method. And the look on his face spoke volumes. He wasn�t expecting to be pulled out at all. He was as surprised as we were�terrified even. I think something went haywire, and frankly, I don�t believe he�s likely to make his appointment with Grimwald now.�
Maeve had a very serious look on her face. �Then we�ll have to do it,� she said firmly. �Hopefully we still have the fuel.�
�Kelly?� Paul looked at his friend, who was still mulling over the Retraction monitors, thinking he might spot some obvious error in the numbers.�Can we do it? Do we have the fuel?�
�We�ll have the power, alright. As for the Quantum matrix, that�s another matter. The singularity is still stable, but it�s been losing integrity with every shift.�
Paul pursed his lips, thinking hard. They had no other clues of their own to follow, and even their own discourse was wending its way to the mysterious figure of Rantgar in the history, the impious wretch who eliminated Grimwald and thus aided Charles ascension to the position of Mayor of the Palace.
�Maeve,� he decided. �Could you see about some wardrobe. Robert and I will draw lots. You and Kelly remain here to monitor results.�
He looked from one to another, and heard no protest. Exhausted from all they had endured that night, the team was quietly thankful that their unseen allies in the future were able to offer some assistance. Yet now the prospect of another mission weighed heavily on them, particularly one involving murder. Robert leaned heavily on the desk, obviously weary and looking for his coffee mug again.
�Can you do this?� asked Maeve. �I mean� we�re talking about a man in his prime, fairly hardy, and most likely wearing some sort of medium weight armor, a leather jerkin at the very least, possibly even a hauberk. He�ll be armed, and he�ll know exactly how to use whatever weapon he wields. And he won�t be alone. They�ll be a body of retainers, perhaps even a troop of soldiery with him. He was making an official visit to his father�s bedside, and he was the heir apparent of Pippin the Fat. Now� Just how do either of you�or even both of you�propose to kill this man? Ever used a sword? A Javelin? Ever fired an arrow at something with intent to kill?�
�You�ve made your point,� said Paul. �But if Rantgar has evaporated into the ether, we have no other choice but to shift in and see that the job is done. And it�s not as grim as you paint it. He was killed at the shrine. He�ll probably be kneeling before Lambert�s tomb, and most likely alone at that point. The retainers and soldiers will be outside.�
�Pick up that thing and see what you can hit with it,� said Maeve pointing to the javelin Rantgar had left behind.
�It doesn�t have to be all dash and valor,� said Paul. �We can use our heads, be stealthy, and we can use a reagent��
�What?�
�Poison,� said Paul. �Whatever weapon we use will have to possess a lethal bite, even if it is something as small as a needle. I�ve got compounds down in the lab that would be absolutely fatal. All we have to do is deliver the barb somehow. Our task is to eliminate Grimwald, by any means possible. His presence in that Meridian was apparently a heavy stone on Plectrude�s side of the scale. If he lives, then Charles fails to secure power before Abdul Rahman�s invasion in 732. So we�ll have to shift in and see what we can do about it. It may be that we won�t be able to do a thing. Yes, we may fail. If we lose the singularity we�ll have to shut down and it could take days to regenerate�that�s assuming we have a viable world to live in here, and the food, fuel and freedom to continue operating.�
�Well, we�d better draw lots then,� said Robert. �There�s no point risking two of us on a venture like this, as much as moral support might make that more comfortable.� He reached into his pocket, recovering the pencil he had put there earlier, and he put it back in the cup with the others, willing to leave the matter to chance as it should be. There was no way, he realized now, that he could cheat his friend. So if fate chose him, he resolved to go, though he could not even begin to contemplate what he may have to do. Could they find allies there, other agents of the Order who might render assistance? He shared this idea with Maeve.
�It�s very likely that they have an operation planned, and so yes, there will probably be agents there. Identifying them is the trick, I suppose.�
�Don�t bother with the lots, Robert,� said Paul. �I�ll take care of this myself.�
�Now, now, my man. I�m perfectly willing to stand this watch as well.�
�You said it yourself, Robert. No need to risk the two of us, particularly after what we just witnessed with Rantgar. I have a good idea of what I will do here, so I�m going down to wardrobe. I�ll be in the Arch Bay in ten minutes, Kelly.� He picked up Rantgar�s javelin.
�But where are you going? What�s the target? I�ll need time with the Golems to process everything.�
�Look in the Retraction Module. Rantgar was certainly going to go somewhere, right? Put me right on those temporal coordinates. As for the pattern buffer, you�ll just have to purge his data and substitute my pattern.�
�Alright� I�ll clear extra RAM so I can store a double pattern sweep before you shift. Don�t worry. I�ll keep a firm hold on you.�
�Double or nothing,� Paul smiled. Then he turned and headed for the great titanium door.
~ ~ ~
Maeve was on the intercom a few minutes later. �Kelly? we�re good to go down here. You can ramp it up at your discretion.�
Kelly looked at Robert, and received a thumbs up for reassurance. He toggled on the power systems monitor and began to take the Arch up to 80%. The wine of the turbines harried them all as they listened, feeling the thrumming vibration.
�Looks like that little worm just activated,� said Kelly. �Golems just fed a huge block of data to the breaching module, undoubtedly the coordinates for this shift. I�ve got a good pattern on Paul, double sweep, and he�s installed. OK, Robert. Get ready on the Golem Module and watch for variations. On my mark� Three, two, one. Initiating Time shift� Looks good, a little bump there on the integrity line but it�s settled down now. I think he made a good shift.�
A few moments later Maeve was on the intercom confirming that Paul was gone. �We�ve launched our torpedo,� she said. �He�s on his way, God help him��
~ ~ ~
It was completely dark when he manifested on the coordinates, and Paul spent a breathless moment regaining his senses, stooping low and groping about on what was obviously a firm wooden floor. As his eyes adjusted to the light he saw he was in a circular enclosed room, with walls of hard stone and three tall embrasures or slits in the upper wall, open to the cold night air. Something loomed before him in the darkness and he reached out, tentatively, trying to feel what it was. The cold touch of metal was the last piece of the puzzle he needed.
I�m in a bell tower, he thought. Thank God I didn�t walk right into the bell and announce myself! He moved, ever so cautiously, and peered out of one of the three window slits. He could dimly see the gleam of moonlight on water, and he guessed that he must be in the chapel that was built to house Lambert�s tomb and shrine on the banks of the River Meuse. He had no idea what time it was, but reasoned it might be the hour before dawn. The coordinates clearly meant to put Rantgar here, in a position to possibly fling his javelin or fire an arrow from one of these windows. They wouldn�t want him lurking here very long, he thought, so the hour of Grimwald�s arrival must be very near, possibly at dawn.
He had little time to waste, so he felt his way along the wall for a door, but there was none. Then he looked down and saw a knotted rope at his feet off to one side, and realized there was a trap door in the bare wooden floor. Sweating and very nervous, he took something from beneath the folds of his robe and laid it softly on the floor, right beneath the window that opened directly above the chapel entrance, about twenty or thirty feet below.
Maeve�s challenge concerning the javelin echoed in his mind. Yes, he knew there was no way he would ever have been able to hurl the weapon through the embrasure with any hope of hitting someone. Rantgar had undoubtedly trained to perform this task to perfection, over all the many years he lived out his assignment here. But Paul had no such training, nor even the strength that would be required to make for a lethal throw. So it was not the javelin he set down, but something else, and thankfully, Maeve had not been so meticulous about screening him before the shift. She noticed the slight bulge beneath his cassock, assuming it was the weapon.
�Oh, Paul,� she had said. �Sorry about being such a curmudgeon, but what in the world are you going to do with that?�
�Leave it to me,� he told her quietly. But what he didn�t tell her was that he was concealing his .22 caliber rifle beneath his robe. It was the only weapon he knew anything at all about using, and it now had a very deadly bite. He had coated the tips of three bullets with a lethal compound from the lab, and slipped them ever so carefully back into the ammo clip. They would be the first three rounds fired if it came to that, but his primary plan involved a less direct approach.
He hesitated as he set the rifle down, afraid to leave it out of his sight for a single instant. Then he slowly pulled on the trap door rope, opening it quietly. A ladder led down into the neck of the bell tower, and he slipped his narrow frame easily through the opening, gathering his robes tight about him as he descended. His feet, in woolen slippers with leather soles, were whisper quiet. Stealth was his one advantage. Who would think anyone was up in the bell tower at this hour?
He was down, feeling his heartbeat increasing, more from fear than any real exertion. There was a single door there with an iron latch. He tried peering through a knot hole in the wood, but could see little in the inky darkness. Then, trusting to fate and his own star, he lifted the latch very slowly and pushed open the door. It made a slight creek on its hinges, freezing him in a moment of uncertainty. He waited in the silence, hearing nothing, then slipped through the opening.
He was in a small alcove that probably served as the sacristy of the chapel, he reasoned. Perfect! He could see shelves on the wall in the dim light, goblets, a chalice, a gourd of water, wooden pegs holding plump skins with a corked spout fitted at one end. He took one and opened it with a dull pop, muffling the sound in his cassock. A sniff told him it contained mulled wine, exactly what he was looking for!
He took the chalice and quietly poured a small serving of wine. Then he looked about until he had found a small brass dish, used for holy water at the cisterns. Undoubtedly the gourd of water would be used for these, so he poured out a small quantity of water as well.
Right outside the room he could see the shrine to Lambert, and it chilled him to think that Maeve was standing very near this place, just hours ago in his chronology, yet nine long years ago here on this Meridian. Dodo and his men were riding hard to this very place back then, and she had bravely set loose the barge that removed Bishop Lambert�s last route of escape. His followers eventually found the bodies of Lambert and his family, carrying them off to Maastricht. But the Bishop there, seeing that he was likely to cultivate sainthood, had wisely returned them to this place, first building a shrine, then this very chapel.
Paul approached the shrine, the brass dish in one hand, the chalice in the other. He saw the kneeler there before the altar, which was really the bishop�s tomb, and two low stools to either side, perhaps there to hold flowers, candles or allow visitors to leave offerings. He set the water dish on the rightmost stool, and the chalice on the left. In spite of the cold, his brow was wet with sweat.
Now he reached carefully into the pocket of his cassock, where he had secreted away a special metal cylinder containing another pen-like object with lever handled cap. It was clear glass, half full, and contained a very dangerous agent. The cap was designed to rotate slightly to one side by means of the lever that looked like a pen clip. It extended down the side of the pen so that he could lever the cap open without having his fingers anywhere near the tip, then use his thumb at the other end to squirt out precisely measured amounts of the contents.
He slowly levered it open and seconds later he had made an offering of his own, one dose in the water, one in the wine. The sacrilegious nature of his crime was apparent to him, there before the tomb of the sleeping saint. With his lethal agents now in place, he put the pen-like container back into the metal cylinder, screwed the cap tightly shut, and slipped it into his cassock. How long would it be now? The agents would have a limited potency in the new medium of wine and water.
He took a deep breath, looking furtively about as if he expected to be discovered and called out for his sin at any moment. Murder and assassin�that was his lot now. How was he any different than the cult they had opposed these weeks past, struggling to reverse one intervention after another in the convoluted history? This life for a billion more, he thought, consoling himself. Yet now, more than ever, he found solidarity with Maeve, knowing exactly what she must have felt like.
The soft early light of pre-dawn filtered through the stained yellow glass window behind the altar, and he immediately wanted to be gone from this place, hidden, secreted away again in the tower.
An inner voice whispered to him, replete with recrimination in spite of all his rationalizations. He crept slowly off, a sallow, dull feeling in his gut, and made his way back into the tower and up the ladder, his heart beating fast with fear and anxiety as he went. Once safely up, with the trap door sealed, he sat down on the rough wood floor to catch his breath, shaken by what he had just done. I didn�t even have the courage to face the man, he berated himself. Yet Maeve was right. What could he have done in a face to face confrontation? No, stealth and guile was his only option here, but he still felt like a slinking rogue.
Look what we have become, he thought. We were such children. We thought we�d go see a Shakespeare play, that was all. Now look at us� murders, assassins, rogues in the dark corners of history. I am Rantgar, he realized, an impious wretch indeed.
He did not have time for further reproach. The sound of horses on the hard cobbled road was crisp on the morning air. The light of early dawn now streamed through the embrasure and he got up on his knees, which was just high enough to peer out the window. Moments later men came riding on sleek black horses, their flanks wet with the sheen of sweat in spite of the morning chill. Three riders, then four came up, and he noted one man, more powerfully built than the others and wearing a dark gray cape, dismounted first.
He spoke in a deep voice, casting back his riding hood and shaking loose long black hair which fell on his broad shoulders. Maeve had been correct. He was wearing a leather jerkin, laced at the sides, but draped over this was a fall of fine laced mail that covered his chest and back. It was tied off with a thick, black stained belt.
Paul did not understand what the man was saying. But he seemed to make some jest, as the other three men laughed quietly in the misty dawn, their foggy breath clearly evident. Then the leader looked over his shoulder, and Paul caught a glimpse of the man�s face, dark eyes, sharp features, wide nose over a thick, short cropped beard. He must have been six foot three, he thought, and all of 200 pounds. Paul realized again how ludicrous it would have been for him to try engage this man in a death duel before Lambert�s altar.
The man had turned to look at other riders, clerics, and one man all in white with what looked like a bishop�s miter in his hand. These might be officials of the chapel here, come to bear witness to Grimwald�s visit, and duly note the homage he has paid. It was all lip service, of course. Grimwald was here to make a political statement, not a religious one. By making his contrite visit to Lambert�s tomb, he would reinforce his alliance with the cult of sainthood that had grown up around the man�the bishop who had condemned the harlot mother of his greatest rival, Charles.
He would soon go into the chapel and kneel before Lambert�s tomb. Hopefully he would see the dish of holy water there, and dip his hand in to make the sign of the cross in prayer. Hopefully he would take notice of the chalice there, and drink. Yet if hope would not prevail on this grey morning, Paul was up in the tower waiting. If Grimwald emerged, alive and well, he still had his rifle�
The man greeted the clerics with a strained smile, then proffered a subtle bow and entered the chapel. Paul�s heart thundered as he watched the others waiting outside in silence. The horses chafed and snorted, and one seemed particularly unsettled.
Oh, no, thought Paul. Not another unruly beast! What was going to happen? Was there another hidden Pushpoint here that they could not possibly have seen or predicted? The horse snorted, and for a moment Paul thought it was looking up at him in the bell tower. He hid himself at once. His back pressed flat against the cold stone wall, cowering in the shadows. Stooping, he reached for his rifle, and saw his hands trembling as he clutched it again, trying to impose a measure of calm on himself. He knew the animal was already well aware of his presence, though he hoped no one else had seen him. Kelly�s voice returned to him concerning this whole affair�It�s the damn horses!
Then he heard voices from below, and cautiously knelt again to peer out the window. Grimwald had emerged from the chapel, obviously alive, and Paul was crestfallen. Apparently the water and wine were not sufficient lures, or perhaps Grimwald was not so pious, seeing fit to ignore them. So he had only one recourse now, and his hands were tight on his rifle as he slowly forced himself to stand on unsteady legs.
He positioned himself to one side of the tall, narrow embrasure. Damn, he thought. Here I am, another Lee Harvey Oswald! His mouth was dry, his throat tight. Sweat dotted his brow. He peered out to see Grimwald clasp the arm of the chief cleric, smiling. It was now or never, he thought, and he aimed his rifle, sighting down the thin, cold metal barrel. He knew what the next moment might mean for him. He had no idea when his retraction might occur. He had only told Robert and Maeve to watch the Golems closely, looking for any sign or variation, and the many problems they had that night with the Golem module haunted him now. What was it Kelly had said�there could be a lag time between intervention and the appearance of a variation in the Golem reports? In those seconds or minutes, his life rode in the balance.
The moment he pulled the trigger the gun would surely fire with an audible crack. He knew heads would instinctively snap toward the sound, and then how long would it be before these men at arms were up the tower ladder, growling and shouldering their way up through the trap door to get at him? He thought he might stand on the door, but he weighed all of 165 pounds. They would get to him soon enough, even if they had to hack the trap door to pieces with an axe. He could defend himself with the rifle, but what good would it do? It would only introduce yet more disastrous variations in the time line. He had little doubt that within ten minutes of firing his lethal round, he, too, would be a prisoner of Grimwald�s retainers, or worse, he would join the dark captain in the cold clutches of death. Grimwald was to meet his rightful death here and, if need be, Paul would die himself before he killed anyone else.
All this passed through his mind in a heartbeat as he watched Grimwald leave off his clasping handshake and move to the side of his horse. A retainer held the reins as he made ready to mount. Paul slipped off the safety and his finger tightened on the trigger, his chin close by the rifle�s bore. Then, just as he was about to fire, he stayed his hand when he saw Grimwald sway on his thick bowed legs, then stagger, falling against the side of the horse, which skittered back with alarm. The big man fell heavily to the ground, with a dull thud. Immediately his retainers were at his side, aghast.
There was shouting, hard words that Paul did not understand. Fearful that he might be seen, Paul cowered back away from the embrasure, hiding the rifle beneath his cassock again. He heard quick footsteps in the chapel below. They were in through the sacristy and into the tower now! Had he been seen?
Then something creaked and the hanging bell moved, clanging loudly. Paul stopped his ears with the palms of his hands, a look of anguish and fear on his face. They had seen him, and by God, they were raising the alarm, ringing him out, dulling his senses with the hard peal of the bell. Again and again it rang, accusing him, singling him out, shouting in his weary mind�murderer, assassin, wretch! And the sound of the bell was a hammer on the anvil of his soul as he coward against the wall there, the rifle tight between his knees as he waited for his inevitable doom.

Chapter 24

The Berkley Arch Complex, Saturday, 10:35 A.M.
They had little more than a minute to rest after Paul�s shift concluded, for a moment later the Golems were already signaling variations in the Meridian.
�Hold on!� said Nordhausen. �Something�s up!�
Maeve was at his side immediately. They were looking at the chart again, and were relieved to see that the line of green that had been stubbornly stuck in the year 714 was now again on the move. The shades of green darkened and migrated further along the Meridian, passing through the years 720, then 725 and moving towards 732, the pivotal date for the Battle of Tours.
�This is looking very promising,� she said. �Any documentation on what has happened?�
�Searching now,� said the professor. �Let me see if I can get something from the continuation of Fredegar�s Chronicle� Here, I�ve got the file up�. �Grimwald was assassinated, poisoned, while praying in the Church of St. Lambert. This while his father lay ill at Jopille on the Meuse� By God, he�s done it!�
�Then our torpedo struck home,� said Maeve. �Paul made it through and delivered his javelin dart to Grimwald. God, I wonder how he managed it? So what about the battle?�
�Never mind that now!� Kelly shouted. �I�m pulling Paul out right away.� He was working feverishly at his console, checking readings, toggling switches, adjusting dials. �Someone get down there, will you!�
~ ~ ~
Minutes later Maeve watched Paul step over the event horizon and appear in the whirl of light and color, a thick acrid fog in his wake, resolving to blue mist. She went to the intercom to send up word that all was well, then came up and gave him a big hug, surprised to feel something hidden under his monk�s robe.
�Bring that bloodied javelin back with you?� she asked, curious.
�Well�� Paul gave her a sheepish look, opening his robe to reveal the .22 caliber rifle.�
�You took that through?�
�I had to be sure,� he said. �You made your point too well, Maeve. Was I supposed to rush the man and try to best him at arms? You should have seen him!�
�You killed him with the rifle? That will leave a slug in his corpse!�
�No, no, no,� Paul held up a hand. �I didn�t fire a shot.� He told her what had happened, and she slowly regained her composure, suddenly realizing what he had gone through, and remembering what it was like herself, at that very place, yet nine years earlier on the Meridian.
�So you�re Rantgar now,� she said softly. �Well you can join the club. I suppose I�m just another of Dodo�s retainers.�
Paul smiled, �It was risky, Maeve, I know. But it was all I could think of�all I could do.�
She nodded solemnly, understanding. They were about to leave when Maeve caught something out of the corner of her eye. She turned to squint at the Arch, advancing cautiously towards the event line, stooping to get a better look at something on the floor. �Now what in God�s name is this?� She could hardly believe her eyes.
Could there be a feedback loop in the system? She had no idea how the physics worked and the equipment had been running fitfully all night, relying on secondary power sources and invaded by a virus sent from the future, albeit a benign one if they were to believe Rantgar.
�Did you take that through as well?�
Paul turned and looked, puzzled, shaking his head in the negative. But what he saw, sitting square on the middle of the yellow event horizon line, set his mind spinning again, and gave rise to a thrum of anxiety in his chest. �It couldn�t be,� he said aloud. �It just couldn�t be��
Maeve started to reach for it, her fingers enshrouded by the fading mist and pricked by the remnant of icy frost there, then she drew her hand back, afraid to touch the thing.
�What do you make of that?� She looked at Paul, extending her arm pointing at the floor in the arch. �It appeared just after your retraction,� she said.
Paul stepped over to the ready line again, Maeve advancing cautiously behind him.
�Be careful,� she whispered. �I went to pick it up and things didn�t feel right.�
Paul looked at her, then waved his hand cautiously over the object, as though testing the air. There was a residual feeling of cold there, but this was normal for the Arch just after a shift.
�Can we touch it?� asked Maeve.
�I don�t see why not,� said Paul, reaching. A second later he had hold of it, and they both stood up.
Maeve looked at him, eyes wide, arms crossed, and obviously curious. �Well?� she said.
�Let�s take it upstairs,� he said. �The others won�t believe this!�
~ ~ ~
Back in the main operations room Robert was still fiddling with the Golem module. �Getting up information on the battle now,� he said. �The system seems sluggish. Can you put more Golems on this Kelly?�
�No problem,� said Kelly as he grabbed a mouse and clicked on an icon to activate his primary Golem interface. The expression on his face changed immediately. �I take that back,� he said.
That got Robert�s attention immediately.
�Problem,� said Kelly. �Big problem��
�Trouble getting data from the Golems?�
�Trouble finding the Golems,� said Kelly.
�What are you talking about?�
�Well I put the bulk of the installed user base to work as a remote supercomputer so I could process calculations we needed for the shift. But I can�t find the little buggers now. They don�t answer my command calls.�
�Maybe it�s the Internet,� said Robert.
�No, the network is wounded, but it�s still functional. I can ping lots of primary hub servers and the latency is still tolerable. Packets are moving on the net as normal, but I�ve lost contact with a huge chunk of my flock. All I seem to have control over now are those lost sheep that came on line after I gave the initial command for the Golems to begin processing shift algorithms. I banked then into one group but that�s no more than ten percent of the installed user base, now.�
�What about the worms and viruses Rantgar was talking about?� said Robert, wagging his finger excitedly.
�Good point,� said Kelly. �That pissed me off, frankly, though I�m glad we got the data that enabled Paul to shift in. But a virus is a virus, and it can do unexpected things if it tangles with security software. It�s designed to penetrate supposedly secure systems, and that means it has to be able to defend itself. The damn thing could have caused mutations in my Golem code, and that would be a real problem.�
�Could our friends in the future be using the Golems somehow?� Robert was considering every option. �Is there a way they could get control of them?�
�God only knows,� said Kelly. �All I know is that I can�t get control of them. All we�ve got now are those lost sheep.�
�Well, well, well�� The Professor was tapping his monitor now. �It�s not the little lost sheep I�m worried about, it�s the big bad wolves. It�s Tours. I�ve got an account of the battle here from the altered Meridian, and apparently Paul�s poison dart wasn�t sufficiently lethal. Abdul Rahman still prevails and the Franks flee north. Nothing has changed! We need to verify this. What�s wrong with the bloody Golem module, Kelly?�
Kelly gave him a blank look, clearly upset. �I tell you I just don�t know what happened!� Kelly had had enough with the speculation. He was tired and his temper always got the best of him when he was frustrated like this. Losing his hold on the Golems was a hard blow, coming at a critical time, and he felt like someone had severed his right arm. Now this! �Maybe the damn Assassins did something. They know how crucial the Golems are for us.�
Paul and Maeve had come up, padding quietly into the lab to find Robert and Kelly still squabbling about the missing Golems and the slow data rate and whether or not the green line on the variance monitor was going to eventually migrate to the right, through the end of the year 732.
�Can we rely on this data now with that virus is at large in the system?�
�How the hell do I know?� Kelly said with obvious annoyance.
�I mean the Internet is full of crap. Remember the big scare about Nibiru that had all the doomers up in a fit in 2011 when Comet Elenin paid us a visit? Well how do we know this is reliable information? I mean the file says it�s from the Chronicles of Fredegar, but how can we be sure it isn�t something someone just threw up in a blog somewhere?�
The professor turned, seeing Paul and Maeve, and waved them over, intent on enlisting some support for his argument. He didn�t even notice what Paul was holding.
�Welcome home, Paul. You got rid of Grimwald, alright. Good Man, but you can tell us the tale later. The job is still not done. We need to be certain we have good information here,� he went on. �There�s been entirely too much speculation pushing this mission, and look at the results!� He had pointed at the screen. �It�s still not green��
Paul gave him a sharp wave of his hand. �Time Out, gentlemen!� he yelled. �Look what I found�well Maeve found it I suppose, but what do you make of this?� He thrust his arm out, boldly, showing them the object with a wry smile. �It apparently manifested just after I shifted back successfully.� He looked at Kelly. �And brother, I was never more grateful to feel that retraction shift kick in. Let�s hope my integrity is good and I don�t suffer Rantgar�s fate.�
�No problem there,� said Kelly. �Your numbers were rock solid. �Remember, I took a double sweep on your pattern.�
Robert gave Paul a puzzled look. �That came in through the Arch with you?�
�It appears so,� said Paul, holding up the apple. It was a plump, round Pippin, nicely ripened, and there was a thin slice on one side with a piece of paper tucked into the crevasse, an obvious note. Paul could make out handwriting on the paper as he peered at it, smiling.
�Well open the damn thing!� said Kelly. �Someone obviously has a wry sense of humor, but it�s clear they want to get our attention.�
Paul slipped out the note and they all drew closer. It felt vaguely like that moment, so long ago now it seemed, when Maeve had come upon a paper in Mr. Graves overcoat. It had contained numbers that led them to decipher the exact physical coordinates of their initial shift in time, to Minifir, where Lawrence of Arabia would lie in wait for an oncoming Turkish train. The note in the apple was an obvious message from Rantgar�s unseen. associates. Perhaps he didn�t simply vanish after all, though he was clearly not at the scene of Grimwald�s death. Yet, he must have told them the story of how Paul shifted in on a brief Spook Job and tossed the apple to Maeve, hoping against hope that she would decipher its meaning and find a way to take some decisive action. As he slipped the note paper out, Paul was struck by the thought that this was an equally urgent appeal.
He opened the page and read the few words that had been written there: �Congratulations! And now the pleasure of your company is requested. Send R.N.�
�Send RN?� said Robert. A Registered Nurse? It must be shorthand for help.� They were all looking at him, eyebrows raised with some astonishment.
�You�re thinking that means me?� he said.
�R period, N period, and it�s underlined,� said Paul. �Aren�t those your initials, Robert?�
�Me? What would they want me to join them for? Join who? Where?�
�Good questions,� said Paul. �Perhaps they�ve found a way to shift you forward in Time to a safe Nexus Point. This could be exciting, Robert! It�s just what you�ve been wanting, a nice close look at a future no man of our era would ever have the opportunity to see.�
Kelly cleared his throat, noticeably.
�Except Mr. Ramer here,� Paul corrected himself quickly.
�Well it could mean Ramer and Nordhausen,� said the professor. �The both of us.� The look on his face was somewhat squeamish, and he seemed to be looking for allies in an ever closing circle of foes.
�I doubt that,� said Paul. �It looks like an invitation to take a trip through the Arch. But where indeed? Noticing Robert�s discomfiture, he chided him a bit. �Are you telling me you don�t want to go with that sad face?�
Maeve jumped right in. �The man who�s become famous for unauthorized use of the Arch for personal business!�
�Now, now� We have no idea what that note means,� said Robert, increasingly leery. �Why, we have no idea who even sent it! Suppose it�s from the Assassins, and they�re inviting me to a lynching party or some other mischief?�
�Not possible,� said Paul. �You heard Rantgar explain it. They can�t shift anything into our Arch. The two systems are incompatible.�
�Well suppose they�ve gotten hold of one of the Order�s Arch complexes in the future. That�s entirely possible, yes?� He looked from one to the other, but was seeing no second to his proposal.
�And how would they know about the apple?� said Paul. �The Order didn�t even know about it until we told Rantgar, and he seemed to get a kick out of it. No, my guess is that this was back fed on the shift stream using a narrow emission bandwidth before the continuum closed.�
Deflated, Nordhausen shrugged and steeled himself to the possibility that he would have to make another Time jump. �Very well then,� he said grudgingly. �But you haven�t the slightest inkling of where I�m to go?�
�I think we may have an answer soon,� said Kelly. �I just discovered that my missing Golems, aren�t really gone. They seem to be very, very busy right now. I did a little hacking and was able to scan the hard drive of an unsecured computer running my Golem software. The program is there, and its running, but in a kind of null state where it will not respond to outside commands. And it�s using quite a bit of the local CPU capacity as well. Whatever it�s doing, it�s working very hard on something.�
�It must be related to the Battle of Tours somehow,� said Paul. �It�s clear on our monitors that the line of variation has been cured all through the years 705 to 732. But it still hung up at Tours. You say Abdul Rahman remains victorious, so there was something we missed, or were just unable to know at all at our point in the Meridian�something they may be privy to given their vantage point in the future.�
�Well then they should have the decency to just send us a FAX or something,� Robert complained. �An email would do just as well. Rantgar said they could get information through the Palma Shadow. Why all the drama?�
�I think this shifted in from the past, Robert. What do you make of this parchment?�
Paul handed Robert the note, and the professor studied it closely. �Freshly inked, and much too clean, he said. This would be thought of as a fraud if I tried to pass it off as an 8th century artifact today. But then again, this is probably what it looked like freshly written on clean parchment back then. But it still doesn�t answer my question. If they can get information through, why don�t they just ring us up on the telephone?� He folded his arms, frowning.
�They�re playing it safe,� said Paul. �Any electronic transmission could be intercepted in the resonance. This is a low tech approach that is more secure. It got our attention, didn�t it?�
�Hello�� Kelly was looking at his console monitors again. �And this is certainly getting my attention. Look here, Pablo. The missing Golems have suddenly reappeared on the network and they are sending a large block of data��
�To the breaching module,� Paul finished.
�And look at this!� Kelly pointed to the screen and saw a chronometer had appeared in a popup window and was displaying a time countdown. It began at ten minutes and the numbers continued to diminish as he pointed.
�That has to be our launch time,� said Maeve.
They all looked at Robert.
The professor was looking over the rim of his reading glasses, from one to another, still looking like a scholarly monk in his cassock, the hood thrown back and drooping on his back. He took off his spectacles and rubbed the bridge of his nose.
�Very well,� he sighed. �A few hours ago I was arguing with Maeve that I should be the one to go, but that brief look at the landscape of 8th century Gaul has dampened my enthusiasm for a re-visit to the dark ages. Not to worry,� he said, standing up and fussing with the prayer beads Maeve had slung on his waist sash. �I�m well and good, and� Well I suppose I�d best be getting on down to the Arch.�
Paul gave him a smile, then a firm hug. �Go with God, professor. I hope you don�t have to murder anyone. I can tell you. It�s a most uncomfortable experience.�
�Anything in your pockets?� Maeve gave him a suspicious look as she finished her hug. After what Paul has secreted away she was being a little more careful.
�Not a thing, Madame,� said Robert.
Kelly got up and embraced him roundly. �Hey, he said I was in the damn sphinx for months on that mission. But you come home soon now. We�ll be right here waiting.�
They were walking him towards the heavy security door. �You�re certain you have the fuel and all,� he asked sheepishly as he shuffled along with them.
�I�m going to be right on that final backup generator in case we need it,� said Paul. �There�s at least an hour�s worth of gas in that tank now, don�t worry.�
�What about the quantum fuel,� Nordhausen craned his neck, looking over his shoulder at the quantum matrix station as they passed it. �Will you be taking a double pattern of me as well?�
�I�ll take care of it,� said Paul. �But if anything happens you�ll know how to reach us,� he smiled, �because we�ll be scouring the history from the moment you shift. If you can get to a safe place, just drop us a note.�
�Yeah,� said Kelly with a wink. �Just send us a hieroglyphic or two!�
�And by all means stay put!� Maeve admonished him. �Don�t go wandering about.� She jabbed him with a firm finger.
�But what if I manifest in a muddy field?�
�Surrounded by a pack of hungry wolves?� Maeve had the apple they received, and handed it to him. �Give this to them�and then get yourself to a safe place, OK? Just remember your entry point. You�ll know what to do.�
�Well I haven�t a clue!� said Nordhausen.
�It�s an invitation,� she finished. �You�ll probably have company real soon. Fear not.�
The time was counting down through seven minutes and they let him go, through the great titanium door and down into the bowels of the Berkley Hills to shift into infinity.
Back at the monitors Paul leaned in to watch Kelly on the shift station. His ears were still ringing from that clanging bell in the chapel tower, and the haunting echo still bothered him. Thoughts of what he had done plagued him, but he pushed them out of his mind, trying to focus on the moment. �Will we be able to see where he goes on these readouts?�
�It looks like a normal block of breaching data. The checksums are perfect,� said Kelly. �Yes, we should get his target in space-time just after data goes live. I better feed the turbines some gasoline and rev this baby up again. I hope the singularity can take this strain, Paul.�
He dialed up the power, pleased that everything seemed to be going smoothly. �But Robert had some justification to be worried,� he said. �The quantum fuel is the issue now. The singularity has developed a small wobble. It will still open the continuum, but it�s a sign the process is decaying. I�m not sure how long we�re going to be able to hold it steady, and if it disintegrates we won�t be able to bring him home until we regenerate.�
Paul nodded gravely, fully aware of the situation.
�Ah!� said Kelly. �The data is going live now.� The countdown was passing through the three minute mark. �I�m taking the power to 100%, just in case he needs a little push for safety�s sake.�
�What�s the target?�asked Paul, very curious.
�Well that�s interesting,� said Kelly. �Look at the date on the temporal readout! Here, let me get the spatial coordinates and overlay a map��

Part IX
The Anvil of Fate

�The anvil of justice is planted firm, and fate who makes the sword does the forging in advance.�
� Aeschylus


Chapter 25

Shift Point, Target Meridian, 5:38 P.M
Nordhausen appeared in a blue frost, his eyes tightly closed, shoulders hunched and his face and head well shrouded by the hood of his cassock. He wanted to have all his wits about him when he manifested, in doubt as to what he would encounter. It was unnerving to be shifting into absolute uncertainty like this, without the slightest inkling as to where you would end up. Maeve�s story about the wolves was all too typical of this period, and 8th Century Gaul was a rough, uncultured, wild and dangerous place. He could be shifting anywhere, he thought.
To his great surprise, however, he found himself in a dimly lit room, facing a stone hearth where a hearty fire immediately chased the frost from the air and comforted with its warmth. He blinked, looking about, noting the smooth stone walls, high ceiling and the thick woolen carpet beneath his feet. Maeve�s last warning still echoed in his mind, and for a moment he seemed riveted to the ground, afraid that a single step would untether him from the world he knew forever. Before he could move, however, a quiet voice spoke from behind.
�Welcome, Mr. Nordhausen. So good of you to come!�
The English was perfect, so he immediately surmised that he was speaking with an Agent in Place, wherever he was. He turned, noting a short man, tonsured, but with a thick border of graying hair below his shaved head. His face was well rounded, ruddy cheeked, and his eyes were bright and intelligent.
�I am Emmerich, the Abbot of this place. And you have arrived safely, of sound mind and body I hope.�
�Indeed,� said Nordhausen. �And where exactly am I, if I may?�
�This is Marmoutier, known in your day as the Abbey of St. Martin at Tours, a monastery, actually. It is situated just north of the River Loire, which you may glimpse from the window there.� He gestured warmly, one hand fingering his prayer beads as he pointed. �We find it wise to welcome visitors of your sort after sunset�and oh, yes, this is the year 732, the month of October.�
�I see,� said the professor. �Well at least I know where my feet are planted. It�s a bit unnerving shifting out like this on a moment�s notice, without any idea of what I�m about.�
�My humble apologies, but it seems we have a situation on our hands concerning hostilities that will soon be engaged within a shout of this very room. We�ve nothing to worry about for the moment, but the Saracens are ravaging the land and bent on pillaging this place. They�ve burned nearly every church and monastery in Aquitaine and no doubt have their eyes set on this one as well.�
�You are the Agent in Place for this milieu?� Robert ventured.
�One such operative. You have made the acquaintance of another.�
�Rantgar, yes, an interesting fellow. We had every hope his intervention might make an end of this mess, but it seems it needs something more, in spite of Paul�s effort with Grimwald.�
�Operations informed me Rantgar would not be arriving,� said the Abbot. �There was a mishap. Oh, they tried to regenerate him from the pattern buffers, and did manage to get him back briefly, but he wouldn�t stick. I believe we�ve lost him, though he did manage to tell us enough to make our invitation. I am glad you have come.�
The Abbot smiled. �Well, not to be impolite, Mr. Nordhausen, but pleasantries aside, we have also learned that you are somewhat of a philologist.�
�I beg your pardon?�
�We were told that you possess knowledge of the ancient Egyptian hieroglyphics. Is that so?�
�Yes, I can read and translate that system, and I�m well versed in Greek and Latin as well.�
�Excellent, just what we hoped!� The Abbot walked to an oaken door, pushing it open. �I�d love to offer you refreshment, but this matter is somewhat urgent, to say the least. Perhaps we�d best get over to the scriptorium.�
�Then you�ve asked me to come here as a translator?� The professor walked with Abbot Emmerich, their shadows preceding them as they turned their backs on the hearth and started through an arched doorway that opened on a long hallway lit by candlelight. Robert noted the sturdy oak beams imbedded in the stone in the walls.
�Exactly,� said the Abbot. �A curious scroll has come into our possession, and it appears to be a rubbing on Papyrus, inked with indigo and depicting the old Egyptian writing that has confounded us over the millennia. How is it you can read this language, professor?�
�I had an interest from an early age, and apparently I was in a Nexus Point when the transformation at Rosetta occurred. My associates have explained it all to me, but I�m afraid the physics escapes me. All I know is that I can still read and decipher the glyphs. I�m surprised you cannot do so as well. Surely there must be someone from your time that has mastered this?�
�There may have been, but we�re living in the post-Palma world now, and it�s a tad uncomfortable. I�m sorry to say we had no one safe in a Nexus when this transformation occurred. In fact, it was your curiosity about the Rosetta Stone that first put us on to the scheme. Our adversaries can be rather ingenious at times. We�ve learned to respect their resourcefulness the hard way.�
They reached the scriptorium, a cavernous room off the hallway they were in, with heavy wood tables and chairs and musty racks of scrolls of papyrus and parchment. The tables were scattered with writing implements and old leather bound books, and Nordhausen was immediately curious, his disquiet concerning this mission well quashed by the amiable and erudite manner of the Abbot.
�So this is one of your bases of operation in this milieu?� The professor was already looking at copies of inked script. �You�re using uncial script. I�ve always had a fondness for it.�
�Indeed,� said the Abbot. �These monasteries and abbeys have been safe harbors for culture and history through many stormy seas, and perfect locations for our people operating on the Meridian here. But we�re losing them now. The Saracens are burning them to the ground as they come north. They have already ransacked the basilica of Saint Hilary outside Poitiers, though we got our people out safely before they arrived. The city itself they spared, probably because they lack proper engines of war, but they are surely bent on coming here as soon as they might.
�I�m afraid most of my flock here is busy packing away our most vital scrolls and manuscripts. We sent two of our agents, Gratien and Aventinus, with a band of pilgrims heading for Rome, but they were waylaid by Saracen raiders on the road and slain.�
�You are speaking of Saints Gratien and Aventinus� Your Agents?� said Nordhausen.
�Indeed, who do you think the saints are, man? Most of them are our people, working out of the abbeys and monasteries to stand a watch on the history, and record it as well.�
Nordhausen raised an eyebrow, coming to a new appreciation of what �the Order� was about in their war against the Assassins.
�Well,� the Abbot continued, �we got most of the important work safely off to the keeping of the Bishop at Maastricht. What you see here are the inconsequential remains. This Abbey has already stood for 360 years since it was built by St. Martin. It wasn�t supposed to suffer any serious threat until the year 853 when the Normans sacked it, a pox upon them. That�s over 480 years where it stands as a bulwark of Christendom, a growing cultural treasure, and a perfect base of operations here. Then this business took a sudden turn for the worst and it seems we could have a problem now, if we don�t get it sorted out. In a matter of hours.�
�I see,� said Nordhausen. �Then you�ve found the final Pushpoint? You know what needs to be done?�
�We have some ideas, but here,� the Abbot gestured to an open scroll lying on a table. �This is the item we�ve secured, and we believe it may hold the key to unraveling the remainder of this mystery.�
Nordhausen leaned in, moving a candle to get better light on the scroll. �I should have brought along my reading glasses,� he said quietly. �Ms. Linford would not hear if it. That woman can be insufferable at times, but I�m afraid we are much in her debt this time around.�
�The intervention she effected on St. Lambert was regrettable, but nonetheless astounding,� said Emmerich. �How did she manage it, we wonder?�
Robert immediately recognized the writing on the scroll. �Well it all seems to revolve around these lines here,� Nordhausen pointed at the scroll. �This is a rubbing from the stone that was uncovered at Rosetta�the altered stela. We believe it contains instructions concerning the events surrounding this battle. You see these characters? They are at times phonetic, and at other times symbolic. You may get an obvious correlation of a pictogram with some object, but they can also be used phonetically in combinations and with specific determinatives and rules. It�s this bit here��
He ran his finger along a line of hieroglyphics, reading: �The weave undone� A loose twine� where horses were brought to gather� by the water�s edge.� That last phrase was not on the stela until Maeve began her intervention. Mr. Dorland and I returned to discover this, and sent the information on to Maeve.�
�The apple!� said the Abbot, smiling.
�Which reminds me�� Robert reached in his pocket and fished out the apple Maeve had handed him just before he left. �Compliments of Ms. Linford,� he said. �Yes. Our Maeve managed to sort it all out. That last line led her to the ferry site by the river where Lambert was slain. The riders gathered there by the river�s edge, and it was the simple act of loosening the twine that held the ferry in place that prevented Lambert�s safe escape over the Meuse. How she managed it amazes me as well.�
The Abbot was listening carefully, his brow knit with thought. �And this segment?�
�Let me see� Ah, it reads: �Hold them fast� those who drink the wind� lest they trample thy endeavor and the host is made to flee�� We first believed this to be a reference to the horses the Arabs took while pillaging their way to the site of the battle. In fact, we had an intervention planned and reconnoitered the location we suspected these animals might be located. Our thought was that some sort of stampede or other commotion in Arab camp was instrumental in deciding the outcome of this battle. Yet, when Paul shifted in, there was no sign of a battle at all! Could we have selected the wrong date? Was it October 25 of this year?�
�Unfortunately, the site migrated north after the Assassins found a way to spare Lambert, and very near the Abbey here. Abdul Rahman did not approach via the old Roman road. So if you shifted there you would have seen nothing of interest. But all that has changed again after your intervention! At least that is what I am told through messages we have received in recent weeks. The battle will now be fought at Moussais, just south of this place on the road to Poitiers, on the eve of Ramadan, as our historians agree. If Mr. Dorland were to go and have a look now he would be right on target. Your interventions haven�t resolved the issue entirely yet, but you�ve given it a firm nudge in the right direction.� He smiled. �Anything that keeps those heathens from these hallowed walls is a most welcome reprieve. But what you have told me is very enlightening� Those who drink the wind? I don�t understand. What do you make of it?�
�Arabian horses,� said Nordhausen, �or at least a generic reference to horses. Note these three recurring symbols�� He explained the function of a cartouche, the indication of the name Kuhaylan with its meaning as one of the five primary breeds of Arabian horses.
The Abbot thought hard for a time, clearly impressed by the new information he was receiving. �And this last line?�
�It reads: �For the unseen one that comes in the dusk shall unseat all�.� Robert concluded, folding his arms. �Given the earlier references to horses, I thought that might refer to Dodo on the night he was to kill the Bishop Lambert. Then I came to believe it was a reference to Maeve, riding at dusk to secure that steed and make her intervention, or even to Paul sneaking in to deal with Grimwald.�
�Steed? Our researchers do not mention this.�
�We made some assumptions,� said Robert. �Call them educated guesses, but they seemed reasonable at the time. The Chronicles placed Dodo at a banquet in a citadel on the day he was to murder Lambert at his villa in Leodium. We reasoned that citadel had to be at Heristal.�
�Heristal? Well, it has been reinforced in places, but there are no real substantial fortifications there that could deter any determined assault. But that aside, your assumption was correct. The Lady Alpaida was holding forth there that year, and we had Agents in Place listening in on that banquet, but we were comforted that Dodo was determined to avenge the wrongs against his family. Oh, a whisper here and a rumor there helped in that. Stirring the pot, as it were.�
�Well,� the professor went on, �we asked ourselves how the other side could deter Dodo and fixated on a line from an Arabic source about a mishap he had on the road. Our thought was that he was injured in a fall from a horse�a willful beast described in that chronicle. It was said this horse could be known by his eye, and the fire of his hooves, and Maeve believe this referred to this particular breed of Arabian horse. Since the hieroglyphics mention the name Kuhaylan in places,� he pointed, �we went looking for that horse.�
�Ingenious!� said the Abbot, �But Dodo�s mishap was that his horse came up lame on the road and he was delayed�at least before Ms. Lindford made her intervention. �If your source was Arabic, all the rest of that story was probably fabricated by the writer, a fable to cast mythic light on the event, or possibly even deliberate disinformation seeded in the history by the other side. We believe the Assassins had something to do with enfeebling that horse, however, but that doesn�t make for much of a tale.�
�Well we assumed he would look for another mount,� said Nordhausen. �And we thought this temperamental Arabian might fill the bill nicely, suspiciously planted at a roadside farm by our adversaries, and the loose twine mentioned on the stela would be the rein on that horse.�
�Splendid!� said the Abbot, �but we scoured that road for any sign of mischief, and could not seem to locate anything that could possibly become a viable Pushpoint. We did suspect something was amiss on one of the farms near Lambert�s Villa. There was an uncharacteristic gathering of horses there, and we could not see that the farmer had sufficient wealth to afford them. Perhaps they were trying to round up anything Dodo could have secured as an alternate mount. As it reads now, Dodo did manage to find another horse. It was a simple solution for us. We just put a man on that road with a horse for him, and got him merrily on his way again. As a counter operation, our adversaries were planning to warn Lambert directly, and bring him fresh horses to make good his escape. That was risky, but it would have worked if not for Ms. Linford.�
�Yes, it seems we were wrong about Dodo,� said Robert. �Mr. Dorland and I returned to check on variations and could see no significant change after Maeve secured the horse in question. The push point wasn�t there� and so the meaning of that last line still escapes me� For the unseen one that comes in the dusk shall unseat all�. We thought this might refer to Dodo, coming to Lambert�s villa after dark that night, yet apparently not.�
The Abbott�s eyes were grave, but a light of excitement flickered in them, and he smiled. �Those who drink the wind� You say this is a reference to horses? Cavalry! Could this be so?�
�Yes,� said Nordhausen, �we made that correlation as well, but considered it no more than an admonishment to Abdul Rahman to keep a firm hold on his horsemen.�
�Such advice may be sound,� said the Abbot, �but Abdul Rahman will not be reading the rubbing here before us, even if he had knowledge of this writing. It was meant for the eyes of the Assassins, our enemies operating here in this milieu. It was great good fortune that we were able to secure it. So if guidance of this nature is to have any bearing on the outcome, it would have to mean the Assassins have a man placed very close to Abdul Rahman�an advisor perhaps.�
A sudden thought came to Nordhausen and he raised a finger. �No!� he beamed with excitement now. �Not his horsemen! It had to be the Frankish cavalry. Yes, it makes perfect sense now. Perfect sense!�
�I beg your pardon?� The Abbot was obviously eager to learn what the professor was thinking.
�I�m sorry,� Robert apologized. �But don�t you know the history? You don�t know what happened in this battle?�asked Nordhausen.
�Well�� The Abbot looked at him, hesitating, considering something before he spoke. �You may as well know,� he breathed. �We�ve lost communication with our primary Arch facility in the future. The messages we�ve been receiving of late have come from our hidden site, and they do not have a complete record of events there. The last message we received was very cryptic, and obviously written in great haste. It contained just two words, the last heavily underlined�not Charles, it read.� He reached into his pocket and showed the professor the message, scrawled in a very loose hand on old parchment. �Now what do you make of that?�
�Of course!� Robert�s eyes widened as he recalled all Paul had told him of this battle and fragments of the research began to assemble to an image in his mind.
�Well I can tell you what happens�or at least what�s supposed to happen on the Prime Meridian.�
He immediately had the Abbot�s undivided attention. �Do go on, dear professor,� he said.
�We thought it all had to do with Charles as well, the Hammer of God, eh? That�s what all the interventions were aimed at, weren�t they? The Assassins were trying to prevent the ascension of Charles as Mayor of the Palace. That�s why they wanted to spare Lambert and Grimwald,� he smiled.
�Well, now here�s a perfect illustration of the fact that history is written by the victors. Good old Charles Martel, the Hammer. Oh, he hammered upon his foes relentlessly, there�s no question about that. But the moniker is a bit of a misnomer when it comes to this battle as I see it now. He was more the anvil here than the hammer. The core of his most hardened soldiery stood as an implacable phalanx of steel behind their shieldwall, and it was Abdul Rahman who was hammering, all the long day against that anvil of fate. And his heavy cavalry were going to eventually break through, on this day or on the morrow. Our Mr. Dorland is certain of that. Charles commanded the infantry�� his eyes seemed to be searching as he spoke, looking for bits and pieces in narratives of old books that had come down through the ages, books that he doted over and loved so very much. And from the vault of his memory a line emerged, rearing up like a wayward stallion.
��With Christ�s help he overturned their tents!�
The Abbot looked at him, a question in his eyes.
�Well�� said Robert, smiling broadly as he looked at the hieroglyphics on the rubbing. �I think I know what happened now.�

Chapter 26

The Duke Odo of Aquitaine ~ The year 732
Odo clasped his hands over bloodied ears and lamented the wail of those unfortunate enough to remain in the city. Bordeaux was on fire this night, for brave though they were, his men could not hold back the Saracen horde that now came pouring over the high mountains to the south, a raging tide of Islam.
It was the second time they had come. Years ago, he faced the Moors alone when they had crossed the high passes in the east and invaded his lands, stubbornly fighting for his honor and the homesteads his family had held for decades past. The Ishmaelites first came to Toulouse in the year 721, laboring over the mountains and coming to Septimania, where they held the city of Narbonne as stronghold on the Mediterranean coast. Then up the road through Carcassonne they came, burning and looting every farm and town, and drawing behind them their massive engines of war. For this was holy Jihad, the coming of Islam in earnest to all the lands now held by a loose confederation of squabbling tribes and clans living in the shadow of the old Roman empire.
To the north, in Neustria, the New Lands, the Franks quarreled over the succession of Pippin, lately dead in the year 714. Charles the Bastard struggled to usurp the throne, while Pippin�s cunning widow, Plectrude, schemed to forestall him and seat instead her grandson Theodwald. To the east, in the land called Austrasia, the lords of many tribes became embroiled in this battle. And while they quarreled with one another the menace of Islam reared up like a great wave, casting its dark shadow over the mountains to the south. They were a fearsome race, Arabs, Berbers, Saracens, Moors, yet the empire they had forged now stretched from old Persia through the lands of the Turks, the Levant, old Egypt and all across north Africa. In the year 711 they had crossed the Straits of Gibraltar on borrowed ships and, in seven short years, had thrown down Roderick and destroyed the Visigothic Christian Kingdom of Hispania. Now, as they came over the mountains in force, they rode upon steeds of incomparable virtue, their warriors heavily armored, their banners snapping proudly in the wind. Against this leading edge of fearsome strength and power, the ragged bands and tribes of Gaul seemed primitive by comparison.
Odo held sway in Aquitaine, on the land of his ancestors, and it was his to feel the first blow of the enemy, here at Toulouse. When he first gazed upon the throng of enemy soldiers packed tightly among their siege engines, their horses chafing in the dim, smoky twilight, he could not imagine how he could possibly prevail against such a host. But the enemy had been heedless and full of pride. They had foolishly come between the city and the River Garonne, thinking the strength of the land was fast behind the walls of Toulouse. But Odo had come down from Aquitaine, with every sword and horseman he could gather, and with stealth and guile he sought to strike at the enemy where they were tightly massed in that narrow place.
Fortune was with him that day! Heavily mustered before the battlements of the city, intent to hammer upon the walls with their mighty siege engines, they were taken by surprise when Odo�s wild horsemen came riding, wielding long swords and axes soon wet with the blood of the enemy. A panic ensued, and thousands of the Saracens died, trampled by their own horsemen in the close quarters between the river and the city. The heavy armored cavalry of the Moors, a marvel to behold, could not form or maneuver, and Odo cut through the ranks of Saracen infantry like a scythe, carrying all before him. As they routed, they carried away the heavy horse of the enemy with them in a great panic.
The victory he won that day was never sung in the odes and chronicles of the wise, he brooded. It was he who had dared to strike the Ishmaelites, and turn back the invading horde. It was he who had spared the lands the wrath of Islam, though his name was never sung.
But he cared not for glory. He did not fight for the quarrelsome northmen of Neustria and Austrasia. He did not fight for Christendom, nor for popes clinging to the Holy See in Italy, nor for any notion that his was a culture and a way of life that must surely be preserved. Quite the contrary. The existence his people endured in the dark age that had befallen the West after Rome fell, was far inferior to the splendid and opulent reach of the Umayyad empire. No, Odo fought only for his honor, his family, his brothers and sons, and the land he would stubbornly defend against all comers, Aquitaine.
His victory had won him a measure of peace, but soon the contentious lords of Neustria had ended their quarrel with the ascension of the Bastard Charles as Mayor of the Palace. Now they came to his land, thinking to bring it under their thumb as well, and though Odo was better endowed with brawn than wit, he nonetheless could see in these incursions the harbinger of his own doom. How could he stand watch on his southern borders, wary of the Moors, while his strength was also drawn into conflict with Neustria to the north?
So it was that he schemed to make a truce, in the manner in which warring kingdoms so often reached accommodation. While the Caliph in Hispania sat in the opulence of Cordoba, his far flung Emirs were headstrong, much like Odo himself. To one of these men, Manuza, he gave his daughter in marriage, unmindful of the lamentations of priests, saints and clerics who condemned the marriage as an unholy alliance with the minions of Satan. It may have been such, but Odo was only concerned with his own wellbeing, and that of his family. The marriage promised to neutralize his foe to the south, and more, to create a new alliance in the middle ground between Neustria and Hispania. But when Abdul Rahman came to the Caliphate in Cordoba, he soon plotted to unweave the fabric of Odo�s cloth, and the loose twine which he pulled upon was Manuza.
In the year 731, when the upstart usurper Charles came to Odo�s lands to subdue him, the brawny chieftain rightfully called upon his in-laws to the south to come to his aid, but Manuza was said to be taken with a fit, fearful of the power and guile of Abdul Rahman, and in short order, Manuza was dead.
Odo stood alone against the assembled might of Charles, who had come in anger, bent on breaking Odo�s alliance with the Moors. In this Abdul Rahman was his unknowing ally. By striking down Manuza, Odo was isolated and defeated by Charles. He was soon a gelded and embittered warlord who suffered the humiliation of being forced to kneel before the Neustrian Mayor, and ignominiously pledge his fealty.
So it was that his strength was bled white by Charles, though Odo festered and chafed at the reins the Mayor had bridled him with. He remained a willful and unruly beast, secretly plotting to regain his independence and find yet another way to free himself from Charles domination.
The following summer, however, Odo�s greatest nemesis returned, only this time the Saracen horde took the westernmost passes over the mountains, surprising Odo, who had gathered his army to watch the eastern passes, and the Road to Toulouse, where Manuza had once held them safe as his ally and father-in-law. Through Bayonne they came, then up through Dax to Bordeaux. It was here, again on the River Garonne, that Odo sought to stay their advance. Years ago, he had righteously spilled the blood of the Saracens where this same river flowed east to Toulouse. Now he sought to hold the line again here in the west at Bordeaux, only this time the foe he faced was beyond his strength to impede.
Abdul Rahman had come with a mighty host. All the Emirs of Andalus had joined with him, and his hardened legion of swarthy Saracens swept all before them. Odo formed his men on the banks of the river, their shieldwall at the water�s edge where the enemy sought to cross. He fought as Charles had done when he bested Odo the previous year. So Odo, weakened and with no means of matching the marvelous Moorish cavalry, had stood like an anvil on the River Garonne, and he was hammered to near death by the fierce might of Abdul Rahman. So great was the slaughter of his loyals, that the river was said to run red with the blood of Odo�s men for days after, and none could count the dead.
Barely escaping, with only his chosen comitatus guards at hand, Odo fled to a low hill overlooking Bordeaux, his eye and ears bloodied by the hacking swords of his enemy. There, wounded but alive, he listened to the wail of Bordeaux as it burned in the night, and he wept.
It was a miracle that Odo escaped at all that night. Unhorsed, with few retainers left to guard him, he made his way on foot through the dusky woods, hoping to confound pursuit by hiding himself in the forest. A pack of wolves took up the scent of his blood, and they stalked him warily as he labored up the hill and into a glen where he came upon a small farm site.
There, tethered to a post, he found an old plow horse, a pale stallion that was near the end of life, as Odo was himself. The horse shied away when Odo came, smelling blood and fear. But Odo sang to him, noting the dark circle around the horse�s eye. �Thine eye is bruised and blackened as is mine, he whispered. And we are both old warriors, long past our prime.�
Odo stroked the short cropped mane of the horse, feeling the strength that still burgeoned in the horses shoulders. �Oh no,� he whispered. �You were never meant for the harness and plow. It was yours to run and roam free!� He untethered the horse, calming the beast as he made ready to mount.
�Carry me this night,� he breathed. �I beg of you, for these legs can run no further��
Odo did not know it then, but the horse he had found was once a young and willful beast, even as he was, and was the very steed Maeve had come upon, 27 long years ago, at a small farm on the road between Heristal and Leodium. Kuhaylan had bolted off into the night when Maeve had dismounted quickly, slapping his hind quarters in farewell. He had run free, for many years thereafter until, in time, he had been caught and harnessed by men again, and driven into service as a war horse. Over the years he had seen many battles, and heard the deep throated cries of many riders, the din of swords falling on many helms. Yet, like all old warriors, he grew weary, his strength slowly ebbing away, and he was put out to pasture, fated to spend the remainder of his days as an old plow horse. Yet this night he was a warrior once again. This night his nostrils flared wide with the smell of fresh blood, and he heard again the jangle of sword and iron studded leather; felt the firm, steady pressure of Odo�s greaves in his flanks.
So it was that Odo was able to make his way north through his family lands, riding on the old Roman road that led to Poitiers. He had little doubt that the Saracen horde would soon be at his back. I was a fool, he thought. I should never have given battle in the manner of Charles.
Yet it was north to the Franks that he rode now, for he had no choice but to throw himself upon the mercy of Charles the Bastard, and beg him to bring his men at arms to the battle that would surely decide the fate of every kingdom and fiefdom in all these lands.
Odo rode north in the night, as fast as Kuhaylan could take him. As he went, a few men gathered to his side, joining the elite core of his comitatus, and word was sent out before him that great peril was riding at his heels. Messengers reached Charles, again warring with rival Frisian lords to the east, intent on bringing all under his heel.
When he first heard the news Charles did not seem overly concerned. The year before, other riders came with news that yet another Saracen fleet had come to land at Narbonne, and that these men now unloaded siege engines and other machines of war. Their outriders had already come up the coast of the Middle Sea to Nimes and Avignon, and raided north up the Rhone valley as well to Lyon, and further, to Chalons. Yet Charles ignored them, being more concerned with potential rivals in Austrasia and Frisia to the north. Not even when the old Roman center of Autun fell would he bestir himself to intervene. Then, having sufficient booty and captives for their harems and slave labor, the Arabs migrated south again for the winter.
Odo bristled over the fact that Charles had dared to cross the Lyon River and attack his lands, using his alliance in marriage with Manuza as a pretext. This while he left the whole of Burgundy and Septimania prostrate before the Muslim raiders! And now, in the year 732, they had returned in force.
The summer was red with fire and blood in all of Gaul while the thick, raiding columns of Abdul Rahman pressed farther north, yet no other army of the Franks came to challenge them. Odo thought to make a stand at Poitiers, thinking to buy time until Charles could come, but with just a few thousand light horsemen, he wisely decided to fall back on Tours and wait.
The summer gave way to the cold winds of autumn while the Moors looted and pillaged all the lands to the south. Odo chafed restlessly at Tours, his bruised eye long in healing, his pride wounded even more so. He could do nothing on his own, and he brooded, until word finally came to him that the Saracens had come at last to Poitiers, burning the great basilica of Saint Hilary, which lay outside its fortified walls. The priests and monks had begged him to fight, but he knew he had not the strength to contest the foe until Charles came.
�I will not waste the last of my horsemen to save your altars,� he raged. �When Charles comes, then we will fight and settle the matter once and for all.�
And that night Charles finally came, leading the strength of his battle hardened heavy men at arms, and many levies he had gathered from the provinces of Austrasia and Neustria. Odo was summoned to the council of war at his camp near Ballan-Mir�, and he meant to tell all he knew of this fearsome enemy host and, in so doing, decide the outcome of the battle that would soon be fought. But Charles the Bastard was proud, and would not hear him.
�If the enemy has so many horsemen, as you say, then we cannot hope to array ourselves on the field in open order,� Charles had said. �He will be too fast, and too quick to turn our flanks.�
�But if we can strike them in a narrow place, as I did at Toulouse,� said Odo, �then we may press them back upon their own ranks and trample them beneath our feet! It is only by such guile that we may prevail here, Charles. So we must find a place where our flanks may be well protected. The rivers to the south, not far from here, will serve that purpose well. The ruin of the old Roman mansio is in that area. There is an abandoned amphitheatre, and a tower. Let us make as if to stand there, but give back, as in much dismay. Then, when our enemy advances, ever compressed in the place where the waters meet, I shall strike him from the rear with all our horsemen, as I did at Toulouse!�
It was the only great victory Odo could claim, unsung as it was, and it was all he knew then of the making of war, for standing as he did behind his shieldwall on the River Garonne, had brought him nothing but defeat and dishonor.
�We will find this narrow place,� Charles pointed at him, standing up boldly, his shoulders square, his blue eyes bright with the fire of battle under locks of fair blonde hair. �And yes, Odo, I will stand there. But we will not feign retreat in the manner of the Visigoths. It did them little good in Hispania, eh? My scouts have already selected the place for battle, astride the Old Roman road on a low hill. There I will take the main strength of this army, and we will dig a trench and plant our shields deep. One flank, on our right, we anchor on the river, the other against heavy woodland to the east.�
�They have archers!� Odo argued still. �The will tease and rush in, and unleash volley after volley upon your infantry. And many will die. When you are sufficiently bled, then the main attack will be made, like a mailed fist, for their host will array themselves in five parts. One shall ride in the van, and another to the rear. But the heavy horse he will hold in three parts in the center.�
�Our men are well armored,� said Charles, unconcerned. �Their helms are strong and their tunics are laced with iron and thick leather. We will endure, and if their archers will not cause us to flee, then the enemy must send in his horsemen, in as many parts as he may desire. We will let them come and hew them down behind our shieldwall.�
�They are heavy horse,� said Odo. �You have not seen their like in any of your feuds to the north. They will come with barbed lances, throwing javelins and wielding their cruel curved swords. You cannot endure such a charge with the numbers they bring! I fought in this manner on the River Garonne, and it went ill.�
�We will endure,� said Charles. �Let them come and we will stand. They will break upon the ranks of my chieftains and strong men at arms, and then, when the moment is right, I will sound the horn call to summon your cavalry.�
�You will summon me? Will I not be already embroiled in the fight?�
�You will stand on my left flank, lying in wait by the woods and making certain the enemy footmen do not use it to infiltrate and threaten our rear. Send out scouts and harriers as well, for the enemy is heavily laden with booty. They carry with them all they have pillaged in coming to this place. Their camp must be close at hand.�
�Yes,� said Odo, his face reddening with anger. �They have taken the fat of Aquitaine, horses, livestock, wives and children to be pressed into slavery. They will make a great camp, blotting the land with their tents! There I should strike them, and bring just retribution upon them for the crimes they have committed.�
�You will not,� shouted Charles. �Harry them, yes, prick at them, nip at their heels, but you will not commit the main body of your horsemen until I give the order.�
Odo shook his head, willful and obstinate, but Charles pointed a thick, gloved finger at him and fixed him with heavy eyes. �You will do this, or you may go, Odo. You have sworn fealty to me and my Palace. Hostages were taken to stiffen your pledge, and I command here, or would you have me lead this army away, and face the enemy yourself? Disobey and those we hold in keeping will all be slain. And then, when I have broken these Saracen heathens, I will turn my men upon your house and burn every living thing to the ground should you betray me now!�
Odo looked at him, squinting in the torchlight, his wounded eye puckered and still swollen, his brow lined and sweaty with the heat of argument. He had but three thousand horsemen, if even that. Charles commanded fifteen thousand heavy infantry, and thousands more in levies he commandeered from every town and hamlet as he marched to this place.
The other lords and chieftains closed ranks about Charles, and they would stand with him, come what may. Odo was alone again, isolated, a wounded old war horse, saddled and bridled, destined to plow the fields at Charles� whim.
�As you wish,� he said unhappily. There was nothing more he could do, and he turned and left the council, his cheeks hot and the blood high on his neck.
�As you wish,� he said to himself in the cold night airs outside. �But we shall see who stands or falls when the battle is joined, bastard usurper. We shall see.�

Chapter 27

The Abbey at Marmoutier, Tours, Oct. 24th, 732 AD
�Yes,� said Nordhausen. �I remember the line now� With Christ�s help he overturned their tents! The Continuator of the Chronicles of Fredegar wrote it. He was speaking of Charles, but it wasn�t Charles at all! The tents would have been well to the rear, in a clearing or on a small hill. Paul shifted in to scout out the area where we thought they might be located, but saw nothing at all�not even a battle underway. But that was on another Meridian!� 
He had a grasp on something now, pulling his thoughts together quickly. �Maeve changed things. Lambert and Grimwald die as they should, and Charles wins the power struggle with Plectrude. And so now the battle is where we thought it would be, and the horses� They aren�t livestock taken as pillage by the Moors, no! It�s Odo and his cavalry!�
�Odo? You mean the Duke of Aquitaine?�
�Precisely!� Robert was shaken with the clarity and simplicity of it now. �The Pushpoint lies with him. It was Odo and his light horsemen that Charles thought to hold in reserve for an opportune moment. I can�t blame the man. Paul explained it all to me. The Franks are badly outnumbered when it comes to cavalry in this battle. Charles wanted Odo on his left rear flank, which he considered his weakest point given the firmness of the ground there. But Odo had other ideas. He was headstrong and quite stubborn, stolidly independent. Why, he had even gone so far as to ally himself with the Moors at one point so he could quiet his southernmost front and better confront the incursions of the Austrasians and Neustrians to the north. He was the willful beast! Not the damn horse!�
The Abbot was following along as best he could, at once excited yet still somewhat confused.
�Yes,� said Robert. �Odo was to be held in reserve behind Charles and his Infantry. But I�ll reckon he was most unhappy.�
The Abbot was truly surprised as the professor rambled on, speaking more to himself now.
�And here we thought it was Dodo all along�All we had to do was drop one letter to land on the real culprit. Curious how the accounts of these events are so rife with double meaning,� he said. �No my dear Abbot, the willful beast is the Duke Odo of Aquitaine. He�s was quite the rogue from what we know in the history.�
�Odo, and not the horse?� Emmerich was uncertain. �Yet your sources describe the Arabian steed, the eye, the fire of his hooves. Then something seemed to occur to the Abbot and he shrugged, �Well I suppose it could refer to Odo�s eye as well.�
�What that?� Nordhausen cocked his head to one side, curious. �Odo�s eye?�
�He was wounded,� said the Abbot. �Took a few hard blows upon his helm when he tried to stop the Saracens earlier this year. Some say he�s gone daft in the head, and his eye is still blackened from his earlier defeat on the River Garonne. It�s been slow to heal.�
�You�re certain of this?� said Nordhausen.
�Of course we are,� said the Abbot. �Because Odo is here, at this very moment. Right here in the city. He was waiting here for Charles to arrive with the main Frankish infantry, and he arrived some days ago, just in time to repulse the Saracen rush to take this place. Abdul Rahman has correctly assessed that he may have more in front of him than a few stubborn men at arms now, and he appears to be waiting while he gathers the full strength of his army before proceeding further. The two sides have been skirmishing for several days.�
�Then the final battle is drawing near?�
�On the morrow,� said the Abbot. �Charles moved his main body up this evening, past the old Roman mansio on the road south. He�s setting up his shieldwall, and planning the defense even as we speak. God be with him, for all Christendom and the fate of the West hangs upon the outcome here.�
�Yes,� said Nordhausen, �But Charles was only the anvil in this battle�the stubborn defense. He was certainly essential to the victory here, but he is not the one who decides the issue. It was Odo! Odo and his few thousand light cavalry! They were the horses referred to on the stela. And you shall know him by his eye, and the fire of his hooves! Even the Arab source writes about him. That line has a double meaning as well! It was Odo and his cavalry. That was the commotion in the enemy camp. He must have staged a raid on the camp as the long day�s battle waned� right at dusk. Fearing the loss of all their plunder, this caused the Saracen horde to break off their attack and flee to the defense of their tents. This must be the solution,� he said at last. �It was Odo! The Pushpoint lies with him.�
The Abbot blinked nervously, his eyes ever on a great wooden box that sat at the far end of the Scriptorium. They had been speaking for some time, now, and Emmerich eyed the candles with growing anxiety.
�Lord, guide me,� he whispered. Then looked firmly at Robert, resolved. �Be very careful now,� he said. �Are you certain of this?�
�The line from Fredegar�s Chronicle is clear in my mind,� said Robert. �I have no doubt about that. But the writer obviously flattered Charles because he retains power and goes on to hammer at the Saracens until he drives them out completely. Odo dies three years after this, unheralded and bitter to the end.�
�Then you believe it is Odo that causes the confusion in the enemy camp?�
�It had to be,� said Robert. �Charles was heavily engaged with the main body of the enemy cavalry. How could he be responsible? Odo had the only force mobile enough to pull off a raid on the Saracen camp. He commanded the Frankish Cavalry. Yes, he was held in reserve, but it�s clear that he had every reason to launch an attack like this. He comes to Tours after being roundly defeated by Abdul Rahman, and suffers the humiliation of having to beg his rival and enemy, Charles, for aid and succor. He�s bristling to restore his honor. The only victory he can really claim was won by just such a raid, striking the enemy flank at Toulouse while they were heavily engaged at the walls of the city. It�s exactly the sort of maneuver he would plan. In fact, it�s the only thing he could do given the circumstances. Odo�s raid causes a segment of Abdul Rahman�s army to retreat to secure their camp, most likely his undisciplined Berbers. Then the whole thing falls apart, and when Abdul tries to rally his men, he is killed. Only then does Charles launch his counterattack, just like the garrison of Toulouse sortied out when Odo won that battle. It�s Odo. I�m sure of it.�
�So how can the Assassins prevent his maneuver, short of killing the man outright? That would be difficult, given that Odo is much on guard now, and surrounded by the last remnant of his comitatus guard.�
�Don�t you understand?� said Nordhausen. �They haven�t figured any of this out either�the other side is as much in the dark as you are, as we all were! Every intervention the Assassins have been running has been aimed at Charles. They tried to prevent his ascension and put Grimwald in his place, but we�ve stopped them. They think it all has to do with Charles, but they�re wrong, and I�m right, by God. And that�s the end of it.�
The Abbot bit his lip, hesitating, an inkling of fear in his eyes, and much anxiety evident on his face.
�This is maddening,� said Nordhausen. �You mean to say that even given all your resources in the future, whatever year it is that you have come here from, your people cannot find the Pushpoint?�
�All our resources?� The Abbot gave him a wry smile. �We had two Arch complexes left operational after the Heisenberg Wave generated by Palma struck home. Exactly two. They are most likely still protected by Nexus fields until the outcome of these events, but they have limited capabilities, even as you operate within the limits of available petrol and quantum fuel in your era. And they were focusing most of their effort at solving the threat of Palma. We�ve only just been warned about the danger here at Tours. The remainder of all our assets, Agents, Supervisors, Controllers, Messengers, are scattered throughout the history, and at grave risk now. This abbey, for example, is now in jeopardy, and in like manner the remainder of our forces will be harried, hunted down and eliminated, throughout the whole of the Meridian if we fail to stop Abdul Rahman and his Saracens here.�
�So you fear your people are in no condition to assist you further?�
�You saw the message. Did you note the scrawled hand? It was obviously written in great haste. It could be that it originated at one of our Arch complexes, and was hastily sent through just before it failed. Perhaps that explains why I have received nothing further these last few hours.�
Nordhausen nodded, understanding. �I have seen you eying that box for some time. And you have opened it twice. The messages come though at that location?�
�Yes, they shift things into the chest there, but I have had nothing for hours,� said the Abbot. �Well,� he sighed, deciding. �I have nothing else to go on, and this information is most unsettling. I must put men on it immediately. The enemy may come round to this as well, and they could be hatching a new plot against Odo even as we speak.�
�I�m not so sure,� said Robert. �This is all new, you see. I suppose it�s another throw of the dice here after all these interventions. On the Prime Meridian Odo makes his raid, but this is new� Odo must be a what Paul calls a Free Radical. It is his choice that decides this battle, so it could go either way now. What will you do?� he finished.
�I have no real idea yet,� said the Abbot, �but at the very least I can put a watch on Odo and assure his safety tonight. The Assassins got that name for a reason, eh? If they come round to this same line of reasoning, and key on Odo as the Primary Lever, then they may be desperate enough to take bold and direct action. After all, his sons are already living and he does nothing of any further significance in the years ahead. If what you suggest is true, however, eliminating him now could decide the outcome of the battle. This is the consummate moment of his life where this one choice decides all. The stakes are enormous! So I have little time to waste now. I must put every man I have on this.�
He started for the door, tugging at the sleeve of the professor�s cassock. �And your candle is burning low as well.� He pointed a fat finger at the professor, smiling wanly.
�I don�t understand.�
�You�re going back soon,� Emmerich gestured to the candle. �See where it burns low? Your retraction scheme will initiate soon. In fact, I think it best we make our way back to the reception room. I will have to carry on here without you, but I must tell you that your intervention here could be absolutely decisive. I am much in your debt, professor.�
�But what will you do?�
�Oh, let me think of something. In the extreme, if I receive no further instructions from Research, I will send monks to Odo where he lies in wait, and have it said that Abdul Rahman has brought the Duke�s Daughter with him to this place, she who was given in marriage to Manuza. We will whisper that she is kept in a harem, with other slaves, violated and shamed in the Saracen camp. If that doesn�t light a fire under the man, and compel him to initiate his raid, then nothing will.�
�Good idea,� said the professor. �And we still have the Arch running, at least I hope we do. We have the computers to sift the history as well. Can you give me the exact space-time coordinates of this place�of that box, for example. And we will do what we can back home. Perhaps we can send through a message that could be of further assistance.�
�You are too kind,� said the Abbot. �But you already have the coordinates�it�s what brought you here, my good man. That spot will do nicely should you discover anything more. In the meantime, I must warn you as well. Be wary! Be stealthy! The enemy is everywhere. Their agents and assassins stalk all the Meridians of Time as well�even in your day. Once safe in a Nexus, you have little to fear, but absent that, you are at grave risk as well.�
�I see,� said Nordhausen when they had returned to the reception hall. He looked for his place on the carpet, arranging his cassock as before to prepare for the retraction shift.� It was not long in coming.
�Go with God,� he heard the Abbot say and the eerie tingling sensation and feather lightness of being swept over him.
A moment later he was gone.

Part X
Outcomes & Consequences

�Destiny is not a matter of chance, it is a matter of choice; it is not a thing to be waited for, it is a thing to be achieved.�
�William Jennings Bryan


Chapter 28

The Old Roman Road, Early Morning, Oct. 25th, 732 A.D.
The Emir reined his gray Arabian, standing beside his master the Wali, where he sat on his mount surveying the long columns of horsemen on the road. �We should not come here,� he said pointing to the lay of the land ahead. �It is a narrow place, where these two rivers meet ahead. We have scouted them and, though they are not wide and may be forded, their banks are steep, and grown over with thicket and wood. When battle is joined our horsemen will not be able to cross in a timely manner.�
He was Abdul Samah, who�s name meant �Servant of the Eternal,� but today he was the servant of the new governor and Wali of all these newly conquered lands, commander of this the vast army that moved now on the road, Abdul Rahman.
The Wali did not seem concerned. �We will not be here long,� he said calmly. �It is only a byway to the city beyond. Thither I am bound, to the abbey the Christians dote over, just as you advise.�
You should have taken it yesterday,� the Emir pointed ahead with his leather riding crop.
�What? With the Berbers? Would I let them make off with such a prize? The heavy horse were not yet formed and ready. It was best that we wait until all my five Khamis have answered the call and I may then make the fist that will smash the infidel here, once and for all. Besides,� he pointed to the woodland ahead. �This forest affords us good cover for our encampment.�
The Wali surveyed his tents from where they covered the rolling fields just off the road. The camp occupied a large clearing, on a low rise, surrounded by dense woods and thickets of heather that should give it good protection. He would post a few skirmishers there to keep eyes on the woodland, but now his gaze was drawn further north where a gray mist still hung over the land on the chilled morning airs.
He was Abdul Rahman Ibn Abd al-Ghafiqi, from the proud tribal federation of the Kalbs, and new governor, and protector of al-Andalus, that land called Hispania by the infidels. The guardianship and authority were given unto him, though he gathered his many Emirs, listening to their wise council, and paid them the respect they were due as lords of their tribes.
Yet the grey one, Abdul Samah, had harried him unduly, he thought. The Emir had chafed in the saddle ever since they came to the abbey the heathen clergy had dedicated to their Saint Hilary to the south, wherein they hid much gold and finery. He had bristled under his charcoal brows and insisted that it be burned, even after his soldiers had long since gutted the place, carrying off everything of value they could find. One such prize they wisely brought to the Wali, a gilded chair embedded with gold and many jewels.
�This must be the seat of power,� he said. �Where the wrongly guided saint held forth in his administrations. Send it back,� the Emir had whispered. �Make it tribute to the Sultan of the African realms, and he will look kindly upon you.�
But Abdul Rahman would not hear this counsel. �No,� he said, drawing his sword. �I will not suffer the Sultan to sit where the heathen once took his repose!�
He struck the chair a hard blow, and then, removing his sword, bid his men to shatter it in many pieces, distributing all the jeweled fragments to the many captains of his army. This seemed only fitting.
The Ansar companions and Sabaha helpers of the Prophet had shown the way in earlier years, and he was a faithful disciple now, one of the elite Tabi�un, a religious aristocracy that guided the vast Umayyad empire that now covered half the known world. And rightly guided he was, for he was fast with the sons of Umar, the second �Rightly Guided Caliph.� But he was not given this post simply because of his heritage, but rather for his piety, skill, fairness, bravery and the great bond he had forged with the soldiers of Islam, who favored him over all other pretenders.
As soon as he had taken the position, he immediately began to plan the campaign he was now pursuing with great valor and energy. The heathen lord, Odo of Aquitaine, had sullied the honor of the tribes by marrying his illegitimate daughter to one of his Emirs, Manuza, the fool and the betrayer. And so Abdul Rahman had gone east to punish Manuza first, satisfied at last when he received news that he had thrown himself from a high cliff and perished. Having his head, and the heathen bitch he had taken as wife, he would send these to the Caliph in Damascus as evidence of his industry here. That matter closed, the governor had traveled to Pamplona to survey the muster of his armies. Berber tribes, Arabs and Bedouins from the desert, stout men of the Atlas mountains, all gathered there, along with the Moors of the Catalan region, and joined by his incomparable horsemen, heavily armored and mounted on fierce Arabian steeds.
In a few short months he had crossed the high western passes into the land of the Basques, with whom he had reached accommodation through careful diplomatic maneuvers the previous year. His engines of war he sent by sea, from Taragona to Narbonne, for these he could not take through the high passes. They would be safe at Narbonne on the coast of the Middle Sea until he called for them later in the year.
His aim now was to scour the land, bleed it of wealth and treasure for his armies, and assure himself that no further opposition could be mounted by the Franks. He had little doubt that they would cower in the few walled cities he might find. In time he would return to savage them all, but for now he swept north like a scouring wind, sweeping all before him.
The Duke of Aquitaine had thought to give battle before the city of Bordeaux. It was this same man who had surprised and defeated the clumsy advances of the Emir Al Samh some ten years earlier, and it was fitting the Emir should perish for his ignorance, there before the gates of Toulouse. But Abdul Rahman was no fool, and he would not repeat the mistakes of his predecessors. When the enemy sought to bar the way at the River Garonne, he fell upon him like a hammer, surging across the river shallows and smashing through the ranks of Odo�s men with his fierce, unstoppable cavalry.
The heathen was brave, but overmatched, and his men endured a fearsome slaughter there, until the river ran red with their blood. He had little doubt that Odo lay dead upon the field, but would waste no time to search the mounds of heathen corpses for him. Bordeaux would be sacked for the pleasure of his soldiery, and the promise of much more lay ahead in the rich, wooded lands of the Franks.
The ruthless advance of his columns followed soon after, burning farms, hamlets, and especially the places where heathen clergy would build. In this the grey one, Abdul Samah, had a firm hand. He had insisted that every monastery, abbey, church or basilica must laid waste and destroyed, the hidden wealth and treasure they held taken as plunder. These sites would be replaced in due course with the elegant architecture of mosque and minaret, he had argued. Soon the call of the Muezzin would summon the faithful to prayer, but they would not stand around their altars in their crude stone churches, Instead they would bend in submission, their heads pointed south to Mecca, and so it would be.
Abdul Rahman had consented, for was he not the sword of Islam? The work of the hammer and sword, was his now, hewing down the heathen places so that the true faith might root itself, and the words of the Prophet be spoken all throughout this land. For there was no God but God, and Allah was his name.
Throughout the summer, he let his men forage and feast off the land, fattening their bellies and filling their wagons with booty. In time, as the leaves began to turn, he came to the city of Poitiers, destroying the basilica and the small surrounding settlement that lay outside its walls. Then he moved on, bypassing the city, for his siege engines were still far to the south, and he would not storm the walls until he had secured the border lands further north.
Rumors of another general at large in the land came to him, a man called Charles, of which little was known. For months now, since he defeated Odo and his army in the south, there had been no opposition to speak of on his march. Yet now it was said the clans of the Franks were gathering under the banner of this man Charles, and it was rumored that he was skilled in the arts of war, and fierce in battle as well.
No matter. All this he would see with his own eyes, for he meant to ride north, destroying one precious abbey after another, until this man showed himself. If the Christians would not fight to preserve their own mosques, then they were little more than dogs, wolves, barbarians.
He assembled his army again and pushed north, over the River Vienne and into the narrow belt of farmsteads and woodland traversed by the old Roman Road. Scouts and raiders sent to locate the Abbey of St. Martin returned, saying that many horsemen scoured the lands there, and still more, tall, fell men of the north, were seen on the roads coming down from Orleans. The Grey one urged him to strike quickly, sending in his heavy horse to overrun the place before a defense could be made there. But Abdul Rahman was not hasty, nor would he allow his army to advance in many far-flung columns in the face of a gathering enemy threat. His men were heavily burdened with pillage, their carts and wagons strung out along all the roads to the south.
Instead he wisely decided to call back his raiding Berbers, the light horse of al Andalus, and draw up his troops in the traditional manner. He would make the fist of five Khamis, each a division at arms, with one to lead the way up this uncertain road, his Berber cavalry and many mounted archers. Following them, three parts of his army would make up the main body, the heavy horsemen that had carried all before them. And his lighter infantry he would leave behind, close by the long columns of wagons and supplies, guarding the families of his proud warriors, and their well deserved plunder.
So it was that he came to the undulating land between the Rivers Vienne and Clain and sought out suitable ground for the making of his camp. The enemy was clearly at hand, but had not yet shown his full strength. Both opposing armies had been at arms for many days now, the outriders on either side harrying one another in short, inconclusive skirmishes, but Abdul Rahman could sense that some greater force had come down from Orleans and the lands north, and he knew he had found the general so many had spoken of in these last weeks, Charles, the Mayor of the Palace of Neustria, and the last Christian Lord who might have any hope of defending the Frankish kingdoms.
His scouts and foragers learned yet another thing, that the Duke Odo of Aquitaine was here as well! Somehow he had escaped the carnage of the River Garonne, undoubtedly to flee here and seek aid from these others. It angered him to think that this man still remained a thorn in the side of Islam, for even in defeat, broken, his lands and holdings long since overrun, Odo had somehow managed to be the harbinger that gathered all these forces here together, compressed between the swift flowing waters of two rivers.
He breathed deeply as the dawn rose, smelling the wood fires of many camps, and knowing that this would be a fateful day. Yet the gray Emir at his side remained restless and worried.
�I do not like this place,� he fretted. �We should fight on open ground, where our horsemen might shift and wheel about as they might, and strike upon the enemy flank and rear. And our men are too much burdened with the spoils of conquest. We should have left these far behind, well guarded, and not brought these things so near at hand where they might tempt our enemies. And the wives and families have no place here either. They are a great and troublesome distraction.�
�You fret like a woman,� said the Wali. �The camp is well hidden. I will leave the tribal militias there, and it will be well guarded.�
When messengers came with the news that the way ahead was now barred and strongly defended, Abdul Rahman rode himself to look upon his foe. There he saw where they had arrayed themselves in the same manner as before, right astride the road he must take to the city of Tours, with a long wall of shields on a low rise. One flank, he saw, was very near the river Clain on his left, where the steep wooded banks would prevent any turning movement by his more mobile horsemen. The other flank was anchored flush against the thick woodlands that screened his own encampment from enemy eyes. And he noted that, even if he drove them from their line of defense, there was yet another woodland to the rear where his scouts had seen old Roman ruins, and a small stone tower.
This man Charles had chosen good ground, he thought. He was a master of defense, a hard iron anvil, and waited with patience behind the tall shields of his soldiery. Perhaps he might compel him to come down off his hill, by pricking him all the long day with arrows. He would soon test the mettle of this new general, and see what he was made of.
His jaw set, eyes darkening under his thin black brows, Abdul Rahman vowed that no man would live to flee through that distant wood behind the Frankish lines. The Emir�s counsel may have been wise, for the lay of the land would not allow him to turn the flanks of the enemy here. Instead he would harass them with the archers and slingers of his vanguard, testing their strength, then, at a time of his choosing, he would unleash the three Khamis of his main body, the well armored professional soldiers that had come from Syria and even as far away as Arabia, and he would ride the heathens down. All this was clear in his mind now as he surveyed the scene before him.
It was written.

Chapter 29

The Battle of Tours, October 25th, 732 A.D.
Abdul Rahman watched, all that morning, hearing the hoarse shouts of the Frankish chieftains as they exhorted their soldiers to stand firm while he rained one volley after another upon them. His light Berbers rushed in, stopping to fire and then dancing away, beyond the reach of the great broad swords and heavy battle axes of the enemy. On occasion he sent in mounted infantry to engage the Franks as well, but they were not able to make any impression on their heavy ranks, well protected as they were behind their shieldwall.
All day he bled them, punishing them for the insolence they showed him in barring his way forward. He worked it like a skilled blacksmith might beat upon the hard metal of a sword. Then, as the afternoon wore on, he judged it time for the final blow. He would take the sword and slay his foe.
Horn calls sounded as he summoned his heavy horse, leading them forward. He held them fast for a time, their long lances jabbing at the smoky sky; their armor and jeweled helms glinting in the waning sunlight. Then he set them loose. They would ride, like rolling thunder, into the narrowing gap between the river and the woods where Charles and his Franks stood stubbornly behind their shieldwall. Then they would fling their lighter javelins as one more hail of iron upon the enemy before the powerful charge of the lancers came crashing against the enemy line. Here at last the hammer of Islam would fall upon the anvil of fate, and the awful sound would ring down the hollows of Time itself, forever.
~ ~ ~
Charles stood with his chieftains and retainers when the main attack finally came, his deep voice shoring up the will of his soldiers, his heavy battle axe always at the ready. Odo had been right, he thought. All the day long they have been playing with me here, rushing and feinting, and pricking my lines with their arrows. Now comes the charge he warned me of. Now come the heavy horsemen of Islam in a mighty charge. But we will stand as a wall of ice, cold and impenetrable, and we will not give way.
When the enemy cavalry surged against his shieldwall, the long broadswords of his hardened infantry flashed and hewed, killing horse and man alike. Horses reared, nostrils flared and eyes wide with the terror of battle, their iron shod hooves beating upon the helmets of the Frankish soldiers. And down they crashed, when pierced with iron, yet others pressed behind them and leapt in the clash and din of battle. Many fell, on both sides in the chaos of those moments, but always Charles urged his men on, sending in reserves where he held them fast behind the front line. And when the enemy horsemen would fall back to reform and charge again, they would find new shields planted in the loamy soil of that bloodied hillock, and new hearts opposed.
Again and again the Saracen horsemen came, until Charles looked out, wide-eyed, and saw a greater mass of armored cavalry bearing down upon his shieldwall, a sea of lances, surging forward like a great wave. They smashed through the outer wall and forged a deep wedge in his lines, bearing down on the place where he stood with his chieftains. And in all the chaos of the battle he had given no thought to Odo, the sulking Duke of Aquitaine where he waited on the far left flank, his light horsemen well concealed by the thick woods and brush. But now, as the Saracen horde plunged its lance deep into the heart of the Frankish defense, with eyes glazed and chastening alarm pulsing in his chest, Charles waved his frantic order, and sounded horns to call in this last reserve.
His chieftains fought like demons, closing ranks around their captain and lord, and Charles himself was drawn into the fray, his heavy axe rising and falling as he struck down one dark warrior after another, but still they came, bent on taking his life and ending the battle with this final surge of arms.
~ ~ ~
Off in the woodlands Odo had been chafing like a willful beast, brooding as he waited on the word of the Bastard Charles. He endured the long morning, held in check, watching with dismay as the Berbers harried Charles� men with their archery. It was happening now as it had played out earlier this same year on the River Garonne. Charles the mighty, Charles the usurper, Charles the lord and master, who held him at bay, taking many daughters and children from his province of Aquitaine as hostages� Charles the coward.
We shall see, he thought. When hard pressed, in the thick of battle; when the day grows old with blood and smoke, Charles will summon me at long last� But I will not answer, he smiled, for I will not be here!
Odo listened to the sound of battle, the distant shouts of men at arms, the neigh of horses and the sharp clashing of iron on shields and helms. Three times, he had been tempted to take up his mount, the strong brown charger he had found at Tours when he arrived there, days ago. He still kept the old gray Arabian that had carried him here at hand, having forged an unaccountable bond with the beast. The Arabian was too old to carry the Duke into battle, but he tethered him near, walking over to him from time to time and stroking his mane and neck with soft words.
�You are old and spent, and tied up here, even as I am,� he said. �Yet I may have one last ride yet, ere this sun is gone.�
The battle was going just as he expected it might. The Berbers had been rushing in, firing their damnable arrows, hurling hard stones from their slings, and fleeing like the cowards they were. They were taunting the Franks, teasing them, trying to provoke them, as a man might poke a stick at a bear at bay. But Charles was adamant. He would not come down off his hill where he stood, and he stubbornly held his men back behind the line of their shieldwall.
Odo paced restlessly about as the afternoon wore on. His wounded eye still pained him, but it was nothing compared to the dint in his honor, and the nobility of his house. The longer he waited, unsummoned, the more he broiled with resentment. �Why do I serve this bastard?� he said aloud. �I should leave him to his obstinate ways and flee now to salvage what I may of my homelands.�
Indeed, many of his captains urged him to do exactly that. �You will never again see those taken by Charles alive,� they told him. �You are but a pawn to Charles now, and it is unseemly that you are thus debased, when all of Gaul should bow its head in thanks that it was by your endeavor the Saracens are challenged here this day.�
Hearing this, a man stepped from the shadows of the wood, wearing the cassock of a monk. �They are heathen,� he agreed. �They have spoiled all the land, burned the abbeys and holy places, and the good lord Odo has stoutly shielded the abbey of Saint Martin while Charles dallied on the road. And he has suffered the worst of their misdeeds�even to the giving over of his daughter Lampegie to their brothels and harems.�
�What is this you have said?� Odo drew his short sword and raised his heavy arm over the monk.
�Forgive me, Lord, but this is what comes to us from men who have late escaped from the enemy camp! Three men, taken as slaves, crept away in the dark last night, and fled to the abbey you so ably defended yesterday, and there they spoke it that Abdul Rahman has brought many other captives hither from his conquests, and that among them Lampegie may be found, given to the harems of his Emirs! Strike me down, but as God is my witness, this I speak truly.�
Odo stayed his hand, his eyes agleam with inner fire. It would satisfy his anger to kill this monk, yet he was merely a messenger. The enemy was elsewhere, and if what he said were true, it was one last grain of sand that set off the avalanche of wrath in his mind. It was not that he held any great love for the woman the monk spoke of, else why would he have given her to the heathen Manuza in the first place? No, but it was a point of honor. It was not seemly that she would be used this way, and yet one more insult he must endure. Now, with this spoken aloud, the eyes of his men would be on him with hidden shame as the sun fell and they listened to the brave Franks under Charles struggling and dying on the hillock above.
His hand was tight on the hilt of his sword, and his cheeks red with anger, his eyes narrow as he considered what to do. He looked at his chieftains, speaking in a hard voice.
�Yes, we fought, and failed in the summer when the enemy fell upon us in a place we had not thought they could come. Yet it is I who gave fair warning, and summoned Charles here to this place. Nor do I wait here upon his command as some might think!�
It was a vain attempt to salve the wound, he thought. I should leave this place! Let Charles have his battle, and the glory he so covets. Headstrong and boastful, he hears no other counsel.
At that moment there came a shout from above, and a great noise. Startled by the clash, the old gray Arabian leapt up, as if rearing for battle, and the rein that held him snapped. He beat his hooves upon the smoky cold airs, neighing loudly as his nostrils flared. Then, he settled hard, still driving his heavy hooves into the ground, pawing and digging with restless energy.
Odo looked over his shoulder at the beast, saw how he chafed for battle, old but yet strong of heart, his shoulders taught with the fervor of his discontent. And Odo saw himself there, rearing up as well at the thought of battle so near but yet denied him, snapping the rein that held him in check, and riding out into the gathering dusk to have the vengeance he so rightly deserved.
�I should have smashed the enemy camp days ago,� he breathed. �All that they hoard there has been stolen from my lands. I cannot bear it any longer. I will not bear it! And that one there,� he pointed at Kuhaylan, �that one knows the road to honor.� He called for his charger, and bid his men to take to their saddles as the sound of the battle raged on above them.
Charles was heavily engaged, in the thick of battle, he thought, and the day grows old with blood and smoke. He will summon me at long last, thinking to use me as a hammer in time of greatest need, but by then it will be too late, because I will not answer.
For I will not be here�
�Come!� he shouted at his riders. �Mount now and come with me, and we will make our way with stealth and guile around the flank of the enemy and so come upon this camp the monk speaks of. Ride with me and avenge dishonor! Clean the stain from your shields and spill the blood of the enemy. We wait here no longer.�
He spurred his mount and rode close by the gray stallion, whistling as he did, and the horse leapt up and followed in the wake of the young brown charger, eager to run. And so it was that Odo and his three thousand brothers in arms made their way along trails they knew well, having scouted all this land and ground for many days. They moved like the shadows of wraiths through the darkening woodland, a cold breath upon the land, yet with burning fire in their hearts.
In time they came to the enemy camp, seeing the white tents and smelling the fires of the early evening meals. Their mounted archers moved silently in the van, finding and silencing the outlying skirmishers of the Arab guards, and when they were very near the camp, the Duke Odo raised his hand, pausing while his horsemen gathered around him like a gray fog. Then they leapt forward as one, racing into the enemy camp at dusk, heedless of any danger, free and full of anger, and the great commotion they bestirred there came even to Abdul Rahman where he sat on his black Arabian mount, watching the heavy horse of his armored cavalry wheel and charge yet again.
Seeing their master turn with alarm at the sound from the camp, a captain of a mounted ajinad regiment waved at his men to turn and settle the matter, for he was eager to please his general, and it was not fitting that he should suffer this distraction. He rode off with his troop of horse, and, seeing this, two other captains followed him, leading many other horsemen to follow.
The tents were well fired, and thick black smoke rose on the noisome airs, marking the place where the Arab camp lay. Word of the attack on the camp seemed to spread like fire in dry grass. Minutes later, to his great surprise, Abdul Rahman saw many more regiments of his Berber horse peel away from the flanks of his armored riders, and ride to the rear.
�Who gave that order?� he shouted. Yet even as he spoke he could hear the footmen shouting from behind that the tents were afire and all the plunder and pillage of many months was being set to the torch by their heathen enemies. Dismayed to see how the Berber horse had turned to flee, the commander of the heavy Saracen cavalry looked and saw his general off in the distance, his drawn sword pointing at the smoke from the burning camp. And seeing so many of his brothers turn and ride for the camp, he held up his final charge and turned as well, thinking it was the desire of his lord.
�No!�came a voice close by the governor�s ear. �The heavy cavalry!�
Abdul Rahman wheeled his horse about and saw the grey eyed Emir, Abdul Samad. �Did I not say it?� The Emir shouted at his general. �We should not fight here in this narrow place! Did I not warn you our tents were ill guarded? You must hold the reins tightly, my lord. Heed not these stirrings of unrest or the mighty host will flee, and many will die a martyr�s death on this gray road!� He pointed to the old stony road built by the Romans so many centuries ago.
Abdul Rahman reddened with anger, and he spurred his horse, riding out with the fire of battle in his heart to rally his men and turn them back to the battle with the Franks. But seeing the enemy give way, and quickly surmising what was happening, the Frankish general shouted at his men to take up their shields where they had long been planted and dinted with the barbs of the enemy lances. His soldiers raised their long broadswords, wet with the blood of their enemies, and with one voice they called out as they charged, sweeping down the slope of the hill in the wake of the fleeing horsemen, carrying all before them as they came.
Caught up in the swirl of battle, Abdul Rahman cried out, his curved scimitar raised high, when an arrow struck him full in the throat, choking off his voice and life. The sword of Islam had broken and died on the anvil of fate.

Chapter 30

Berkeley Arch Complex, Saturday, 11:10 A.M.
Nordhausen was back, safely through the Arch and up in the lab now, where Paul and the others warmly greeted him. They were eager to hear his tale, and Kelly sat with one eye on the Golem monitors.
�You barely made it,� he said. �The singularity has developed a pretty bad wobble on the spin now. But I managed to compensate and pull you through.�
�In one piece, I hope,� said Robert, remembering what had happened to Rantgar. �Well, has it changed?� he asked, still somewhat breathless from the Time shift.
�We don�t know yet,� said Kelly. �I�ve only just regained control of the Golems, and I�m putting them back to work as foragers. It may take a while before a weight of opinion forms and we can get some reliable data.�
�Where did you go?� asked Paul.
Nordhausen told them of the abbey and his host, and the rubbing he had been called upon to translate. �It was a rubbing from the stela unearthed at Rosetta,� he explained. �They thought it might be the last clue they needed to unravel the weave,� he said. �But things were very unsettled there. The Berbers had come within arrow shot of the abbey, and Emmerich, the Abbot, had been busy packing off anything he could save. The scriptorium was a near shambles when I arrived.�
He told them of his long conversation with Emmerich, and how he had learned of that last note received from allies in the future. �They seemed to be in some difficulty,� he concluded. �But the note was very pointed. Just two words: Not Charles! It was then that I began to remember everything we had uncovered and discussed about the battle, and I made some rather alarming conclusions.�
When he had shared his thesis, Paul nodded his head. �Militarily, what you propose would make perfect sense. There is nothing Odo could have done by simply throwing in his lighter horsemen to reinforce Charles at a critical moment in the battle. How would they get through the throng? That sort of Cavalry is best used to surprise the enemy at the flank or rear, and unhinge the main attack by an indirect means.� He looked at Maeve, waiting for her to weigh in before he said anything more.
�It sounds reasonable to me,� she said. �But my god, the layers and layers of meaning in those lines from the stela are confounding! Every time we read them we were able to bend the words to fit the scenario we had concocted. They seemed to make perfect sense.�
�Motivation defines perception,� said Kelly. �We saw what we wanted to see, and perhaps that was all there was to it.�
�I�m not so sure,� said Paul. �It�s clear from what Robert has told us that the other side had no inkling that Odo might be the lynchpin here. They were bending all their resources at preventing Charles from taking power. Yet, in each intervention we made, the phrases from that stela did indeed make a good fit. This scribe Kelly told us about, Hamza, may have known more than we think if he carved them. My guess is that there was no single Pushpoint that could move an event of this magnitude. It took intervention at many places on the Meridian, the operation in 705 against Lambert, then in 714 involving Grimwald, and finally here at the battle in 732. It�s as if they were trying to bring down a building, and needed to blow the supports out on the lower floors first. Simply flying an airplane into it in a single operation wouldn�t do the job.�
Maeve considered things for a moment. �The horses gathered at the farm, at the ferry, and were gathered as well by Odo at the battle.�
�Loose twine everywhere!� said Robert. �And what about that last line on the stela? I remember it now, �For the unseen one that comes in the dusk shall unseat all�.� First we thought it was Dodo, riding at dusk to kill the Bishop Lambert. Then we drop the �D� and it�s Odo, coming at dusk upon the enemy camp.�
�Possibly,� said Maeve. �But it could just as easily have been referring to a certain Professor Nordhausen, coming at dusk to the Abbey of Marmoutier!� She winked at him.
�Well, that�s an encouraging spin on the history,� said Robert with a smile.
�Speaking of that�� Kelly was pulling data from the Golem file now. �We�re getting some early returns. What was the name of that Chronicle you cited about this battle?�
�Try the Chronicles of Fredegar,� said Robert, and Kelly had a file up in a few minutes.
�Here�s a passage describing the first charge of the Muslims when they tried to break through to Charles�. �The Muslim horsemen dashed fierce and frequent forward against the battalions of the Franks, who resisted manfully, and many fell dead on either side� The men of the North� a sea of arms that could not be moved� a wall; and drawn up in a band around their chief� with great blows of their swords they hewed down their enemy. Their tireless hands drove their swords down to the breasts of the foe.�
�Sounds like Charles� personal guard was holding the line,� said Maeve.
�There�s more,� said Kelly. �Charles boldly drew up his battle line against them and the Warriors rush in� With Christ�s help he overturned the tents��
�That line there!� said Robert. �That was the line I recalled when I was with the Abbot. The Continuator of the Chronicles here was buttering up the history a bit, at least I believed as much. How could Charles have overthrown the tents if he was locked in mortal combat with the Saracen heavy horsemen?�
�Right,� said Paul. The writer was ascribing the victory to Charles, and therefore every aspect of the battle was presented as his doing.�
�You�ve got that right,� said Kelly, reading again. �And Charles hastened to battle and grind them small in slaughter. The King, Abdul, having been killed, he destroyed them, driving forth the army, and he fought and won. Thus did the victor triumph over his enemies!�
�Then we did it!� Robert folded his arms, satisfied. �The Franks win the battle now! That�s from the Golems?�
�Right from the horse�s mouth,� said Kelly.
�No mention of Odo?�
�There certainly won�t be any mention of the upstart Duke,� said Maeve. �It wouldn�t be kosher. After all, Odo had gone so far as to ally himself with the enemy at one point, and remained an embittered opponent of Charles until his death three years later.�
�Damn,� said Nordhausen� �Then we�ll never know what the Abbot did, or what Odo did to change this battle. We�ll never have anything more than an assumption, an educated guess.�
�History is written by the victors and the gray priesthood of scribes they keep,� said Paul. �I�d say most of everything that ever really happened remains unknown. All we hear about is what the local powers that be decided to write down. And, as we have seen, it can often have many interpretations.�
Nordhausen knew this as well, perhaps better than any of them. He had been a member of that gray priesthood himself, devoting most of his life to the study of history, ancient languages, and long forgotten cultures. He sighed, imagining Odo where he must have sat that day, restless at the edge of the woods where his horsemen waited in reserve.
�Well, we did it,� he said again with great relief. �Or the Abbot did it, or Odo did it in the end! The only thing that matters is that the Franks win the battle. That should change everything back again, right?�
Kelly was watching the chart, noting the progression of green. It had been stuck so long on the year 732, but was now bleeding into the yellow and migrating down the Meridian. �Things are looking much better,� he said. �I think Charles is going to have his grandson Charlemagne after all!�
�Then we get it all back?� said Robert. �Christendom prevails? Columbus discovers America? We get a city called San Francisco here?�
Kelly watched as the weight of opinion from the Golem searches registered on his screen and, as he moved right to scan the centuries, the line returned to a comforting warm green, deepening in color as it went. �Looks like smooth sailing,� he said. �The Renaissance, the Reformation� It�s all clearing up. We own it all again, the good and the bad. We�ve still got Shakespeare, but Hitler shows up as well. The whole cast of characters is safe behind the curtain of history.�
�How much fuel do we have left?� asked Paul.
�What?� Kelly looked at him. �Well it looks like we�ve just got that last bit you fed into the number one backup generator. But what difference does it make now?�
�Because we still have one little problem to solve,� Paul said quietly.
Robert looked at him, unhappy. �Oh, don�t start brooding over the physics, Paul,� he said. �Give it a rest! We should go out and celebrate!�
�Oh?� said Paul flatly. �Go out where? Have you forgotten the world we came from when we arrived here last night, Robert?�
The professor frowned. �You mean to say� You�re saying��
�Palma,� Paul finished, looking at Maeve now. �What we�ve accomplished here hasn�t changed anything on that score at all. We merely prevented the changes we saw forming in the Golem reports concerning Tours. The Heisenberg Wave emerging as a result of the Tours interventions just dissipated, that�s all. We stopped the change from rippling forward on the Meridian, but we�ve done nothing about Palma, and that means that in about an hour�� He looked at Kelly, who turned from his monitor with sudden realization.
�Crap,� he said eloquently. �I don�t have a ticket to this show.� He looked at Maeve, more worried for her than he seemed for himself. She averted her eyes, thinking.
Robert gave him a deflated look. �Paradox? But I thought you said Palma didn�t matter anymore.�
�In the face of the Grand Transformation at Tours that was true,� said Paul. �We�ve settled accounts on that matter, but that will still leave us with Palma here on this Meridian. We�ve done nothing to reverse that. The only thing different now is that we have Kelly back.�
�Yes, but for how long?� said Robert. �He was supposed to die if Palma happens. There�s no place in this Meridian for him now. Sorry, Kelly. Damn it Paul, I warned you about this!�
�Calm down, Robert,� Paul placated the professor. �What you say may be correct,� he went on. �But perhaps not. We�re assuming Kelly was essential to preventing Palma because the action we took on that first mission needed his participation to succeed. Mr. Graves came back to prevent his accident, and our team therefore remained intact. Instead of mourning Kelly, and settling for my little robotic probe later that night, we resolved to do something about Palma. And since we could do something about it with the Arch at our disposal, we entered one of those tunnels I told you about earlier. We created an Absolute Certainty with the combined force of our will power. Yet it�s now quite possible that the Assassins have found some other way to instigate and carry off the attack that caused the Cumbre Vieja volcano to erupt and collapse into the sea.�
�They were counter-operating!� Maeve was quick to grasp at any straw that might mean Kelly�s life was still viable here, though her inner judgment was in a real struggle now with her love. But Paul was quick to reinforce her.
�Yes, Maeve,� and we have yet to discover what it is they may have done to re-instate Palma. Their operation may have had nothing whatsoever to do with Ra�id Husan Al Din this time, which means our little visit with Lawrence of Arabia would have been rendered entirely null. We were trying to reverse Palma by eliminating the terrorist from the Meridian�striking at his ancestor, Mousaui. But if the Assassins have found some other way to collapse that volcano, some other nefarious outcast we�ve yet to learn about, all that is meaningless. In that case Kelly would not be involved either, nor would he be exposed to Paradox. We�re on another Meridian now if this is true. The only fact we have is that Palma happened. That could mean that Kelly�s death prevented our intervention, but it could also have happened as a result of an entirely new operation run by the Assassins. Look how complex this last mission was!�
�Then why are we wasting time here congratulating ourselves?� Robert waved his arm. �We�ve got to finish the job. How much longer can we keep the Arch spinning?�
�Do you realize what you�re saying?� said Maeve. �It took us six hours, multiple time shifts, and considerable help from god knows when to execute our first intervention against Palma. And look at what we just went through with this mission.�
�I hate to say it,� said Paul, �but I�m afraid she�s correct. We�ll need research, fuel, and time to plan a counter-operation against Palma now. I don�t think we�ll be receiving any more apples with notes in them either. If what the Abbot says is true, our allies in the future are having a rough time of it there. We�ve prevented the catastrophe a defeat at Tours would have unleashed, but the Order is still operating under the negative effects of Palma. We�ve all been at this for hours, with little sleep or food, and on top of that we�re all suffering residual effects of time shift disorientation.�
�Then what are you saying, that we do nothing?� The professor was still flush with his victory at Tours, and ready for battle.
�I�m saying we�ve done all we can for the moment,� said Paul.
�I�m afraid I�ll have to second that,� said Kelly. �The singularity has gone into a severe wobble pattern now. It�s dissipating. I can�t hold the spin. It will be all I can do to use the remaining power we have to assure a safe closure. Let�s face it, people, we aren�t doing any more Time travel this morning. We�ve reached the end of our resources here, and we�ll just have to stand and face the day�however it manifests out there after we shut things down.�
Nordhausen wanted to argue it further, but the lack of reliable quantum fuel was his undoing. Even if they somehow managed to isolate a new variation in the Meridian that could be responsible for Palma, and assuming they could coax the Golem supercloud to produce accurate calculations for a mission, they were out of quantum fuel, not to mention plain old petroleum. That thought took him back to his earlier argument with Paul when they were in the City having dinner in Chinatown.
�Christ,� he ran his hand over his brow. �I�ve been to the 8th century and back twice since I last had a good meal. But if we have to shut down now I guarantee you we�ll soon be wishing we had that gasoline back in your Honda, Paul. Things are falling apart out there, slowly but surely. We were forced to use our backup generators so the main power grid to the East Bay must have been down all night.�
�Right,� said Paul. �Then we�ll have to make fuel replenishment our first order of business.�
�And food!� said Kelly. �I�m famished.�
�Once we�ve secure fuel I can re-start the quantum matrix and generate a new singularity, but we�ll be very vulnerable until we can get the Arch up and running again, and establish a safe Nexus Point here.
�And then there�s the issue of growing civil unrest out there,� said Robert. �The system may not hold together much longer. Things were getting really bad down south in LA before Paul and I went into the City last night. The national guard is on the streets there, but hell, the whole damn U.S. army couldn�t lock down Baghdad during that war. It�s only going to deteriorate from this point on.�
He suddenly remembered something the Abbot had said to him just before he shifted back. �And another thing,� he said. �our lives may be in jeopardy now. The Abbot said we must be very wary, stealthy was the word he used. The Assassins have operatives all through the Meridian, and undoubtedly they have men posted to this milieu as well.�
�Right,� said Paul. �We talked about this before. We�ve been sloppy and careless after we thought we lost Kelly here, and we just can�t allow that to ever happen again. This is war now, and for better or for ill we�ve got to take a side, just as Rantgar said. We haven�t the resources to stand in the middle between them any longer, and given what we�ve just seen, the calamity they are willing to bring upon the world, I no longer have any doubt as to where I stand on this.�
He looked at the others, and they nodded agreement. There was too much at stake now for quibbling over who was right or wrong here. The Assassins had proved themselves to be merciless, and relentless. And they had to be stopped.
�So for us, if we�re going to do anything further with the Arch in the short run, it�s going to be all about food, fuel, and freedom when the Nexus dissipates here. We�ll have to bend all our energies to securing those three things.�
Maeve remained silent, sullen though resigned to these inevitable facts. Her gaze was ever drawn to Kelly, who sat near the History module running his hand through his thick, brown hair.
�Alright, I�ll go along with that,� she said at last. �But what�s our plan now?�
�There�s something Rantgar told us that stuck in my mind,� said Robert. �When Paul asked him how the Assassins were managing to get through Palma�s Shadow, he suggested they may have a facility, similar to the Well of Souls we found, and that they are using it as a relay station. If we could find and destroy that site it might take the pressure off of us.�
�Good point,� said Paul, �We could try and locate it and take it out somehow� unless they are shifting men in to a date in our immediate past, last Thursday, for example. We could destroy it today, but be unable to touch it last Thursday, so it may be fruitless. In fact, they may even be using the Well of Souls we found in this manner.�
�But Rasil and his men destroyed the Well of Souls,� said Robert.
�Right, but that was two weeks ago. Suppose they shift in three weeks ago, before you and I ever found it?� He thought for a moment. �But you�ve got the right idea,� he said. �They�ve had us on the defensive this whole mission, but the best defense is a good offense. It�s time we hit back, and hard!�
�Well we won�t be able to do anything now,� said Kelly. �I think the quantum matrix is resolving safely. We may as well shut this baby down now and use the remaining power to regenerate the singularity. But after we do, and before we do anything else, I want something to eat.�
They all just looked at him, and Maeve�s eyes began to glaze over with tears. She went to him, with a longing expression on her face, knowing that he could vanish again, swept over the edge of eternity by Paradox.
Paul was at his side now as well, and Robert walked over, putting his hand on Kelly�s shoulder. None of them spoke a whisper of the possibility that Kelly was only minutes away from annihilation. Instead they just gathered round him, like the captains and chieftains had closed ranks about Charles to secure his life during that final climactic charge of the Saracen cavalry. All they could hope for now was that, somewhere, Time had another Odo circling round the flank of this moment, ready to strike home at the enemy camp, and that Paul�s speculation that Palma may no longer require the sacrifice of Kelly�s life was indeed a real possibility. They had a 50-50 chance.
After a long silence, Paul cleared his throat, obviously weary, and struggling with the emotion of what he had to say. �Alright then, let�s test my theory and hope for the best� I suppose I should be the one to shut this thing down,� he fidgeted.
�Oh, no mister!� Kelly waved his hand away from the main power toggle. �This is my call tonight.�
Before anyone could say another word, he pulled hard on the lever and shut off the last fitful labors of the backup generator. The main lab lights immediately went dark, and he felt Maeve�s hand at his neck, softly reassuring.
�It will take a few moments for the singularity to fail and the Nexus to dissipate,� said Paul as the battery operated emergency lighting painted the room a pale blue.
The mission was over.
They waited in a silence that seemed endless, each one holding their thoughts safely within, unspoken, unknown to all but themselves. This was the greatest part of all human experience, Paul knew�to stand here, befuddled, beset with doubt, bewildered, and yet still hold on with love, hope, and the promise of yet another day.
Then Kelly moved and Paul thought he was reaching for something in his pocket, but he was clasping his breast, as if testing to see if he was still there.
He was.
He still had a head on his shoulders, and when the lights flickered on again he smiled with it, and breathed a heavy sigh. �Looks like P. G& E is back on line,� he said, his hand moving to his belly, still testing to see if he was all there.
�Well, I want a damn hamburger!� he said at last. �And a good brew or two� And another thing�I want my Giants baseball cap! Where is the damn thing? I�ve been looking for it all night.�
Robert laughed heartily, �We�ll find your baseball cap,� he said. �The hamburger and beer may take some doing, but you�ve got it, my friend, you�ve got it.�
Paul looked around, up at the lights and the equipment and the computer screens of the Arch complex, quietly humming back to life. The screen indicated the Nexus had closed, and Kelly was still alive!
�Well, we have a lot to get done,� he said, smiling broadly. �Let�s get busy!�

Epilogue

In the year 735 A.D., as the cold autumn winds again blew in from the sea and cast their rain upon the rich land of Aquitaine, Odo, Duke and Prince, lay himself down, weary, tired, and beset with fever. To Hunald, his son, he gave all his realm, and bid him hold it fast, lest Charles the Usurper come once more to steal these lands and sully the honor of his family.
History would not remember Odo, however, for it would not be written by his sons, but by those of Charles Martel. Pippin the Second would follow Charles with equal fervor and eventually subdue Odo�s beloved Aquitaine, and forge it into the loose confederation of clans and tribes that came to be called the land of the Franks. And after him Pippin�s son would be called Charlemagne and bend the lines of fate to his will in a long and glorious reign. 
So the world would know little of Odo�s life and deeds. He would die unheralded by the scribes and largely unmentioned in the chronicles that recounted the events of his day. Yet, when the autumn would come each year, and the leaves would fail and fall in the fields of Aquitaine, some few would sing his name, and tell how he first fought, and prevailed, and turned back the Saracen horde, years before Charles was even a whisper at court. And that after his great victory at Toulouse the Franks were given precious years to forge the union that would bring them the strength to face and match the doughty warriors of the Ishmaelites.
The bards would remember how Odo stood bravely on the River Garonne that hot summer in the year 732, while the blood of Aquitaine flowed red before the besieged city of Bordeaux. And they would tell how it was Odo who came, miraculously alive from that carnage, spared by the hand of God and Fate, and how he raised the alarm through all these lands, summoning even his old enemy Charles to stand and fight with him once more. It would be said that Odo bid Charles to stand behind his shieldwall and be the anvil that would endure the heavy blows of the Saracen horsemen all that day. And they would say how the name martelus, �the hammer,� should rightly rest with Odo, for it was he that fell like a hammer at dusk upon the enemy camp astride the old Roman road south of Tours, and it was he that unhinged the weave of their enemies, putting all their greed and pernicious desires to rout.

And here is a tale no man will ever know, for it is written only on the whispering fog of Time�that in the same year proud Odo lay his head down to die, the pale gray horse that had carried him to safety, Kuhaylan, lay down as well in the stall where Odo had kept him, and breathed his last�

The Time Theory:

This passage from Series Book I, Meridian, illustrates the theory behind time travel as used in the story.
The Lawrence Berkeley Laboratories were just beyond the campus, up a winding way called Cyclotron Road. Born on the Berkeley campus, the facilities had grown considerably over the years, and eventually moved to the rolling green hills that overlooked the university. A host of scientific disciplines were rooted in the lab, which was a major center of research and a place where some of the most profound questions imaginable were asked, and sometimes answered, with the secret arts of Quantum Science. They took the universe apart, bit by bit, discovering atoms, protons, electrons, neutrons; and then breaking each one down into smaller and smaller particles, and watching how each one behaved. Once the physical structures of the universe were ferreted out and understood, science thought it would finally have the answer to how everything related to everything else. Soon, however, they began to encounter strange things in the corners of their vacuum chambers and cyclotrons. The deeper they looked, the more they found that the universe was playing with another set of rules altogether in the realm of the very small. Things that were once thought to be impossible, even unimaginable, suddenly became odd realities. Travel in time, long debated by physicists, was one of those unimaginable things.
One theory of time held that any given moment was simply a specific arrangement of every quantum particle that made up the universe. The particles, always in motion, created the perception of a forward progression in the flow of time, which was really nothing more than the constant variation of those particles, morphing from one state and position to another. To be in any place, or any time, all one had to do was find a way to tell all the particles of the universe to assume a given state or position in relationship to one another. Any reality that was ever possible could become this moment; this reality. The realization of the theory seemed impossible, however, for one could never know how to arrange each particle of the universe just as they were at the Globe Theatre in 1612. It was challenge enough to understand even one particle of the universe�but science held that the whole of the universe had sprung from one single point. If that were true, then any possible universe might arise in the same way.
The way, it was found, was through the seeming annihilation of a small black hole. Dorland found a theory, and the theory became an Arch. It was found that the crushing effects of gravity as one approached the singularity could be neutralized by simply getting the black hole to spin at a fantastic rate of speed. The resulting reality was like a dead spot of calm in a whirlpool, or the eye at the heart of a swirling hurricane. It was realized in the center of the Arch, and anything that passed within its aura was protected from the annihilation of the event horizon. The Arch opened and forged a safe pathway through the event horizon of a controlled black hole, and all that lay beyond it.
While it was impossible for humans to physically re-arrange the particles of the universe into a new pattern, a quantum singularity achieved this result effortlessly. Humans only had to tell the universe what they wanted�what shape and time to assume on the other side of the singularity. Mathematics was their voice, and the universe, being about nothing of any particular importance at any given moment, was kind enough to heed them and comply.

TIME GLOSSARY � Terminology
From Dorland�s Theory

ABSOLUTE CERTIANTY�� A condition brought about by willful determination that serves to limit variation in the continuum, creating a kind of tunnel in the Time Meridian that restricts outcomes to an absolute certainty.
ATTENUATION�� A property of an incomplete Time shift, where the traveler manifests across a range of several milliseconds, slightly out of synch or phase with his correct manifestation point.
CLARITY�� Clear or good understanding of a temporal locus, pattern, event, Outcome or Consequence.
CO-LOCATION�� The presence of an object transported back through time to any point or Meridian on the continuum where that object existed. This is expressly forbidden by Time, and therefore impossible. In like manner, no person can ever shift in Time to a point where they co-locate with themselves.
EXCEPTION: See Vanishing Point.
CONSEQUENCE�� An undesired result achieved by a temporal Transformation�� Usually referring to the negative (i.e.) Sometimes certain Consequences must be accepted in order to achieve a desired Outcome.
CONVOLUTION�� The relative difficulty or complexity of a given temporal event or condition.
DEEP NEXUS�� Sometimes called a �Void��� A crucial, significant Nexus Point where radical alteration of the time line is possible. A Deep Nexus has a universal effect on all moments in Time until resolved, and can therefore be a portal into any potential Meridian passing through the Nexus.
DENSITY�� A relative term describing factor counts in temporal events.
ELASTICITY�� The tendency of Time to resist alteration and reassume its original shape. Also known as �Quantum Memory Foam.�
FACTOR�� An element contributing to convolution in temporal events.
FINALITY�� A catastrophic Grand Imperative (like the Cuthulu asteroid strike that led to the eradication of the dinosaurs and other life.)
FREE RADICAL�� A dangerous, erratic variable in the course of temporal events�� usually only existing within a Deep Nexus.
GOLEM�� A special search program written by Kelly Ramer and distributed to hundreds of thousands of computer users via the Internet. Golems are able to search and report on information on the net and can perceive data on every Meridian during a time of Deep Nexus through the phenomenon known as �Resonance.�
GREAT VOID�� An interminable shadow or Penumbra cast by a Grand Imperative.
HAZE�� Obscurity in the understanding of a temporal situation or event.
IMPERATIVE�� An event in Time which must happen�� Usually a natural event. A Grand Imperative is a natural event of special significance. Some Grand Imperatives can become a Finality.
INEVITABILITY�� A progression of events that is inexorable and unalterable.
INITIATOR�� A person directly responsible for a new Time Meridian (Like Mohammed, or Christ). A Prime Mover of great significance.
LEVER�� A secondary contributor to movement in a series of events.
MERIDIAN�� An established line of temporal events on the continuum.
NEXUS POINT�� A point of connection, intersection or branching of one or more Meridians in the Time continuum.
NODE�� A specific point on a Time Meridian.
OUTCOME�� A desired result achieved by a temporal Transformation�� Usually referring to the positive.
PARADOX�� Time�s way of correcting errors in the Time continuum. Paradox is a real force, and quite dangerous. It kills or erases people and objects from the Time Meridian when unaccountable complications arise from their actions. A Paradox is NOT simply a thorny problem, it is a real effect and force of annihilation. A kind of �Anti-Time.�
PENUMBRA�� The shadow of influence on future events cast by an Imperative.
POINT OF ORIGIN�� The temporal locus where a person or object becomes a Prime Mover.
PRIME MOVER�� A primary causative lever or agent for an event�� usually a person but sometimes an object.
PUSH POINT�� A moment of insignificance that gives rise to a key event on a Time Meridian. Often associated with a Prime Mover.
QUANTUM KARMA�� The influence of causality on a Time Meridian. Each moment on the Meridian affects the next, and certain Prime Movers accumulate an aura of Quantum Karma around them that also has profound effects on the configuration of future moments in Time.
RADICAL TRANSFORMATION�� A catastrophic alteration of the Temporal Condition.
RESONANCE�� Information emanating from the intersection of a Nexus Point, where many alternate Meridians �resonate� data concerning the outcome of events.
TEMPORAL CONDITION�� The matrix, pattern or state of affairs in a given time period.
TRANSFORMATION�� Any change in a Time Meridian that alters a future Temporal Condition.
TRANSFORMER�� A person who causes a Transformation.
VANISHING POINT�� The exact moment in Time when an object is removed and transported elsewhere in the continuum.
VARIATION�� A subtle change in a Time Meridian that does not significantly alter Temporal Conditions.
WEIGHT OF OPINION�� The culmination and likely outcome of future events as a result of a potential transformation, as perceived and reported by the Golem search cloud.
WILLFUL EVENT�� Events resulting from decisions or actions taken by human beings
ZOMBIE�� The walking dead. A person, fated to die, but whose life has been spared due to a willful intervention in a Time Meridian. Paradox will allow the elimination of a Zombie by restoring the moment of his natural death to the continuum.
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Book I: Meridian�� A Novel In Time
ForeWord Magazine�s �Book of the Year�
2002 Silver Medal Winner for Science Fiction
The adventure begins on the eve of the greatest experiment ever attempted�Time Travel. As the project team meets for their final mission briefing, the last member, arriving late, brings startling news. Catastrophe threatens and the fate of the Western World hangs in the balance. But a visitor from another time arrives bearing clues that will carry the hope of countless generations yet to be born.
Book II: Nexus Point
The project team members slowly come to the realization that a �Time War� is being waged by unseen adversaries in the future. 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 span the Meridians of time, both future and past
Book III: Touchstone
When Nordhausen follows a hunch and launches a secret time jump mission on his own, he uncovers an operation being run by unknown adversaries from the future. The incident has dramatic repercussions for Kelly Ramer, who�s place in the time line is again threatened by paradox. Kelly�s fate is somehow linked to an ancient Egyptian artifact, once famous the world over, and now a forgotten slab of stone. The result is a harrowing mission to Egypt during the time frame of Napoleon�s 1799 invasion.
Book IV: Anvil of Fate
The cryptic ending of Touchstone dovetails perfectly into this next volume as Paul insists that Kelly has survived, and is determined to bring him safely home. Only now is the true meaning of the stela unearthed at Rosetta made apparent� a grand scheme to work a catastrophic transformation of the Meridians, so dramatic and profound in its effect that the disaster at Palma was only a precursor.
Book V: Golem 7
Nordhausen is back with new research and his hand on the neck of the terrorist behind the Palma Event. Now the project team struggles to discover how and where the Assassins have intervened to restore the chaos of Palma, and their search leads them on one of the greatest naval sagas of modern history.
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Taklamakan ~ The Land Of No Return
It was one of those moments on the cusp of time, when Tando Ghazi Khan, a simple trader of tea and spice, leads a caravan to the edge of the great desert, and becomes embroiled in the struggle that will decide the fate of an empire and shake all under heaven and earth.
Khan Tengri ~ Volume II of Taklamakan
Learn the fate of Tando, Drekk, and the others in this revised version of Part II of Taklamakan, with a 30,000 word, 7 chapter addition! (eBook Only)
Steamboat Slough ~ A Mystery
There was something under the ice at Steamboat Slough, something lost, buried in the frozen wreckage where the children feared to play. For Daniel Edwards, returning to the old mission site near the Yukon where he taught school a decade past, the wreck of an old steamboat becomes more than a tale told by the village elders. In a mystery weaving the shifting imagery of a dream with modern psychology and ancient myth, Daniel struggles to solve the riddle of the old wreck and free himself from the haunting embrace of a nightmare older than history itself.
Wild Zone
Science Fiction
A shadow has fallen over earth�s latest and most promising colony prospect in the Dharma system. When a convulsive solar flux event disables communications with the Safe Zone, special agent Timothy Scott Ryan is rushed to the system on a Navy frigate to investigate. He soon becomes embroiled in a mystery that threatens the course of evolution itself as a virulent new organism has targeted mankind as a new host.
Mother Heart ~ Sequel to Wild Zone
Ensign Lydia Gates is the most important human being alive, for her blood holds the key to synthesizing a vaccine against the awful mutations spawned by the Colony Virus. Ryan and Caruso return to the Wild Zone to find her, discovering more than they bargained for, and the ancient entity at the heart of the mystery of life on Dharma VI. (eBook Only)
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