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    PROLOGUE


    O true believers, take your necessary precautions against your enemies. . . .


    —The Koran


    Lebanon, 1983 (amid civil war)


    The village baked under the late-morning sun.


    A few small homes, some generations old, clustered around the dusty bazaar. Each dwelling had been painstakingly assembled by hand, stone upon stone. Here and there could be seen a scrawny goat, grazing to the limits of its tether.


    Two dhows bobbed on the gentle blue Mediterranean. The young men of the village laughed as they worked, for the breeze was cool and their nets heavy. Ashore, their fathers and grandfathers studied the Koran in the small mosque while veiled women worked in their kitchens or tended to their sewing, smiling at the sounds of children at play.


    A young Arab dressed in Levi’s, a Grateful Dead T-shirt, and Nikes took a place at the nets, ignoring the gentle jibes at his soft hands and city clothes. There was pride in his friends’ teasing voices and unarticulated delight that someone from their little village had gone to college. In the village he was famous; the villagers imagined in their simple goodness that such talent as his must also be renowned in the great outer world.


    The visiting youth had not forgotten his roots, or the hard, physical labor of the boats. The lapping of the waves, the rhythm of the work, the honest tiredness and dreamless sleep at the end of the day—they would always be a part of him. Occasionally, as he hauled in the nets, the breeze would bring snatches of a child’s happy voice. He liked to imagine it was Leila’s voice. Of everyone and everything in the dear, sweet village, he most missed his baby sister.


    An eerie, high-pitched whistle, scarcely audible above the crashing surf, gave the only warning of impending doom. The first shells blasted harmless geysers from the unresisting beach, but hidden artillerymen quickly corrected their aim. The fishermen watched in horror as the next three salvos walked up the shore into the defenseless village. The fifth salvo bracketed the mosque, toppling the slender minaret. The terrified screams of women and children filled the gaps between explosions.


    Frantically, the village fishermen turned their boats for the beach. Abandoned nets sinking behind them, they cursed as the wind failed them. They cursed again when trucks and armored personnel carriers roared out of the hills toward the village. It was the hated Phalange.


    Salvo after salvo pounded the village until the motorized column approached within a hundred meters. Most houses had crumbled by then. Shell-shocked survivors emerged to dig through the rubble with their bare hands.


    Using erratic puffs of wind, their desperation, and the skills passed on over generations, the fishermen urged their boats homeward. They stared in disbelief as an antitank rocket collapsed the mosque that had heard the prayers of their grandfathers’ grandfathers. They howled at the trucks careening madly through the rubble-strewn streets, as sadistic Christian butchers machine-gunned fleeing women and children at point-blank range.


    As their dhows neared the shore, the fishermen came under attack. Machine-gun fire shredded hulls and flesh alike. A few made it whole and alive into the sea, only to be blasted from the water by hand grenades. Corpses bobbed obscenely amid the flotsam. One by one the young men died, the last sounds they heard in this world the maniacal laughter of the accursed Christians.


    


    * * * *


    “Leila!”


    Images that would not leave sustained the tormented voice. Great gulps of caustic salt water could not silence his cry, nor hours of agonized screaming, nor even absolute exhaustion. The young, city-dressed Arab lay half across a bit of broken mast, his hands, without any direction from a conscious, reasoning mind, clutching the tangled cordage.


    He drifted.


    The tide dragged him, raving, far out to sea. He was rescued two days later by a passing Cretan freighter. The honest seamen had to pry his fingers from the ropes to which he clung. He wanted to kill these Christian dogs; deranged from dehydration and sunstroke, he could not even stand. His feeble lunge was mistaken for a stumble.


    He awoke in a swaying hammock. A pale, unwelcome clarity, if not quite sanity, had asserted itself as he slept. He would have preferred lunacy had it meant that he could forget.


    His parents, slaughtered. Grandfather, crushed in his own beloved mosque. His childhood friends shot like so many clay pigeons.


    And little Leila . . .


    He had watched helplessly as so many children died. Indistinct with distance, every face became Leila’s face. Every death, Leila’s death—over and over and over.


    The sole survivor of a nameless Lebanese town knew one thing to the core of his being. Some day, terribly, he would redeem his baby sister’s many deaths in a bottomless ocean of Christian blood.

  


  
    PART I


    When great causes are on the move in the world . . . we learn that we are spirits, not animals, and that something is going on in space and time, and beyond space and time, which, whether we like it or not, spells duty.


    —Winston S. Churchill


    NEW YORK CITY, 2009


    “That’s not how time travel really works.”


    Harry Bowen regretted the words almost before they left his mouth.


    It wasn’t the margaritas talking, although he did have a pleasant buzz, or even the congenial company. He couldn’t put his finger on it until long after. It was a nostalgia trip, pure and simple, that lowered his guard and brought the long-repressed story to his lips.


    The night had become too much like college. Not the classes, certainly not, but the late-night bull sessions. Three, four, maybe five guys in the dorm lounge up way past the witching hour, feet on the furniture, snarfing pizza and chugging smuggled beer, just talking and talking. What was the meaning of life? What existed before the universe, or before God, take your pick? Was “before the universe” a meaningful concept, anyway, you drooling cretin?


    The conference’s welcoming cocktail hour had been standard down to the regulation two complimentary drink tickets that had come paper-clipped to his name tag, the overcooked miniature hot dogs on plastic cavalry-saber toothpicks, the soggy Triscuits, and the zillion desiccated cheese cubes. The corporate scientists who had traveled together stuck together, earnestly debating their restaurant choices over their free drinks before drifting out to expense-account dinners. Academics who had refereed each other’s papers for years and attended the same conferences since before the Flood warmly greeted each other. They, too, soon vanished. That left the grad students, some federal researchers on per diem, and a few lonely, unaccompanied, small-company types like him. Even though Harry was presenting a paper at the conference, Solid State Science, Inc. considered its payment of his airfare an act of almost mythic generosity. Meal allowance? Wouldn’t he have eaten at home?


    This was Harry’s first time at the Particle Accelerator Symposium. He didn’t know a soul here. He looked around the big ballroom, by then almost empty, and sighed. Lunch at a Manhattan deli near where the new World Trade Center towers were rising had just about drained the day’s meager meal budget. Maybe he should just retreat to his room.


    Still, his stomach was grumbling. Food to soak up the margaritas, no matter how institutional, would be wise. The half box of chocolate-covered somethings in his briefcase wouldn’t cut it. In his hotel room he’d only mope around, anyway, missing Julia. He stayed to graze the free hors d’oeuvres table for a while longer.


    When the evening birds-of-a-feather session started (Harry never did catch the topic, something about relativistic muons), he followed the crowd into the nearby meeting room. The gangling Indian physicist trying to run the forum was too shy to ride herd on the tipsy crew. Before long, an SF enthusiast—hardly a rarity at a physics conference—had hijacked the session. Soon they were talking about faster-than-light communications with tachyon beams, reactionless space drives, and the search for extraterrestrial intelligence. It wasn’t really physics, but it was fun.


    The bull session continued until well past midnight, ending only after the rustlings of impatient janitors became intrusive. The most garrulous members of the group, Harry among them, adjourned to a back booth in the hotel’s lounge. He ordered a platter of nachos and a pitcher of margaritas, thinking budget be damned.


    The conversation wandered into time travel and down the Teflon-coated slope into the grandfather paradox. Could you travel back in time and kill your grandfather before your father, let alone you, were even born? If you succeeded, then who was it who performed the mission? If now no one goes back, then what’s to stop grandma and grandpa from having at it? Back and forth they went, pointlessly arguing about cause and effect and alternate universes.


    It was then that Harry’s big mouth struck. “That’s not how time travel really works.” Damn! Why had he spoken? He hadn’t told the entire story to anyone, not even Julia. After all, who would believe it? But these were physicists. If they believed that he believed it, his reputation would be shot.


    The meeting hijacker, a red-haired grad student from MIT, eyed him speculatively. “You know this from personal experience, do you?” The line got a laugh—not much more than a chuckle, really, but enough to trigger Harry’s stubborn streak. He knew what he knew, and he would edit as he went along. Harry pictured the next few minutes in his mind’s eye: He’d tell what would come across, safely, as a cock-and-bull story, his new friends would realize that they’d been had, and someone would buy him a drink. It seemed workable.


    “Experience?” Harry whispered conspiratorially. His companions leaned closer. “In a manner of speaking, yes.” He straightened out of his habitual slouch, propping his elbows on the table and leaning forward confidentially. The flickering flame in the candle-globe centerpiece cast light and shadow across four expectant faces. The lounge’s background murmur chose that instant to fall into a momentary hush. He glanced at the neighboring booths, as though to reassure himself that no one was eavesdropping.


    “It happened five years ago. Spring. My wife and I were on vacation—a second honeymoon of sorts. We were backpacking across France . . . .”


    VOSGES MOUNTAINS, FRANCE, 2004


    Dawn peeked red-eyed over the hills. For all that the calendar said Mai, at this altitude the dew was frozen. Harry inched across the paired sleeping bags, planning to snuggle up to Julia for warmth. No one was home.


    He might as well get up, too. Harry crawled out of the sleeping bags, stood, and stretched. They had camped beside a small stream; he gritted his teeth, then scooped a handful of icy water onto his face. It worked faster than coffee.


    They had stopped for the night in a small clearing high in the foothills of the Vosges. Dense forest stretched all around, as far as the eye could see. Birds chirped and chattered among the trees. A few hundred yards to the east lay the cave where he had damn near broken his ankle on their first trip.


    Only a wispy contrail high in the cloudless sky hinted at civilization. Even in the wild, though, Julia disliked stubble. Harry poked the banked fire back to life, then assembled his gear while water came to a boil in a small pan. There was no reasonable place to set his little shaving mirror. He rested the metal disk against a small rock and sat tailor style in front of it.


    He couldn’t complain about the reflection. Genetics could take credit for the strong jaw, the jet-black hair, and the pale blue eyes—and, for that matter, for the broad-shouldered, six-foot-two frame the mirror did not capture. Julia’s love of camping and hiking had added a deep tan and character lines. Some combination of genetics and the exercise kept him trim and fit. Julia liked to imagine that he’d had to beat the girls off with a stick before she met him—a fantasy of which he had done nothing to disabuse her.


    Harry tied four short lines with baited hooks to low-lying branches that overhung the stream. He assumed his wife was off somewhere with her sketchpad. For Julia, this was a working vacation. The sketches could well pay for the trip: They were good. Still, he wished she’d get back soon. He was ready for breakfast—and things weren’t ever as good without her.


    Her petite figure finally emerged from the woods upstream. She’d gathered her flowing blond hair into a long, high ponytail. She was wearing tight jeans and a red sweater: Practical, yet sexy—that was Julia. Sketchpad under her arm, she moseyed up to him. “Hey, lazybones. What does a working girl have to do around here to get breakfast?”


    He answered with a leer.


    “Again?” Laughing, she plopped down beside him. “What ever will you expect for dinn . . . ?”


    He covered her lips with his own.


    All the frost had melted when they woke for the second time. She cleared her lovely throat. “About breakfast, sir.”


    His fishing lines still hung limply in the rippling current. “Funny thing, sport, these snooty French fish refuse to consort with Americans. We have instant coffee, a couple of eggs, and some bread. Period. You wanna hitch a ride into Metz after breakfast for some real food, or will we live on twigs and berries?”


    * * * *


    Julia opted for town. Their tattered map led them to a deeply rutted dirt road, where an old man with a roving eye stopped for them. Well, for her. Julia charmed the beret off him; he reciprocated by letting them ride in the back of his horse-drawn farm wagon. They bounced along into some small market town, from which their Europasses got them onto the train up the Moselle valley into Metz.


    They splurged on a hotel room with a private bath, then Julia went shopping for new camping supplies. Phase one complete: He was unsupervised in Metz. Julia had insisted on this trip as a mental-health break for him; vacation or not, he meant to visit the nearby Rothschild Institute. The Rothschilds—surprise, surprise—had financed the world’s largest superconducting storage ring.


    Harry exhumed the one fresh change of clothes from his backpack. Clean wrinkles were as close as he could come to respectability. He left Julia a note.


    She had long ago shamed him into studying French, “the language of culture and science.” (“Not in this century,” he’d grumbled, but he’d learned anyway. It beat reading the subtitles when she picked the movie.) Here in the Alsace-Lorraine, his guttural accent wasn’t even terribly unusual. He tried it out on the skeptical guard at the institute’s gatehouse.


    “Dr. Bowen, you say?” The sentry ineffectively covered a yawn. He needed dental work.


    “Oui. Tell Alain, I mean Dr. Garreau, that we met at a colloquium at Drexel Institute.” That had been two years ago, and only a brief conversation—a chat over coffee after the presentation, really—but Harry hoped it would be enough to get him in.


    He never learned if it would have been. The guard had just lifted the telephone handset when an explosion rocked the grounds. The gatehouse leapt a foot into the air, crashed back, then shuddered again when the ground wave hit. A wrought-iron gate burst from its hinges, to hang askew from its still-standing mate by a shared padlock. Harry glimpsed a horrified look on the no-longer-bored guard as they dashed through the broken gates toward the main building.


    Screams and smoke poured from the shattered edifice. The second and third stories on the uphill side had crumbled; somehow, groaning support columns in the basement continued to bear the redistributed load. Harry kicked open a sagging door and ran inside. The guard followed.


    Dazed people in bloody lab coats stumbled through thick smoke. Downstairs, someone howled. Harry climbed over the rubble—chunks of plaster, splintered doors and furniture, smashed laboratory equipment—that covered the stairs and clogged the basement’s main corridor. Coughing from the acrid fumes, he went toward the screams. Klaxons wailed in the distance, hopefully ambulances from the town.


    The cries were getting weaker; he dare not hesitate. A ceiling fixture dangled by its wires, sparking; with each shudder of the settling building the lamp jiggled and danced. He scavenged a mop from a janitor’s closet and, holding the arcing wires at bay, edged past.


    Double doors, nothing remaining but splinters on hinges, ended the hallway. Beyond them, someone whimpered. A lump of falling plaster shattered at his feet as he scuttled inside.


    He found a random jumble of equipment racks, lab benches, storage cabinets, computers, and Dewar flasks. Dented and cracked, the cryogenic flasks spewed a surrealistic fog that coiled and crept about the large laboratory. Whoever had called out lay hidden in the mist.


    He shouted encouragement as he groped through the room, shivering in the frigid, waist-high haze. The whimpering echoed eerily in the misty chamber, providing no guidance to its source. He kept searching as he inched around obstacles hidden in the vapors.


    A sob came from almost underfoot, and he saw her. Rime and plaster dust coated her face and hair; he could not guess her age. A storage cabinet across her legs pinned her to the floor.


    Harry reached under the cabinet and tugged. Nothing. He tried again, more desperately. As something tore in his back, unknown items rocked inside. The cabinet scarcely budged. It had landed doors down—he couldn’t unload it.


    Harry recovered the mop. With a stool on its side for a fulcrum, he levered the cabinet up a few inches. Grunting from the effort, balancing on one foot, he kicked some nondescript refuse under the cabinet. The woman’s face was ashen. He put all his weight on the mop handle; this time, using a smashed oscilloscope, he propped the cabinet up higher. With a final heave, the cabinet crashed aside. Glass inside tinkled.


    He had uncovered a new horror—a crushed Dewar. Liquid helium had frozen her from the waist down; one thigh, ultrabrittle from the cold, had shattered. Blood seeped from the red ice of a jagged stump, flash-cauterized by the extreme cold. As Harry’s guts clenched, the ceiling collapsed across several nearby workbenches.


    Fire now blocked the entrance of the lab. Flames licked hungrily at the wreckage. A loud booming began somewhere behind him, and he glanced over his shoulder. The guard from the gatehouse was pounding on a small, high window. Embedded reinforcing wire kept the shattered glass from falling free. “Out! Out!” the guard screamed. “The building is coming down!” He battered and battered, the reinforced glass finally yielding to his fire ax.


    Harry grabbed the woman under her armpits and hoisted her over his shoulder. Mercifully, she fainted. Trying not to see any body parts fall, he stumbled through the smoke to the window. The guard dropped his ax to reach through for her. Harry pushed; with a ripping of fabric, the woman popped through.


    He took a final look around the lab. What had happened here? The scorched and shattered apparatus across the room was the epicenter of an explosion. Through the smoke, Harry recognized an arc of superconducting storage ring. Two of its superconducting magnets glowed white-hot. Near the magnets a wire-wrapped bulk smoldered. A drop of molten metal fell as he watched, disappearing into the sea of flames.


    “Out now!” The guard looked fearfully at something over his head. “Give me your hands!” He plunged his own arms through the broken window to reach for Harry. “Quick!”


    Harry no longer had the strength to boost himself the five feet to the window. Thick smoke choking him, he grabbed on to the guard’s arms. He was pulled roughly through the small opening, then dragged across the bumpy ground away from the conflagration. The ambulance roared away on squealing tires the moment the paramedics had belted him in.


    Harry was in no condition to notice the blanket-shrouded passenger in the other stretcher, her face covered.


    NEW YORK CITY, 2009


    “. . . when without warning, the lab exploded. I ran in to see if I could help.”


    Harry did not elaborate. The dead woman still came in his nightmares. She turned out to be—have been—the director of the institute. Harry stopped to sip some of the melted ice in his margarita glass. “Miraculously, there was only one fatality in the accident.


    “The explosion and resulting fire largely destroyed the institute and its records. Only two people were in the lab when it happened. Apparently only they had any knowledge of the experiment. The authorities, as far as I know, never assigned a cause to the explosion more specific than a catastrophic discharge of the storage ring.


    “I only got a quick look at the lab. When I told the investigators what I’d seen, they politely”—condescendingly—“expressed their doubts. One told me that if indeed I saw what I said I’d seen, the juxtaposition of equipment must somehow have resulted from the explosion, not preceded it.”


    His audience listened in rapt silence. “I couldn’t explain it, either—but I had seen it. All that stored energy, terawatts of it, petawatts for all I know, rigged to discharge through a single enormous coil, enclosing a volume little larger than a phone booth. Massive superconducting cables connected the cavity to the storage ring. The cavity itself was empty.


    “Two years passed before I believed. Guys, it was the Heisenberg Uncertainty Principle.” Puzzled expressions quickly changed to tentative looks of understanding. “Okay, I think you see it. The common statement of the principle is that you can’t simultaneously determine the position and momentum of a particle. That’s not obviously germane, which is why you were all surprised. But the other formulation of the principle—that’s something else again.


    “The more precisely you determine a particle’s energy, the less exactly you can pin down that particle in time. That’s hardly news. We encounter it again and again inside our bubble chambers, in those strange, never-again-seen, subatomic fragments that somehow appear in the wreckage of particle collisions. They’re transient freaks of nature, doomed to disappear in the infinitesimal fraction of a second before they violate the law of conservation of energy.” Terrence, a prematurely balding Englishman who, Harry seemed to remember, was a post-doc from Cambridge, began smiling enigmatically. The fellow had deduced where Harry was going . . . or thought he had.


    “The people at Rothschild Institute must have applied this principle on a grand scale. Never mind subatomic oddities—they dealt with a macroscopic mass. Using enough energy, instantaneously discharging everything in the superconducting storage ring, they expected to observe a measurable temporal effect.” He looked each of them directly in the eyes. “Time travel, gentlemen.”


    One of his audience, a theoretician from the Lawrence Livermore National Laboratory, cleared his throat hesitantly.


    “Have a problem, Roger?”


    “You mentioned two casualties, but only one fatality. I gather that the survivor was seriously injured, but didn’t he ever say anything?” Beside Roger, and unseen by him, Terrence’s grin was fast outgrowing the bounds of English understatement.


    Harry did his best to look innocent. “I mentioned two experimenters, Roger, not two casualties. They never found the man.” Everyone except poor, oblivious Roger was smiling now.


    “Terawatts? Surely he was vaporized when the coil discharged! How could he not be considered a fatality?”


    Harry said, “The explosion bent the coil, exposing the enclosed space. It contained the only distinctly undamaged spot in the lab. I saw controls inside the enclosure.”


    “So?”


    “He traveled in time.” Harry shrugged. “If there was ever a way to return him, the explosion destroyed it.”


    Roger startled at Terrence’s sudden cackle, in which the others quickly joined. Roger scanned the laughing faces, then turned questioningly back to the storyteller. Harry just smiled.


    “Aw, shit.” Roger’s face turned beet red. He looked sheepishly into his empty glass. “I hate being so gullible. The least you can do is spring for my refill.”


    Disaster averted, Harry caught the eye of the cocktail waitress. He traced an imaginary circle over the table: Bring us another round. “This didn’t work out at all like I’d planned,” he groused. “I expected that story to get me a drink.”


    His new friends rewarded him with another chuckle. Even Roger.


    CHICAGO, 2009


    The two seated women were a study in contrasts. The first was boldly striking: tall, statuesque, with billowing waves of chestnut hair and aristocratically high cheekbones. Her companion exhibited a quieter beauty: short and slender, with flowing, shoulder-length blond hair. Shining blue eyes transformed what would otherwise have been an ordinary face. The first picked diffidently at her salad; the second attacked a slice of quiche—as she did life—with gusto.


    They were sisters.


    “Just eat it, Becky,” Julia Bowen said. “I come here often. The chef promised to omit the worms as a personal favor.”


    Rebecca grimaced. “You know very well these greens weren’t organically grown. There was a time when you wouldn’t have been caught dead in a place like this. Eating eggs, yet.”


    Playfully: “Guess I shouldn’t expect you to stay for dinner, then. Chili and tamales.”


    The straitlaced sister shuddered. “It’s that mechanic you married.”


    Harry claimed—ad nauseam—that engineers and scientists didn’t know much about the arts and were privately embarrassed by it; fine- and liberal-arts types knew nothing about science or technology and were openly proud of it. Sure it was a stereotype, but some stereotypes have a basis in truth. Becky, for example.


    There, but for the grace of Harry, go I. Julia chose to misunderstand. “Physicist, quantum mechanic. Hah, hah. A very small joke.” A blank look showed that Becky hadn’t gotten it. “What have you heard from Mom and Dad lately?”


    The folks were a safe topic. They swapped anecdotes for a while, and childhood reminiscences, then fell silent. With a sigh, Becky set down her fork. “Tell me more about your show.”


    “What show? I’ve got some sketches in a shopping-strip storefront.”


    “It’s a show if your stuff is on the walls, not in the bins.”


    “Thanks, Sis. I appreciate it.” Julia smiled. “Harry said last night that I’ve lost my amateur status. He figures that the gallery is making more money now from my sketches than from their frames.”


    “You really love that big lummox, don’t you?” Becky studied her intently.


    Now Julia grinned from ear to ear, like a sap. She didn’t care. “Yeah, I really do.”


    * * * *


    Harry Bowen tipped back in his office chair, its front legs airborne. His own legs rested at the calves on the accumulated clutter of his desktop. His dangling, shoeless feet wiggled to the heavy-metal beat from his iPod. Afternoon sun streamed through blinds behind him, lighting the room-temperature fusion article in Nature that held his complete interest.


    The tall visitor tapped gently on the frame of the open door. No response. He knocked harder. “Dr. Bowen?”


    Harry looked up and had a moment of déjà vu. “What’s this Doctor crap? Come in, Terrence!” He set the open journal facedown onto one of the shorter paper stacks, and stood.


    “My pleasure—Harry.” They shook hands. The Englishman’s sparse, windblown hair gave him a pixieish air. He wore casual slacks and a plaid sport coat more suggestive of a used-car salesman than of Cambridge. “I see you remember me. Got a few minutes?”


    “Absolutely.” He had not seen Terrence in over a week, not since his first night in New York. Harry pointed to a guest chair. “Take a load off. I’m dying to hear what airline flies from New York to England with a connection in Chicago.”


    Terrence passed on the chair, instead closing and leaning against the office door. “As it happens, you’re not the only one who told a whopper that night. I’m not at Cambridge. I don’t live in England anymore—haven’t for years. The truth is, I’m not even in physics.”


    “So you’re Catholic?”


    “My confession has nothing to do with guilt. It has everything to do with something we need to discuss. The Rothschild Institute.”


    Not Harry’s favorite topic. He’d woken up on the first full day of the conference, head pounding and stomach queasy, to what was definitely the morning after the night before. He had cursed himself out—quietly—as fourteen types of moron. What had possessed him to talk about the incident at Rothschild? Still, given the initial stupidity of having said anything, he thought he had recovered well.


    Terrence’s surprise appearance suggested otherwise. Harry waited in silence.


    His guest shrugged. “Shall I begin at the beginning?”


    “Please,” Harry said. “Then proceed through the middle to get to the end.”


    “Fair enough. For starters, I am Terrence Ambling. I’m a grad student and teaching assistant, both in European history, at NYU. I admit to being a bit ancient of days for such a bohemian existence, but I’d had a midlife crisis. Crossing the pond and hiding in academia have been therapeutic. And like most grad students, I’m often strapped for cash.”


    Harry made an educated guess. “The ersatz food at the conference brought you.”


    “Sad, isn’t it? Lots of the students do it, though—it’s so easy. Conferences all use the same name-tag holders—you know, the clear plastic, clip-on kind. Download a conference’s logo from the Web, print the logo and a name with a color printer and—voilà—gratis goodies. And there are often people off to dinner milling about the lobby, wearing their silly name tags, with unused drink tickets free for the asking.”


    “That got you inside. It didn’t require you to talk to anyone. For a historian, you make a fair physicist.”


    Terrence chuckled. “You never heard me talk physics. I am, however, a pretty avid science-fiction reader.”


    “So the starving grad student travels—hitches?—seven-hundred-plus miles cross-country because . . . ? To crash the Consumer Electronics Show for some chip ’n dip?”


    “Maybe, since I’m in town.” Terrence paused as voices in the hall passed the closed door. “It’s not what brought me, of course. That has more to do with my former life.


    “Have you ever heard of Interpol?”


    * * * *


    Harry’s living room was marginally less cluttered, somewhat larger, and much more comfortable than his office. He and his guest occupied the two well-worn armchairs; Julia puttered in the kitchen, stretching the chili with macaroni.


    Ambling had brought shocking news: Abdul Faisel, the vanished researcher from the Rothschild Institute catastrophe, was sought by Interpol. It seemed Faisel might know something about twenty kilos of missing plutonium.


    “Twenty kilos?” Harry was incredulous. “Surely even the Russians couldn’t misplace that much. But if they did, why haven’t I read about it?”


    “A few pounds of the stuff is practically a hobbyist A-bomb kit. If word got out, Harry, it would cause a panic. My former employer keeps these things quiet.


    “We think a corrupt Russian general first stole it in 2002. Russian intelligence didn’t discover the problem until fourteen months and two middlemen later. They contacted Interpol after tracing the shipment to a Hezbollah front organization.”


    “Hezbollah,” Harry repeated. “The Syrian-backed terrorists?”


    “Yes, and a very scary bunch. Iranian-backed as well.”


    Harry began pacing. “Explain something to me. Okay, so maybe Interpol could keep a situation like this quiet for a long time; I can understand why they would try. The buyers have no reason to be bashful. As you say, they can do almost as much harm by announcing they have plutonium as by using it.


    “The more I think about this, the more confused I get. If the plutonium had been recovered, you wouldn’t be here. Just knowing that such a theft is possible could encourage others to emulate it.


    “On the other hand, what if the plutonium weren’t accounted for? If you thought I knew anything useful, one call to a former coworker would start an official investigation. For stolen plutonium, an anonymous call would more than suffice.


    “Don’t think that I begrudge you the dinner,” Harry concluded, “but I have to ask. Why are you here?”


    And then, bingo, the lightbulb went on over his head. No, make that a giant flashing neon light—reading “Prank.” Harry plopped himself down in his easy chair. “Don’t bother answering, you old fraud. You’re good. You caught on to my tall tale in New York faster than anyone. Tonight you topped me.”


    The rattling of plates was reaching a definite predinner crescendo. “You certainly earned the meal. Let’s go into the dining room, and you can tell us what really brought you to Chicago.”


    “Oh, I was not joking about the reason for my visit. I truly am interested in that missing plutonium.”


    The deadly looking pistol that Ambling removed from a shoulder holster reinforced his seriousness.


    * * * *


    Terrence thumbed the safety and tossed the handgun into the lap of his very startled host. “I wasn’t allowed to keep my old identification. This was as convincing as I could get.”


    Julia picked that moment to enter from the dining room, where she had just set down a steaming tureen. “Harry! What in the world are you doing with that thing?”


    Harry returned the thing—gingerly—to its rightful owner. “As little as possible. Okay, Terrence, you’ve made your point.”


    “Good. I’m famished.” He wandered into the compact dining room, where he dutifully admired the two framed photos on the wall. “When do I get to meet the little tykes, Julia?”


    “It will have to be another time. Johnny is always fishing for a dinner invitation at his best friend’s house, so tonight I agreed. Melissa I sent off to my parents. A four-year-old and an eight-year-old aren’t conducive to adult conversation.”


    “You needn’t have exiled them on my account.” He silently added: but thank you. Terrence likened children to strychnine. They could be medicinal in small doses. In large doses, however . . . He nibbled on a too-spicy tamale while Harry Bowen inexplicably doused his own food with Louisiana hot sauce.


    Over after-dinner coffee Terrence took pity on his new friend. Friends. “You’ve been more than patient with me. There was plutonium smuggled out of Russia. Your vanishing acquaintance at the Rothschild Institute was implicated.”


    Julia did a most interesting double take, but said nothing.


    Terrence faced Harry. “I’ve done a little checking since we met. You were very brave, and not a little foolhardy, that day in Metz. A French colleague who owed me a favor confirmed your involvement. Claude also indicated that you were hospitalized for a week after the incident.” He smiled at Julia. “You visited him daily.”


    Harry shrugged noncommittally.


    “While you were still in hospital, Interpol conclusively traced the missing plutonium to the institute. Several Dewar flasks in the lab showed slight, but compelling, evidence of low-level alpha emissions, consistent with transporting insufficiently shielded plutonium. The Dewars had been delivered two months prior to the explosion, in a van owned by a known Hezbollah sympathizer.” Not everyone could accept the measures required by a global war against terror. Eventually, neither could Terrence. That was why he had left. He chose his words carefully. “Two Iranian university students, questioned separately, were also quite convincing on the Hezbollah link.


    “The same driver and van returned the morning of the blast, supposedly to retrieve Dewars for refilling. The driver gave Dr. Faisel’s name to the guards, and Faisel okayed the pickup. By the time this came out, Interpol was quite curious about Dr. Faisel.


    “It seems that Faisel’s family—the entire village where he grew up, in fact—was killed by the Phalange, the Christian militia, in the Lebanese civil war. That was 1983. Three years later, he went on a hajj, the traditional Moslem pilgrimage, to Mecca and Medina. Returning from Saudi Arabia, he stopped over in Lebanon. He visited cousins in the Bekaa Valley, men with Hezbollah ties. It’s unclear who recruited whom, but Interpol is convinced Faisel was involved with Hezbollah thereafter.


    “With twenty-twenty hindsight, it’s apparent Faisel collected a great deal of interesting equipment in the intervening years. Some he ordered ostensibly for his work. Much was simply requisitioned from the institute stockroom. He took delivery of the most interesting items at his home. Add it up, and by six months before the Rothschild incident Faisel had every component and tool necessary to fabricate a nuke. Everything, that is, except the fissionable material—and you just heard how that came to be in the wrecked lab. His lab, as it happens.


    “Institute security routinely videotaped every vehicle that entered or left the grounds, and there were no lapses in their coverage. Interpol searched every car or truck present at any time between the van’s first arrival and the explosion. They found nothing. The material was not removed from the institute. Fissioned or just melted, that plutonium could not hide from Geiger counters—only it did. The only traces ever found were, as I said, in the Dewars—and in similar low-level radiation in the van.


    “It drives them crazy at Interpol that the institute’s ruins aren’t deathly radioactive. The inspectors are positive that the plutonium they had been tracking was at the institute that day. They’re just as certain that it couldn’t have been removed.”


    “What about the van’s driver?” Harry asked. “What was his story?”


    “He wasn’t very talkative when Interpol found him. Of course, he’d been shot in the back and stuffed into the utility closet by Faisel’s lab. Perhaps the good doctor had been less than candid with Hezbollah about his plans for their plutonium.


    “That left everyone without a clue to the material’s location—until I heard your story. Time travel does make an eerie kind of sense. If the plutonium is not at the institute, but could not be elsewhere, it must somehow be elsewhen. I just can’t see how to convince the powers that be of such a fantastic explanation.


    “Plutonium in the hands of any terrorist is a terrible threat to us all. When a world-class physicist like Faisel is involved . . .” Terrence shuddered. “We dare not delude ourselves that the madmen cannot fashion the stuff into a bomb.


    “I need to understand how Faisel used time travel to spirit away the material. I must know to when he might have gone, and to when he might reappear with his nuclear device. I must make a compelling enough case to convince even such hardheaded pragmatists as my former employers.” Terrence locked eyes with his host. “To accomplish any of that, Harry, I need your help.”


    * * * *


    Harry turned away—


    And Julia’s questioning stare was as uncomfortable. He closed his eyes. For so many years he had tried not to talk about time travel. He had sifted his memories of that horrible day for any clue, some detail however tiny, to disprove his chain of inferences. To speak openly now would be a tremendous relief. No wonder he had finally let slip the story.


    Harry opened his eyes. “All right, then, perhaps it is time that I talk. I’ll tell you what I think happened. Don’t expect it to help you.”


    * * * *


    The after-dinner coffee had cooled, untasted, while Harry organized his thoughts; he took a sip without noticing the temperature. He was conscious, instead, of two pairs of eyes studying him. Julia’s pair still smoldered.


    He set down the cup. Where to begin . . . ? “George Gamow, one of the first nuclear physicists, said that a theory wasn’t worth a damn if it couldn’t be explained to a barmaid.”


    Julia slugged him on the arm. “I’m less than thrilled that you held out on me for all these years. Condescension now won’t help.”


    “I would never condescend . . . .” Another jab to the same spot interrupted his feeble jest. He rubbed the incipient bruise. “Gamow’s point was that good science doesn’t hide in math: It’s intuitive. I only meant that I’d try to live up to his standard.”


    And so, he talked. Julia perched on the edge of the sofa scribbling notes, and Terrence sat as though mesmerized. Harry himself paced about the living room, hands jammed in his pockets. He talked about energy and time and the Heisenberg Uncertainty Principle. Julia and Terrence interrupted occasionally, but always with insightful questions. Gamow clearly was correct.


    Finally, talked out, Harry collapsed into an armchair, the cushion going whoosh beneath him. The whoosh seemed somehow metaphoric. “I’ll sit quietly till the men in white coats come.”


    Julia spoke first. “Skip the dramatics. Just tell me if I have this straight. Given enough energy, applied quickly enough, any mass can move through time.” Harry nodded. “The catch is that energy cannot be permanently borrowed from one time to another, so a moment later—the duration defined somehow by this uncertainty principle—the transferred object, and the energy which moved it, snap back to the time from which they originated.”


    Ambling took over. “Because of this snapback effect, you physicists have considered this concept for time travel to be an interesting mathematical quirk, devoid of any physical meaning. Until five years ago, anyway. You assume that Faisel took this theory seriously and found a way to stay moved in time.”


    Then Terrence too fell silent, so Harry went on. “There’s always been another interesting mathematical possibility: Repay the energy loan from the destination end of the time trip, before the snapback happens. That’s what I think Faisel did. That’s why there was no sign of him after the explosion.”


    Julia nibbled on a lock of hair, concentrating hard. “Is there any way to know where—I mean when—he went? Can you even know whether it was to the past or the future?”


    The first explanation had been hard enough, Harry thought. The next part will really be difficult. “I know exactly to when Faisel went, because he had no choice. I assume that you won’t mind my skipping some heavy-duty math.”


    Julia snorted.


    “Okay, then,” Harry continued. “The energy requirement to go anywhen is phenomenal. Not even the full stored power of the superconducting storage ring suffices for most destinations. There is, in fact, only one practical destination, a single time-shift interval whose energy requirement is currently practical.


    “Einstein showed that gravity is only a manifestation of mass, a curvature of the space-time continuum caused by the presence of mass. No mass, no gravity. Time is similar—it passes only in relationship to . . . stuff. Each astronomical object, each planet, has a single achievable time transfer influenced by—and that can be calculated from—net local gravitation effects. That interval depends on its own mass, its sun’s, and the galaxy’s.


    “It took me a while to figure it out, but yes, I know where Faisel went. He went more than a thousand years into our past.”


    * * * *


    The long-suppressed story at last revealed, Harry was ready to move from coffee to liqueur. He poured Amaretto all around. “Can you see why I was less than eager to tell that tale?”


    Ambling seemed greatly relieved by the strange narrative. “So Faisel must have triggered his homemade atom bomb on arrival in the past to repay the energy loan. Some of the power he unleashed snapped back to repay his energy debt, destroying the institute. The radiation remained in the past, probably covered by an avalanche. Small wonder no evidence was ever found.”


    “I still don’t get it.” Julia spoke before Harry could express his own misgivings. “Why perform such an elaborate suicide? Steal plutonium, build an atom bomb, build a time machine, travel back a thousand years, then blow himself up where no one would ever know what had happened? I mean, what was the point?”


    Ambling set down his drink. “Islam was in cultural ascendancy through most of the Middle Ages, something we Westerners have mostly forgotten. You can bet Moslems remember having won the Crusades. It makes a strange kind of sense that a depressed suicidal Arab chose to die then.”


    Harry could only shrug. “I didn’t know about the plutonium until today, yet I always believed that Faisel had a way to stay in the past. I always believed that he had a purpose. Learning about the plutonium hasn’t changed my intuition.”


    Julia was browsing the living-room bookshelves; they were well stocked with science fiction. She had homed in on the ample collection on time travel. “I finally understand your taste in reading material. Even if Faisel did find a clever way to avoid self-destruction, isn’t he now safely off in a new parallel universe, someone else’s problem?” She tapped the spine of a novel. “That’s how it works in this story.”


    “Sorry, folks,” Harry said. “I’ve got one more lecture. I’ve read those stories, sure. Many do split the universe whenever more than one outcome is possible. How convenient: Never decide between outcomes, just spawn another universe.” Harry waved his arms grandly over his head. “See them all, a vast continuum of universes. Here’s a universe wildly different from ours—say, where Hitler won World War II. Here’s another where I chose Irish Cream instead of Amaretto, and another where I stumbled and spilled a drop on the floor.


    “It would be easiest to think that Faisel can’t change the past, that he can only start yet another set of new universes. If you ask me, it’s also nonsense: a false worship of symmetry. Where do you suppose the energy could come from to create all those parallel universes?”


    Ambling retrieved a novel from the shelf and flipped idly through it. “Okay, so Faisel went into our past. There was surely no way back for him. Even if Faisel somehow survived the trip, he’s long dead. We’ve already survived whatever mischief he may have planned.”


    Harry had read the book Terrence held. In it, the paratime police conveniently put Humpty Dumpty back together again. Was life ever that simple?


    He chugged the rest of his drink. “Not exactly. Faisel went into the past five years ago. We’ve only experienced the effects of his first five years there.”


    “Huh?” Julia looked at him blankly. “Take pity on the physics-impaired.”


    “This explanation really cries out for pencil and paper, but I’ll see what I can do.” Harry rubbed his chin thoughtfully. “Let’s try this. We all move into the future at one rate: one second per second. That’s as true for stranded time travelers as for you and me. All right so far?” She nodded tentatively. “The timeline must be consistent from end to end. For example, our Johnny is eight years old now because he was born eight years ago. We haven’t yet experienced what he’ll do when he’s ten.


    “In its own weird way, even time travel observes cause and effect. We can’t see effects at our end of the must-remain-consistent timeline until Faisel has had the chance to cause them.


    “Still think we’ve survived everything he can do in the past? Here’s a disproof by contradiction. Suppose we can detect something today that Faisel did—will do—ten years after he went back. Whatever that effect is, it had to have a cause. Since Faisel has only been in the past for five years, as he sees the timeline, he hasn’t yet been that cause. In other words, we’ve assumed that he’s the cause and shown it would violate timeline consistency for him to do so.


    “Ergo, barmaid,” Harry flourished his empty glass, “the assumption won’t fly. We can’t yet see an effect from Faisel’s travels that he hadn’t caused in his first five years there.”


    Julia nibbled her lower lip, ignoring Harry’s hint. “If he’s in the past, how could he not affect the timeline daily? It could be something completely innocent. Maybe because of what he eats, someone starves who should be my ancestor. Maybe because he kills a wolf, someone who once died childless now lives to have them.”


    Sighing, Harry poured refills all around. “We’re getting unnecessarily glum, I think. Terrence, you’re the historian, so correct me if I’m mistaken. I was taught history is robust. Things happen when conditions are ripe. Look how often inventors independently get the same ideas at about the same time. No, I doubt that Faisel can influence history very much.”


    Harry handed his guest what he considered a more plausible time-travel adventure. “Now you’ve heard the whole story. It’s strange, mind-bending . . . and utterly useless. It’s a great story, but in the larger scheme of things, so what? On the off chance that I’m right, we’ve got a twenty-first-century Moslem fanatic safely trapped in France during the darkest of the Dark Ages. If Faisel truly has a nuke, I’d much rather believe that he’s in A.D. 730 than in the here and now.”


    Terrence’s liqueur glass slipped from his hands and shattered on the planked-oak floor. His face was ashen.


    NEAR METZ, 725


    A Brobdingnagian roar engulfed the thick woods. Black clouds of dust swirled and swept dervishlike across the ruined landscape. Rubble bounced and crashed down the steep slopes. Forest animals fled, predators and prey side by side, in single-minded terror.


    Amid the devastation, a lone man fought to keep his balance. He failed. Like the rocks and broken trees around him, he slid, willy-nilly, down the hillside.


    It was a wild ride through which he prayed fervently. Random projectiles battered and bruised him. Time and again, he narrowly escaped careening boulders and toppling trees.


    A great stone outcropping snagged him, knocking the wind from him. Grimacing in pain, several ribs clearly cracked, he crawled around the boulder to huddle beneath its broad overhang.


    A large box, its sides battered and scarred, slid past. The box hesitated for a moment, until the shaking ground started it back on its way downhill. The container vanished into the thick dust.


    Dust clouds covered the sun. What little light penetrated the haze was blood red. Gradually, the din lessened. The rocks stopped falling. Animals howled, lost in the otherworldly gloom. Randomly, in tremendous spasms, the ground continued to shudder.


    Slowly, favoring his cracked ribs, the man climbed to his feet. He freed a sturdy branch from the rubble; using it as a cane he carefully made his way downhill. He stumbled frequently, for what little illumination the sun still cast was shrouded by airborne dust.


    Never had he beheld such catastrophe. The earth moaned beneath his feet. From every direction came the delicate slithering of loose soil and untethered pebbles seeking downward for a new equilibrium. As though proud heaven felt itself challenged by the convulsions below, a great stroke of lightning split the sky. Seconds later, an enormous peal of thunder roiled the ground-hugging dust clouds.


    Through chaos and ruin, the man worked down the slope. He listened, carefully, past the whistle of the wind, the subsiding of the soil, and the whimpers of injured animals. Finally, faintly, he sensed an ethereal music.


    The melody called to him. Casting aside his improvised cane, he broke into a fast stumble, wincing at the pain in his side but unable to hold back. The music poured forth from places unseen, louder and louder. He stopped when it seemed to emanate from the rubble beneath his feet. Agitatedly he dug, flinging chunks of stone and handfuls of loose dirt in all directions. The music swelled louder and louder.


    His hand slapped smooth paneling; something boomed hollowly from the blow. The contact only increased his excitement. Harmonies swelling all about him now, he feverishly swept away the last of the debris. There! Handles! He unlocked the cabinet with a key from his pocket and twisted the levers madly.


    Battered hinges squealed in protest, but they could not resist the man’s frenzied tug. Then, as the doors flew open, the music reached a crescendo: the triumphant choral finale of Beethoven’s Ninth Symphony.


    Abdul Faisel, eyes brimming with tears, listened to the only MP3 player within twelve centuries. When the last cadence had faded into the swiftly falling night, he would begin moving the generally intact artifacts from the battered cabinet into a nearby cave. There he would spread his prayer rug and give proper thanks for a safe journey.


    Allah akbar. God is great.


    * * * *


    Faisel had first explored the cave in 1993. Carrying only a liter of bottled water on a sling, the hike from the institute grounds had been pleasant. The same trip today, with a full backpack and cracked ribs, through toppled and entangled trees, was much harder.


    It took seven trips to transfer everything from the storage cabinet to safety. Dragging the empty, but still-heavy and awkward cabinet for almost a kilometer, Faisel nearly wished he had brought Ali the van driver at gunpoint. He would bring a wagon and muscular staff when he eventually returned. It was just one more specific for an already long and detailed plan.


    Now—with a campfire crackling before him, his stomach full of canned beef stew, and his boots off—Faisel indulged in self-congratulation. He had done it! He, bomb, and supplies were now exactly when he meant them to be.


    Hezbollah had merely lent him their plutonium, expecting an atomic bomb back in return. For his part, he had promised to the sheiks a sword for Allah unlike any that had ever before been wielded. It was the details about which he had been less than forthcoming; the sheiks cooperatively mistook his vague, apocalyptic vision for zealous hyperbole. His was the most radical solution of all, and Hezbollah could be proud of its contributions—although of course they would never know.


    Exhaustion took its toll. Staring at the flickering flames, he fell into a near-hypnotic trance. The fire burned down. Embers glimmered, reminiscent of red symbols that had so recently flashed before him: 14, 13, 12 . . .


    NEAR METZ, 2004


    Abdul Faisel was shut inside the massive enclosure, the initiation sequencer counting the final seconds, when someone rapped firmly upon the locked laboratory doors. The rhythm changed quickly to an insistent pounding. The rising hum of his apparatus muffled the voice.


    “Wait!” The doors crashed open, admitting the stocky director of the institute. It could not have been anyone else. Only Mlle. Hubert could override his reprogramming of the laboratory lock. Her appearance at this moment went beyond logical prediction to prescience: At some subconscious level, Abdul had always known he would face her before leaving. He would have to pay the piper.


    Good Catholic though she was, Mlle. Hubert—Suzanne—had always treated him, the son of a Muslim fisherman, with respect: as a talented protégé, at first; then as an equal, a collaborator; finally, almost as a son. She had helped him through the grief of the massacre. Now she stood outside of the apparatus, peering through the tightly wound coils at him. “Wait, Abdul. Whatever you’re doing, whatever your reason for tapping the storage ring, it is unauthorized. And dangerous, it must be dangerous, or you would not be experimenting on yourself.” She said more, but the roaring hum of the coils drowned out most of her words.


    In seconds, the equipment would operate; Mlle. Hubert would die. If all went well, untold millions would die—so why did one old woman’s death matter? Why? Because she symbolized all the innocents, all the nonpoliticals, all those who deserved better than they would get. His hands shook with the desire to hit the emergency override. The red button stared at him, crimson like the sea of hot blood that he would spill. Against his wishes, he read her lips. Don’t do this. A tear glistened in her eye.


    The digital initiation sequencer counted inexorably downward: 8, 7, 6 . . . He tore his gaze away from her, focusing on the red, red override button. Red like Leila’s lifeblood. Red like the blood of my whole village, shed by Christian dogs. Red like the obscene surf through which he, alone, had floated to wreak vengeance. It was Allah’s will.


    With an inarticulate roar of triumph Faisel snatched his hand back from the treacherous button.


    3, 2, 1 . . .


    CHICAGO 2009


    Terrence stooped to pick glass bits from the sticky puddle. “Give me a minute. You’ve given me quite a fright.”


    The Bowens exchanged confused glances. Harry recovered first. “Christ, Terrence, you look like you’ve seen a ghost. Just leave that. What’s bothering you?”


    Terrence stood unsteadily and crumpled onto the sofa. “The year 730. You’re sure of that?”


    The physicist shrugged. “As sure as I am of any of this. Yes—if any of this holds water. As well as I can calculate it, Faisel traveled back to 725. If he survived, he’ll have experienced five years in his new time.


    “Don’t take this wrong, by the way, but you look like shit. Can I get you another drink?”


    That, anyway, was an easy question. Terrence nodded. “Yes, and not a liqueur. Scotch neat, please. A double.” He said no more until a new glass was in hand. He drained it without comment or apparent effect. “Another, please.”


    Harry returned with a refill and a damp mop. “What is it, man? You’ve thought for years that Faisel was out there somewhere with his bomb. You’ve suspected for days that he’d traveled somewhere in time with his bomb. What about A. D. 730 makes it any worse?”


    “It’s my turn to tell a story. A historian’s tale, now, not a cop’s. This is far worse than anything I could relate from my Interpol days.”


    His hand trembling, Terrence set the new glass on the coffee table. “You’re right, Harry, that one person won’t—can’t—normally make much of a difference to history. At least that’s the current theory. Great social trends take time to form, and then, like the tide, they overwhelm everyone and everything in their path. Momentum of the masses, if you’ll pardon a pun.” He coughed nervously, then pointed to the yet-again-empty glass.


    “Take your civil war, for example. The Confederacy was hopelessly outnumbered and outresourced. For all his military genius, all Robert E. Lee did was postpone the inevitable. What he really accomplished through his brilliance was more casualties and increased destruction.


    “So, righto, no one person really matters. Normally.”


    Terrence felt his face was flushed, whether from the Scotch or Harry’s bombshell he couldn’t say. It hardly mattered. “But ever so rarely, all of history seems to be balanced precariously. When it happens, wildly different outcomes become equally possible.”


    * * * *


    “Here’s a little known fact,” Terrence said. “The Arabic word for Europe is Firanja, from the Latin Francia. Are you familiar with the Franks?”


    La belle Bowen fielded that one. “The barbarian founders of France. They took over the province that the Romans called Gaul. They would have been running the place when Faisel arrived.”


    “Right. Anything else?”


    “Well, Charles the Great, Charlemagne, was a Frank. I think that’s a little later. Didn’t he found the Holy Roman Empire? Anyway, I’ve shot my early-French-history wad. I think we covered everything before the Bourbons in about one lecture.”


    She hadn’t mispronounced the dynasty name like the Kentucky whiskey. Harry, you’re a lucky man. “You’ve done better than most of the incoming students for my European Civ class. And better than about half of them at their final.” Terrence smiled weakly. “You, Harry?”


    “Sorry, Terrence. Julia’s the cultured one.”


    Terrence willed his shaking hands to be still. “The Romans were already collapsing when the Franks appeared at the Rhine, expelled from the Baltic region by even tougher barbarians from farther east. The Franks raided Gaul for a time, but some eventually settled there and became Roman mercenaries. A few even achieved high rank in the legions.


    “As Rome weakened, the Franks moved into the vacuum. They fought alongside the Romans. After Rome itself fell to the barbarian hordes, the Franks fought on alone against one invading tribe after another. The Franks on the western side of the Rhine gradually adopted Roman ways and took on the task of defending civilization itself—that is, what little civilization they had themselves so far assimilated.


    “Julia, you mentioned Charlemagne. The French and Germans still argue over who has the best claim to him—modern France and Germany date back to the division of Charlemagne’s empire after his death. The events we need to address occurred in the time of his grandfather.”


    Terrence’s glass was once more filled; he took a long, appreciative swallow. “There is good reason why the Franks made such an impression on the Arabs. It happened at one of those rare times when maybe one man could determine the flow of history, a time when all future history lay balanced precariously on a cusp.”


    He had the Bowens’ rapt attention.


    “To set the stage, I must ask you to indulge me in a brief digression. From the fourth through the seventh centuries, the whole of classical civilization was in crisis. Nomadic hordes burst from what are now Mongolia and Manchuria, causing chaos throughout Asia and Europe. China fragmented. India was conquered. The Western Roman Empire collapsed. The Eastern Roman Empire, its capital at Constantinople, lost the Balkans to the barbarians.


    “Quite separately, the seventh century also witnessed the founding of Islam and the launching of Holy War from Arabia. Persia, already weakened by the northern nomads, was conquered. Constantinople lost the Holy Land and all of North Africa.


    “For a hundred years, the army of Islam knew only victory. The Caliph in Damascus ruled an empire that stretched from the Atlantic Ocean to the Indian Ocean, territories including Persia, Mesopotamia, the Arabian Peninsula, parts of India, North Africa, and Spain.


    “I’ve now set the stage. In 732, the centennial year of Mohammed’s death, the so-far-unstoppable Islamic empire made its big push on Europe. After hundreds of years of barbarian onslaughts, in the darkest of the Dark Ages, Western Europeans remembered civilization more than they practiced it. The Franks were the last defenders of that memory.


    “Two great armies met in battle in west-central France, between the modern cities of Poitiers and Tours. The Franks narrowly won the day. The Berber and Bedouin forces were driven back into southern France. By 759 the Islamic armies had withdrawn permanently behind the Pyrenees into Iberia, what is now Spain.


    “Soon after the battle of Tours, Islam split into rival sects: Shia and Sunni. The energies that had driven Islam’s expansion across three continents turned inward—into dynastic struggles, rival caliphates, and sectarian warfare.” Terrence coughed. “Shia and Sunni are still fighting each other.


    “But I digress. Frankish and Islamic forces still battled from time to time, and Islam retained a foothold in Spain for more than seven hundred years, but the survival of the Frankish state was guaranteed by the victory at Tours. Francia, as much as the Roman Empire, was a progenitor of modern Europe.”


    Julia went to sit beside Terrence on the sofa. She put an arm around his shoulders. “So you’re viewing Faisel’s return in the context of a rerun of the critical battle?”


    The agent-turned-historian nodded. “The Franks at Tours reversed the rising tide of Islamic empire. What if the battle is replayed, and instead of a clash between straight swords and curved ones, the contest this time pits muscular strength against the atomic bomb?”


    NEAR METZ, FRANCE, 2009


    So far, the great international expedition had yielded only sore feet. Harry dialed his partner on his satellite phone. “Nothing here. Still.” He mopped sweat from his forehead with the back of a sleeve.


    “We’re not looking for the Empire State Building. I expected this to take a while. Stay alert.” (Terrence’s normally deep voice sounded tinny over the little speaker. Why, in a gadget that went for five times the price of a high-end iPod, was the speaker so cheesy?)


    So, Harry looked. He walked up, down, and around the hills surrounding the rebuilt Rothschild Institute. Only honking, of migrating geese and far-off impatient drivers, disturbed the silence. He covered the terrain to the west of the institute grounds; Terrence searched the east side. Once, through the trees, Harry spotted a promising heap of weathered stone, almost straight downhill from the research facility. His Geiger counter, alas, found the rock pile to be as inert as the rest of the countryside.


    They met for a quick picnic lunch. The bread was crusty and fresh, the cheese toothsome and pungent. The vin ordinaire, unfortunately, really was. “You realize, Terrence, that this is a fools’ errand.”


    Ambling smiled. “Don’t ever go into police work, my friend. Most of the job is looking for needles in haystacks.”


    “The other part is the danger, the adrenaline rush that makes it all worthwhile?”


    “No. Paperwork.”


    “You misunderstand.” Harry stood, sore muscles protesting. “Yes, it would be wonderful if we found traces of radiation. It would be a relief to be sure Faisel nuked himself at the moment of arrival, that he’s not a danger anymore. My complaint wasn’t about the difficulty of finding proof. Quite the contrary: It should be easy.


    “Look, if any plutonium 239 remained—and some would, because not every bit would fission—these Geiger counters would have found traces by now. It’s been, presumably, fewer than thirteen hundred years. The half-life of this stuff is more than twenty-four thousand years. Besides, I don’t see how we could overlook the crater. Yeah, yeah, I know”—Harry waved off the predictable rebuttal—“avalanches and erosion and the forest regrown. I don’t buy it. The first A-bomb, at Alamogordo, fused a circle eight hundred yards in diameter into glass. It used far less plutonium than Faisel has.”


    Harry pointed toward the town of Metz a few miles away. “There was a town down there when Faisel arrived. Don’t you think someone might have noticed a mushroom cloud several miles tall? Events much less dramatic have been remembered from that long ago.”


    Terrence sucked on a long blade of grass while the tirade wound down. “What do you suggest?”


    “I’ve got no better idea than continuing. I’m just letting off steam.” Harry began stuffing their trash into his backpack. He paused to point. “I’ll look up that way next. I thought I saw a glint of sunlight reflect from something. Maybe I’ll be lucky.”


    * * * *


    Jalal Ashrawi forced himself to lie still when one of the hikers suddenly pointed right at him. No, pointed toward him. In his camouflage pants and T-shirt, the thick underbrush surely concealed him. Still, he waited for the two men to look away before he cautiously lowered his binoculars.


    He squirmed slowly uphill, taking care not to rustle the bushes. Once behind a stand of pines, he stood and stretched. Time to shift positions. He slipped through the trees, angling across the slope, gingerly testing his footing at each step before putting down his weight. He was hidden at a new vantage point before the noisy tourists finished gathering their trash.


    Or were the two men tourists? Yes, almost everyone in the mountains fit that description, but it was self-defeating to assume that only tourists came. Palestinian students like Jalal had been coming up here for five years, had been watching—for they knew not what—that whole time. The elders of the revolution had assured them that their mission was important. Critical. The watchers would recognize what they were looking for when they saw it. Until then, lest they be questioned, it was best that they not know.


    Jalal’s stomach growled. Well, envying their snack was not dereliction of duty. He brought his binoculars back to his eyes and studied the man striding up the slope toward his previous hiding spot. Tall, dark-haired, middle-aged, breathing hard from the exertion. He wore a backpack and carried something boxy in one hand. Boxy, but with something else (cylindrical? the item was half-obscured by the man’s hand) attached by a dangling cord. What? And why had the hikers separated? Perhaps they had merely happened upon each other, and, having eaten together, would now go their separate ways.


    What was that his quarry held? Jalal swore under his breath as the man half vanished into the undergrowth. The box he carried was somehow familiar. Now the man reemerged from the thicket, stopped, set down the box, and took a curiously large portable phone from his pocket. Jalal heard about every fourth word; it was enough to know that the man was American.


    This was interesting. You either hike with someone, or you hike alone. You do not hike apart and chatter over phones. Suddenly his “hikers” seemed more like surveyors. What could be up here to survey for?


    And then Jalal knew where he had seen something like the American’s boxy gadget. When he wasn’t serving the cause, Jalal was a premed student. Two years ago, in radiation biology, he had used something just like that box.


    The American was searching for radioactive material with a Geiger counter.


    * * * *


    The Alsace-Lorraine region exhibited a degree of schizophrenia, having changed hands so often between France and Germany. A tragic situation, perhaps, but it meant that Metz, capital of the département of Lorraine, offered some of the finest beer in France. After a hard day’s fruitless searching, a stein or four of full-bodied beer was most therapeutic. Harry and Terrence were soon restored to cheerfulness.


    They stumbled back toward their cheap pension, weaving a bit. They had inconveniently few drinking songs in common. Two off-key voices together are ever so much less embarrassing than one—but of course they shared old Beatles tunes.


    Their merry caterwauling covered the padding of sneakers from somewhere behind them. It was arguably still twilight, but they were bushed.


    “Cigarette?”


    A short, swarthy stranger stood at a cross street, waiting for them, his hands in his coat pockets. Harry guessed that the man was in his mid-twenties. Looked Arabic. Harry patted his pockets from old habit as he kept walking. Stupid, really: He hadn’t smoked for years. “Sorry.”


    Two more men, also foreign-looking, rounded the corner. In a similar neighborhood in Chicago, Harry would have worried about muggers. The strangers blocked their path.


    Terrence tugged lightly on Harry’s sleeve. It was subtly done, but it made Harry miss a step, leaving the former agent in the lead. His eyes, clouded a moment ago, seemed bright. He balanced on the balls of his feet, and his arms hung slightly away from his sides.


    As the stranger started to take a hand from his pocket, Ambling’s left hand shot out. It clamped the stranger’s wrist, and Harry heard bones grate. Just as suddenly, Terrence’s right hand held a slim pistol. “Take that hand out slowly.”


    Releasing the man’s wrist, Ambling stepped back. His eyes maintained a steady sweep that encompassed all three men. Two held their hands well in front of themselves; the third, very carefully, removed a handgun, butt first, from his pocket. At Ambling’s gesture, the young man dropped it.


    Harry was just beginning to breathe again when the fourth man appeared from behind them.


    * * * *


    Blindfolded and with his hands tied behind his back, Terrence rode in the rear of an old truck through the old, cobblestoned section of town. After that, he had no concept of his path beyond mostly uphill. The rotten suspension kept bouncing Harry and him together. He must have bounced once in the wrong direction because someone gave him a swift kick. No one spoke. The trip lasted, he guessed, about thirty minutes.


    His blindfold was ripped roughly from his face. “Walk.” Two of his recent playmates stood cautiously behind the truck; they seemed comfortable with the weapons in their hands. Walthers, 9mm, Terrence noted. A sharp shove from behind. “Move.”


    He jumped down from the truck, landing clumsily for effect. Adrenaline burns off alcohol very quickly. Bowen followed. The short one who had first accosted them came last, holding Terrence’s own pistol.


    “Inside.”


    “Do you ever speak more than one word at a time, old chap?”


    Was that a trace of a smile? “No.” Shorty gestured again toward the door of a ramshackle wooden cabin.


    A smokeless coal fire in the fireplace took the edge off the evening chill. By the fire’s feeble, red-orange glow, Terrence saw a steely-eyed old man wearing a burnoose. Their captors bowed reverently to him as they entered, addressing him as sheik. Behind the old man (one of Faisel’s Hezbollah acquaintances?) two bodyguards stood holding AK-47 assault rifles.


    The old man settled gracefully to a mat on the floor. “We have been expecting you.”


    Bowen seemed about to say something; Terrence cut him off with a sharp glance.


    “Surely speaking a greeting will not harm you,” the old man said.


    Terrence turned sideways in answer, stretching his bound arms out behind him.


    “Jalal, untie our guests.”


    Shorty complied. Terrence rubbed his sore wrists to restore his circulation. “If we’re guests, I could use a bite to eat.”


    The old man smiled fleetingly. “I see you know our traditions. Times change. We have kept ‘guests’ in Beirut and the Bekaa for many months. I’m sure that you know we fed them.”


    Terrence shrugged. “Worth a try.”


    “Indeed. Once you lead us to our plutonium, I will be glad to furnish the finest meal. Anything you wish.”


    “The traditional dinner of the condemned man,” Harry observed bitterly.


    The old man smiled humorlessly with pearly teeth. “In the morning, you will show us the plutonium . . . or you will die. We do not really need you; you have already revealed the general area in which to look.”


    * * * *


    At least, Terrence thought, one of their captors had a sense of humor. He and Harry had been served bread and water for breakfast. Apple croissants and bottled Vichy water.


    They had been rousted at dawn, beckoned wordlessly from the windowless log storage shed where they had spent the night. Silent night. Enough silvery moonlight had filtered between the ill-fitted logs for him to find, and point out to Harry, the tiny hidden microphone.


    Bowen still looked dazed. Terrence imagined the physicist felt transported into a strange, new world. Once, this cruel and violent world had been his. Now Terrence needed all his former skills. They were his and Bowen’s only hope.


    The short terrorist, the one called Jalal, returned them at gunpoint to the main cabin. Three more armed men loitered conspicuously. Through the trees, as they ducked into the cabin, Terrence could just make out the white bulk of the Rothschild Institute.


    “I am told you have eaten,” the old man greeted them. “You should have no complaints then about your treatment. I expect equal cooperation from you in finding the plutonium.”


    “We don’t know . . . ” Harry began before he caught Terrence’s cautionary glance. Too late. The old man cocked an eyebrow at Jalal, who whipped Harry once, twice across the face with his pistol. It tore a deep gouge in Harry’s cheek; the blood trickled down his face and neck.


    “We thank you for our meal.” With an effort, Terrence unclamped his jaws. “My friend is accustomed to a more peaceful environment.” And unaccustomed to terrorist fanatics.


    “You have not, it would seem, been a friend by involving him.”


    Terrence took a deep breath. “My friend does not understand the certainty of your vision. The conviction with which you undertake your current endeavor.”


    “As it is written, ‘My community shall not agree upon an error.’ ”


    Bowen took in this exchange with an air of morbid fascination; maybe it was only the still-dripping gash that suggested the attitude. No matter, the less Harry spoke, the better. Conversing with terrorists was best left to the experts.


    “Jalal.” The short terrorist inclined his head. “Bring our visitors their equipment.”


    Terrence accepted a Geiger counter, as did Harry, wondering precisely when these had been removed from their pension. “You understand, then, that the precise location of the material remains to be determined.”


    “Yes,” the old man said.


    “Respectfully, why did you not watch us and take the material after we recovered it?”


    The old man’s eyes flashed angrily. “We watched from a distance once before. When the institute was destroyed, we even imagined ourselves to have been wise. We thought the bomb assembly had gone awry.


    “Then rebuilding started at the same spot. Clearly, the blast had involved no radioactive materials. We realized that a treacherous son of a filthy pig had stolen our plutonium, having set off the explosion to mislead us.


    “For five long years we sought our plutonium. Now that you have come, our vigilance will not waver. We will not waste a moment. We will not risk someone else developing an interest in your activities.


    “And now, you will quit stalling and find the material. You understand, I am sure, that your fate depends entirely on cooperation.”


    Terrence bent his head and backed from the room; Bowen, still half-stunned, followed. Terrence doubted that the old man was taken in by this show of respect. He could hope that the younger, less experienced Jalal might be. Any possibility of obtaining an edge, however remote, must be pursued.


    Four armed terrorists accompanied Bowen and him westward, in the general direction of the institute. The captors formed a square around their prisoners, staying out of reach. Terrence studied the front pair surreptitiously as they walked. Predictably, since they would be so near the institute, the guns had silencers.


    “Are you familiar with Geiger counters?” Terrence asked. Only Jalal nodded. “Well, they click near a radioactive source, getting faster as we get closer. We have only a general idea where the material was hidden. That’s why we searched separately yesterday. Two instruments used side by side are no better than one.” When no one answered, Terrence shrugged. The gesture said: I no longer care if we find the plutonium.


    Jalal pondered that. “Yusef, Habib. Take the Englishman. Search beyond the institute. Mustafa and I will watch the American on this side. Meet at the rock pile”—he pointed—“at noon.”


    Terrence began pacing a search pattern, guards in tow, predictable as the sunrise. The first time his body blocked their view, he thumbed off the Geiger counter’s power switch. A surprise discovery was the last thing he needed. Slowly, methodically, he worked his way up a shallow slope. He never looked directly at the terrorists, but kept track of them from the corners of his eyes. Gradually his guards’ paths converged; they walked side by side, smoking foul cigars and chattering volubly in Arabic. Harry and his captors were long out of sight.


    His search pattern led gradually through dense underbrush and up a steep hillside. Terrence swore in disgust, plopping down heavily, as a foot “happened” to slip out from under him. His captors laughed, unaware that he had palmed a baseball-sized rock.


    Morning wore on. His search pattern took them deeper into the woods. The undergrowth grew ever more tenacious. The Arabs, bored and complacent, dutifully followed in single file. They held their assault rifles at their sides, pointing down and away for safety.


    Nervous sweat trickled down his back. Soon. Terrence slowed his pace gradually, naturally, as the slope increased. The pattern that he was walking now approached the crest of a ridge. Muttering at the bushes and the bugs, he slowed still further. The chatter indicated that his guards were right behind him.


    Now. Terrence deliberately kicked a tree root. He spun around, his arms windmilling dramatically. “Christ, catch that!” he screamed as the Geiger counter flew from his grasp. The front guard made a one-handed grab. For an instant both terrorists were watching the fragile instrument—and Terrence leapt.


    All three went sprawling. He heard the muffled thud of a silenced round, probably fired by accident.


    The terrorists were flat on their backs, limbs tangled, tipped downhill at a good twenty-degree angle. Terrence smashed the top one in the head with his rock. It hit with a meaty thud, and the man collapsed.


    The bottom man, screaming, struggled loose. Grabbing a handful of shirt, Terrence raised the unaware body as a shield as the second terrorist pointed his AK-47. Shit. With his free hand, Terrence groped for a weapon. The gunman hesitated, looking for a clean shot.


    There! Terrence’s fingers brushed a smooth gunstock. He glanced down; the second assault rifle was half-under the unconscious terrorist. Terrence stretched for it. A round hit near his hand, spraying dirt. He lunged and heaved. The gun pulled free.


    Terrence raised his rifle. “Drop it.”


    The Arab began to lower his rifle—and then squeezed off a shot. The slug hit Terrence’s unwilling shield; silenced, the rifle lacked the power to put a round through the front body.


    Outraged and disgusted, Terrence put a third eye into the terrorist’s forehead.


    * * * *


    The gunshot rang out over the forest, echoing from the hills. Terrence had removed his silencer—hopefully someone would investigate. With his luck, though, it was pheasant season. The two terrorists guarding Harry spun, looking all around, confused by the echoes. “Drop them.”


    Jalal started to raise his rifle toward Harry Bowen. Terrence squeezed off another round. It ricocheted from the ground within inches of the terrorist’s feet.


    Terrence remembered a Clint Eastwood movie. “ ‘Go ahead. Make my day.’ ”


    Jalal froze. He had seen it too. As though in slow motion the gun dropped from Jalal’s hands. Moments later, the other’s rifle followed.


    “Walk slowly away from the guns, and away from my friend. Far enough. Now, lie down. Do it quickly and you might live.”


    As the terrorists complied, Harry hobbled over and retrieved their weapons.


    They left the men bound with their own belts, with socks stuffed in their mouths. No one had come to investigate the shooting. Then they headed for the institute, the one possible source of help nearby. “What happened to your leg, Harry?”


    “I got into a tussle with them. I don’t know what got into me, why I was crazy enough to try, but I did. Then I thought of Julia, of the kids. I couldn’t bear to lose them. I froze. Sorry.”


    An unarmed, untrained civilian had no business taking on two armed terrorists. Bowen might be a bloody genius, but sometimes he had more guts than brains.


    Terrence smiled wearily. “If I had a family, I don’t suppose that I could do this either.”


    * * * *


    The gunfire had drawn someone’s attention. The wrong someone.


    Terrence fought a running gun battle as they retreated toward the institute grounds and—hopefully—safety. Bowen was gasping by the time they reached the wrought-iron fence. Harry’s escape attempt had earned him a shin-bashing with a rifle butt, the blow pulled just enough not to break bones. He couldn’t search if he couldn’t walk.


    The familiar truck parked blocking the front gates suggested why no institute security guards had come investigating. The terrorists had gotten here first. They had probably struck here before pursuing the fugitives and risking more noisy gunplay.


    Armed men patrolled in front of the building. A few uniformed security guards sat stoically before their captors, hands folded over their heads, leaning against the fence. Another terrorist stood in the gatehouse, watching the monitors of the perimeter security system.


    Enemies behind them, coming up fast. Enemies in front of them, at the institute. He and Harry were trapped between.


    “Hsst.” Terrence motioned Bowen farther back into the woods. “It doesn’t look good. Any suggestions?”


    “I’m guessing nothing short of turning over the plutonium—which we don’t have—could placate them. I wouldn’t do that if I could.” Bowen grimaced as the rough footing twisted his injured leg. “There are phones inside. We can call the police in town.”


    “The lines will be cut.”


    “Cell phones, then,” Harry persisted.


    It was a long shot—and still better than anything Terrence had.


    They sneaked through the woods, paralleling the fence, until they were as far as possible from both search parties. Terrence gave Bowen a boost over the fence before clambering over himself. The alarm system wailed at their first touch of the fence.


    Terrence shot out the lock of a basement emergency exit, and they ran inside. Bullets sprayed as they rounded a corner. He sent a short burst down the hallway to instill some caution.


    They tiptoed down the hall to an open laboratory, then flung closed its heavy doors. Terrence started dragging a massive workbench in front of them. “Give me a hand with this.”


    Silence. Glancing over his shoulder, Terrence saw the physicist dumbstruck with wonder, staring at some enormous experimental setup. The table scraped into place just in time, as something heavy shook the doors. “Harry! Give me a hand here!” He put a few rounds through the doors at chest height; someone screamed.


    Oblivious, Bowen limped closer to the great metal enclosure.


    It seemed Faisel’s apparatus had been miraculously re-created. No, not miraculously: fortuitously. It wasn’t that surprising someone at the rebuilt institute would undertake to duplicate and study the mysterious contrivance from the first incident. Terrence imagined tantalizing records left behind, and guessed he would never know. He wondered: Did that unknown experimenter even know what the apparatus was for? The giant coils were surrounded with instrumentation and festooned with wires and probes. Aside from the Christmas-tree ornaments, it looked like what Bowen had described that night in Manhattan.


    Could he possibly be seeing a time machine?


    * * * *


    “Duck!” Ambling roared.


    Harry hit the deck. Bullets raked the space he had just vacated. Terrence snapped a short burst over Harry’s head. The shadow at the window well retreated.


    Harry shook off his reverie. Huddled behind a big metal desk, he watched the high window. The shadow returned, and he squeezed off a round. “Custer’s last stand.”


    “ ‘Half a league, half a league, half a league onward. / All in the valley of death rode the six hundred.’ ” It seemed a form of agreement.


    But that device! One eye on the rear window, one on the equipment, Harry laboriously traced the circuits. The hookup to the superconducting storage ring looked logical. It matched his theory of what Faisel had built. Red LED numerals blinked at him from a control panel inside the enclosure. The open door called out to him.


    Another shadow at the window! Harry fired a short burst and was rewarded by a scream. Moments later, the room shook from an explosion just outside.


    “Grenades,” Terrence snarled. “Aw, shit.”


    Lab instruments jiggled and danced from the shock. A coffee mug bounced across the desk to smash at Harry’s feet.


    Gunfire tore at the barricaded doors. The wood was shredding, even the table behind it was coming apart. A leg broke, and the table crashed to the floor. The fusillade went on and on.


    “Good working with you, Harry.”


    Harry stared at the broken crockery. Its bouncing path had meant something. What?


    Oh! He rolled across the room, below the unending stream of automatic weapons fire, and through the open door into the time machine. He flicked on the big power switch. A digital timer began counting down. 20, 19, 18, 17 . . .


    “Terrence! Move it, now!” 14, 13.


    As the firing abruptly stopped, a terrorist dove through the Swiss-cheesed doors. Ambling stitched the body with a short burst. Terrence scrambled to his feet and ran into the enclosure.


    7, 6, 5 . . . Harry yanked at the metal door; it had snagged some trash on the floor and would not budge. If the door weren’t closed to complete the shielding enclosure, the vast energies from the storage ring would vaporize them.


    Terrence grabbed for the door handle; together they gave it a vicious jerk. It crashed shut with an echoing clang.


    2, 1 . . .

  


  
    PART II


    What seest thou else


    In the dark backward and abysm of time?


    —William Shakespeare


    NEAR METZ, 730


    The earth rolled in great waves.


    A tremor sent the two men bouncing down the rock-strewn slope. Giant trees toppled; more burst asunder in sprays of daggerlike splinters.


    The ground cracked open. One man, shouting helplessly, tumbled into an abyss. His companion hung over the edge, deep into the pit, arm extended. No good. He leaned farther, shoe tips scratching for purchase in the dirt, teetering. Groping fingers finally touched; hands clasped. As the fallen man scrambled out of the crevasse, it snapped closed with a grinding roar.


    The heaving of the earth slowly subsided. Stones continued to rain down from the higher slopes, but with decreasing frequency. For a moment, an eerie calm fell over the devastation. Then faint wails of despair made themselves heard in the distance.


    Terrence Ambling climbed shakily to his feet. “Thanks for pulling me out of there.” Harry wondered whether there meant the lab or the crevasse. It hardly mattered. “Don’t mention it. At most, we’re even.”


    The cries came from a settlement in the valley below, dimly visible through the dust. From its location, it must be Metz. Smoke had begun to billow, perhaps set by cooking fires spread by the earthquake.


    “We must go help.” Harry pointed to the village. “We started the quake.”


    They started downhill together. “Do you really know how it works, Harry? Why are we still alive? How did we pay back the energy debt to the present? Or do I mean the future?”


    An aftershock threw them flat. “That’s how.” Harry waved vaguely at the trembling earth. “That’s what I realized, finally, back there at Rothschild. The discharge here and now of energy from the time machine can trigger earthquakes here and now, at least if the terrain and the timing are right. There’s a lot of energy in an earthquake. Enough to boomerang to our time, repaying the energy loan. Enough that Faisel didn’t need his bomb to stay back here.”


    Ambling sat up. “How did you know a quake would release enough energy? Especially now? Faisel’s arrival five years ago must have relieved most of the geological stresses.”


    “I didn’t know,” Harry said. “It just seemed we had used up our luck in our own time.”


    When Harry spotted an ordinary flashlight, badly rusted and half-buried in a mound of quake-born rubble, it seemed an omen of better luck to come in this, their new era.


    * * * *


    Night halted their progress toward the nearby town. Gradually, faint cries of pain and desperation gave way to the purposeful shouts of rescuers getting organized. The wind carried snippets of speech up to them, but never enough to be intelligible.


    Prudence in an unknown environment would have kept them from lighting a fire even if they had had the means. It was cold out, too cold for sleep. They huddled beneath a rocky overhang, stomping their feet and swinging their arms for warmth. Animals growled a few times from the underbrush, but they ran when stones were thrown their way. Their rifles had disappeared amid the chaos of their arrival, lost and buried forever.


    At first light they resumed their course down from the mountains, carefully picking a path around rockslides and uprooted trees, twitching at every aftershock. None of these temblors could hold a candle to the previous day’s big quake.


    Emerging midmorning from the mountains, the two men stopped to reconnoiter from a bluff overlooking the town. The public baths and the temple in the settlement’s center seemed intact. The few stately residences had lost pieces of facade or endured cracks in their decorative columns, but seemed otherwise undamaged. These Roman buildings, by far the largest structures in sight, must have been too small to resonate with the main quake.


    Common houses had not fared as well. Most had been reduced to mounds of thatch and splintered boards collapsed about their support posts. Some debris might have covered mere underground storage pits, for the heaped wreckage often fell short of ground level. Weary-looking bucket brigades were dousing the piles; flames still licked greedily at several of them.


    The long center span of a graceful stone bridge had fallen into a river. Upon closer examination, the pieces from the wrecked bridge were green with algae or moss. The structure must have collapsed at an earlier time. The present residents of this onetime imperial outpost of Metz would have been incapable of repairing it.


    At least, Harry and Terrence thought to themselves, they were on the town side of the rushing waters. It was their first bit of good luck in days—or in over twelve hundred years, depending on one’s point of view.


    NEAR CHARTRES, FRANCIA, 730


    The scarred mastiff growled, tearing at the ground with his claws, impatient for the chase to resume. He stared down the left-hand side of the forking forest path with his one good eye. No doubt in his mind which way their quarry had fled.


    The Frankish war party waited silently on horseback for their dismounted leader to reach his own conclusion. They sat stoically: They had been schooled in hunting and war, if little else, since youth. The breath of man and beast alike hung in the cold air in white clouds.


    All the men wore tight-fitting linen shirts and knee-length pants. Bands of cloth wrapped their lower legs and disappeared into their leather boots. All wore the traditional blue cloaks; several had donned fur jerkins for added warmth. Scabbarded swords hung from their broad leather belts, along with an assortment of tools. Their shoulder-length hair was pulled forward, exposing their necks. Except for occasional thin moustaches, the men were clean-shaven.


    Bertchramm crouched beside his favorite hunting dog. The leader of the war party had a barrel-like chest; broad streaks of gray ran through his dark blond hair. At his side hung, not a modern sword, but a double-edged, short-handled throwing ax. The Franks had once attacked by hurling their massive iron axes en masse at an opposing force, shattering shields and heads alike. The old Romans—brave legionaries, not the pitiful postimperial remnants—had even named the deadly axes after their bearers: francisca.


    Bertchramm favored the old ways.


    “Quiet, Lupus.” Latin for wolf, the name had been a rare bit of whimsy from the mastiff’s dour master. The huge canine was a match for most wolves—although, in truth, one had claimed the now-unseeing eye. When his dog did not obey immediately, Bertchramm absentmindedly cuffed it. The dog whimpered once, then hunkered down.


    Bertchramm considered. Lupus seemed surer of the way now than at any time earlier in the chase. He, however, thought the trail as old as ever: the grasses scarcely bent, the ashes of the last campfire stone cold. The Saracen raiders, may they roast in the monks’ hell, were wily. Were they somehow fooling the dog?


    Bent grass on both paths suggested the impact of horse hooves. Lupus had hesitated briefly at the fork before choosing a path. Bertchramm stared at the ground. Animal spoor led predominantly along the right path, downhill. And did he not hear the trickle of running water from that direction? A stream? He thought what he would do if he were pursued.


    A leader must lead. “They sent a decoy group down the left path, perhaps with their wounded to leave a stronger odor.” Bertchramm gestured to his right. “Most went this way, to ride for a while along the stream and hide their scent.”


    The grizzled Frank remounted, keeping his doubts to himself.


    METZ, 730


    Harry stared at the destruction. “Let’s see how we can help. Julia was right—I am glad that I learned French. Hopefully, it hadn’t changed too much by our time.”


    Terrence shook his head. “Your linguistic diligence is most commendable, Harry, especially in a Yank. Consider yourself lucky that we wound up where we did: just barely within Neustria. A few kilometers east of here, in Austrasia, the Franks are pretty exclusively speaking a form of German. Together, the two regions make up Francia.”


    “The Franks don’t speak French?”


    “Metz was a Roman colony. Here inside the border of the old empire, many Franks have picked up some Latin from the Gallo-Romans. Don’t expect much in the way of grammar, though. In time it will become French—but it’ll be another three centuries before France has a king who doesn’t speak at least some German.”


    Harry started downhill. “No matter. They need strong backs now, not conversation.”


    They loped down the final slope into the outskirts of Metz. Both towered a head or more over everyone in sight. People fell silent as they approached, as though struck by their height or outlandish garments, then returned to the more urgent matter of rescuing those still buried in the ruins. Perhaps it allayed suspicions that they came unarmed.


    Harry looked around. Organized groups labored purposefully over the largest collapsed buildings—rank always has its privileges. He and Terrence could add little to those efforts. They went farther into the town.


    The piles became shorter and more compact. Harry guessed these “homes” were only thatch-covered holes in the ground. A curly-haired hunchback knelt nearby, scraping ineffectually at heaped rubble. Dirt and soot streaked the man’s broad, homely face; sweat dripped from his hair and soaked his shirt. His clothes were crudely woven from coarse yarn.


    A wooden roof beam entangled in the wreckage had him stymied. Harry grabbed on and tugged; the board refused to budge. “Terrence, give me a hand.”


    Something snapped inside the rubble; the beam shifted. With a final yank, all eight feet of it slid free. Suddenly a three-man team, they dug with renewed energy. The hunchback called something unintelligible but clearly interrogatory over his hump.


    “German, sort of, but not quite,” Ambling finally said. He tapped himself on the chest. “Ich bin Terrence. Mein freund ist Harry.”


    The hunchback, without slowing in his efforts, let fly a torrent of words. Maybe one word in three sounded familiar to Harry, and the occasional phrase. There was a Wolfgang in there, perhaps his name.


    Terrence kept trying to respond, mostly repeating things. The hunchback patiently corrected Terrence’s repetitions. A pattern emerged: Terrence was apparently mispronouncing a handful of letters. P, t, and k were the worst.


    Terrence smacked his forehead with his palm in seeming exasperation. Enunciating carefully, he said something Harry didn’t get.


    The hunchback nodded, as though this time he understood, and answered back.


    “What’s going on?” Harry asked.


    “I’m communicating,” Terrence snapped.


    “How? A moment ago he didn’t understand you.”


    With a grunt, Terrence lifted and threw aside a slab of masonry. It must have bounced here; it might even have been what collapsed this hovel. Breathing heavily, he said, “Languages change over time. The European languages we know derive from Indo-European. Around 500 B.C., for unknown reasons, Germanic split off as a separate tongue. We’ve arrived in the middle of the second sound shift, a separation into Low and High German.


    “Which are?”


    “Basically a north-south split, Harry. Franks and Bavarians speak what will become High German. Low German will eventually produce, among other things, Anglo-Saxon and Dutch.


    The hunchback interrupted. Terrence translated, “He wants us to get back to work.”


    Harry mopped his sweaty forehead with his sleeve. “Mein Deutsch will get me through most World War II movies. Period. You’ll be translating for a while.”


    Then everyone fell silent: Their digging had yielded the broken body of a young girl. Damn! She looked about four years old—


    Melissa’s age. Harry dropped to the ground, stunned. He’d never see Melissa again. Nor her brother Johnny. Nor Julia.


    The truth hurt. He was trapped in his own past. In his loved ones’ present, he was no more than centuries-old dust. Dust which, at that, lay across an ocean from home. Knowing that his arrival had killed this innocent child . . .


    The backbreaking labor seemed less than adequate penance.
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    Men and women alike whimpered as they ran through the trees. They did their best to keep their hurts inside. It was not only that they had little breath to spare; their captors had already slain one of their number whose words had angered them.


    The Frankish prisoners had thought the trek brutal when they had first set out. Now it was worse. Not long ago, some of the raiders had split off. Unencumbered by wounded, their keepers had managed to quicken the pace.


    Branches tore their already tattered clothes, whipped their bleeding and weary bodies. Stones and tree roots battered their feet. Their guards laughed when they stumbled, beat them cruelly with the flats of curved swords when they fell. To refuse or be unable to rise, all knew, meant instant death. To survive the trip, to no one knew where, offered at least the possibility of a life—if only the bitter life of a slave.


    The raiders on their great steeds had no trouble maintaining the pace. In their flowing white robes, the warriors seemed ghostlike as they sped through the forest.


    It was not a comforting comparison.
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    The three men dug as a team for hours. Finally, just before sunset, the rescue efforts all around them petered out. The ruins had been sifted, if not cleared, at every location. The hunchback seemed pleasantly surprised at the quake’s toll: five dead and twelve seriously injured. To the guilt-racked time travelers, the casualties seemed monstrously high.


    Terrence vaguely remembered downing a chunk of coarse-grained bread while they worked, and taking a swig from a passed wineskin. After almost two days without food, one at hard labor, he was woozy. He was pleased to see, as the rescue operations finally stopped, that a few of the women had prepared a simple meal.


    Exhausted men and women gathered around a communal fire lit in a cleared spot in the town center. He and Harry gratefully accepted bowls of bland soup—little more than broth with chunks of boiled beef, a loaf apiece of tough bread, and goblets of thin beer. Terrence sighed in relief. Offering them a meal meant acceptance. To harm them now would be an outrageous breach of Frankish hospitality; indeed, a serious crime punishable by a considerable fine.


    Most of the townsfolk were weary beyond curiosity. A few stared at his unfamiliar denim trousers and plaid flannel shirt, but no one bothered to ask. The simple meal quickly downed, the last drop of broth absorbed with a scrap of bread, Terrence and Harry followed their hunchbacked friend to a bed of straw in a rude shed behind a large stone structure. They were asleep before their host left the stable.


    * * * *


    Father Gregory examined his guests carefully. The two strangers brought to the abbey by Brother Wolfgang were a puzzle. Both were exceptionally tall. They seemed, although weary, in the pink of health. And their garments—the priest had never seen cloth of such a fine and uniform weave. But if their raiment bespoke wealth, they showed no other signs of it. Clean-shaven as Franks though his guests were, it seemed unlikely that they were Franks. They carried no weapons, wore no jewelry. No, that was not quite accurate. The black-haired one wore a single gold band on his left hand.


    The burly Frankish abbot was indirectly related to the Gregory: St. Gregory of Tours, the confidant and biographer of kings. The abbot was a highly educated man for these troubled times, at once proud of his learning and mortified that after so many years in the Church he could still feel pride.


    Gregory pulled his cloak tight against a draft and considered the evidence. Unarmed but noble of bearing. He had heard of far parts of the world where, unlike Francia, a man’s estate was not split evenly between his sons. Perhaps the strangers were younger sons from such a country, driven to seek the priesthood by their disinheritance.


    Enough idle speculation. Gregory addressed his guests. “Welcome to Metz and to our abbey. I am Father Gregory, the abbot. Brother Wolfgang”—he gestured at the hunchback—“tells me that you speak our tongue. Good. I would enjoy hearing a little about your travels.”


    The shorter of the near-giants smiled back. “Your grace, I am Terrence. My friend Harry and I are very grateful for your hospitality. I did once chance to learn a little of your language, but do not know it well. My friend does not speak it at all.”


    The taller stranger spoke briefly in another language, presumably also in welcome. Gregory frowned in concentration. He had gotten his Latin many years ago from the learned bishop in Augusta Treverorum (Trier). Was there not some similarity between Harry’s words and the vernacular there? Gregory tried to recall the sounds from his long-ago student days; the words felt odd on his tongue. “Some of your words resemble the corrupted Latin in old Gaul.”


    Harry spoke a few more strangely accented words. The abbot thought that he understood them: “Then there is hope.” A melancholy expression belied this utterance.


    In these troubled times, it was the abbot’s duty and his satisfaction to give comfort. Smiling, Gregory answered his guests in the vernacular. “By the grace of our Lord, there is always hope.”
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    Dawn arrived, as it did every autumn day, in a sea of thick white fog. The sun that peered at Adelhard through the dense haze seemed to cast no more light than a full moon on an overcast night. The swirling vapors made the solar disk appear blotchy, again reminiscent of a full moon. Still, the hermit knew, this morning mist would soon burn off.


    His water passed, Adelhard stepped back from the chill into the dubious shelter of his tiny cottage. The chipped pottery ewer was one of the few possessions in the hut, which contained no furniture. He splashed icy water from the vessel onto his face, which he then wiped dry with a relatively clean corner of his rough brown robe. He ignored the stale crust of bread that would be his breakfast, for prayers and meditation preceded all food.


    The hermit went outside again into the mist. Tall trees surrounded him: Despite centuries of settlement, most of Francia remained forested. Many of his countrymen still worshipped the forces of nature, the spirits that supposedly slipped silently through these trees.


    He suspected that the previous dweller at this isolated crossroads in the woods had been a pagan—many a morning Adelhard had discovered profane offerings silently left in front of the hut during the night. Once he had even found a baby left in an earthen tunnel dug under the very crossroads, its entrances loosely blocked by bundles of thorns. Contact with Mother Earth was supposed by the vulgar to magically imitate the maternal breast, he knew, and so was thought to have curative powers. The pagan belief had done that poor child no good—she was dead when he found her. Adelhard sometimes imagined his pagan predecessor at this spot, sitting on the fresh hide of a bull, its bloody side facing up to draw the evil spirits from the ground.


    Perhaps it was these thoughts of vile phantoms that made Adelhard start at the sudden appearance of shapes in the fog. He smiled at his foolishness: Surely the arrival of travelers at a crossroads required no supernatural explanation.


    The first strangers, all warriors, came on horseback. They warily inspected the crossroads and nearby woods; one of their number dismounted to peek into his cottage. The man whom Adelhard took to be their leader whistled what must have been a signal, for the small troop was soon joined by a ragged group of men and women. The hermit’s breath caught at their piteous state. More warriors, clearly impatient with their prisoners—for such those who walked obviously were—brought up the rear. From their garb and whispered speech, Adelhard knew the prisoners were Franks.


    The captives stood cowering, resigned to their fates. At a wave from the warrior band’s leader, they settled quickly to the ground, not a few groaning from who knew what injuries. Adelhard shook himself from his unhelpful observations, turning to fetch water and his meager supply of bread. These poor unfortunates needed the food more than he.


    “Stop.”


    The hermit froze at the guttural command. He turned slowly toward the speaker. The order had come, as he’d suspected, from the one he had first guessed to be the leader. “I was getting bread for your prisoners.” Adelhard studied the man while awaiting an answer. The white robe and flowing head covering were unfamiliar. A close-cropped black beard and chilling brown eyes dominated the warrior’s face.


    “Then be quick. We rest here only briefly.”


    Adelhard retrieved his crust and distributed it, broken into tiny pieces, among the gasping captives. They gnawed at his humble offering while he made the round again, this time with his water ewer. The men on horseback took food from their saddlebags. “Are you a magician, then, to live here alone in the forest at the crossroads?”


    “Indeed, not!” Adelhard took such offense at the question that he did not wonder at the stranger’s excellent grasp of Frankish. “I am a good Christian. Years ago I stopped at this spot to fast and meditate, and here did I have a vision. I have lived here ever since. I am called Adelhard.”


    “My men and I are also religious.” The warrior smiled. “We follow Allah.”


    Followers, then, of that false prophet, Muhammad. The warriors had probably come from Iberia, which the Mohammedan Arabs had conquered just two decades ago, even though these men had just approached from the north. Christian travelers returned from Iberia spoke highly of Mohammedan culture and manners. Their heathen religion had borrowed from earlier faiths. As a result, they were said to respect Christians and Jews as fellow “people of the Book.”


    Adelhard couldn’t reconcile these descriptions with the treatment of the prisoners. Of course, the supposedly Christian community he had renounced displayed its own warlike cruelty.


    Adelhard suddenly realized that the head warrior was staring at him impatiently. In his musing, he had apparently missed some comment of the Arab chieftain. “My pardon. Could you repeat that?”


    “I asked if your accent was Visigothic.”


    The question was natural, and the stranger was, in fact, correct. There was, somehow, a disagreeable undertone to the question. Trying to ignore a premonition, Adelhard answered, simply, “Yes.” His discomfort only grew as the warlord inexplicably broke into a predatory grin.
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    The pooled assets on the beaten-earth floor seemed woefully inadequate: some twenty-first-century pocket change, a nail clipper, and a metal-barreled ballpoint pen. Arab terrorists in modern Metz had stolen everything else from the two friends. That was unfortunate—their Swiss Army knifes might otherwise have brought them a pretty silver denarus or two in trade.


    If wishes were horses then beggars could ride. Harry found the aphorism distastefully apropos. Never mind what might have been. What about selling the pen? No one in this era would believe how long it would last, and proving its lifetime would just squander the ink. Anyway, who in the here and now had enough paper to merit such a writing implement? The abbot had actual papyrus, though little of it, in his cell.


    Their clothes, especially their sturdy leather hiking boots, were undoubtedly the most valuable of their belongings. These being irreplaceable, Harry and Terrence had agreed to be parted from them under only the direst of circumstances.


    Harry prodded the pitiful pile with his boot tip. “It doesn’t seem we can hire an army, does it?”


    “We need information far more than an army at the moment.” Ambling began tucking their meager possessions into his pockets. “My grumbling stomach believes that we need food more than either. I guess I shall once again orate for our supper.”


    “You’re just a ham at heart.” Harry, for no good reason, grabbed back his pen.


    Terrence drew himself up to his full height in mock indignation. “I, sirrah, am an actor at heart. It’s a common affliction among the English. And until you discover a better method for putting food into our mouths, I shall expect forbearance with your insults.”


    “Ham” was, admittedly, too strong a term. Terrence was a born storyteller; in these entertainment-starved times that talent made him a natural moneymaker. At least he would have been a moneymaker if the locals had had cash to spare. They didn’t: Currency was hoarded for buying scarce trade goods from traveling merchants.


    Terrence was paid mostly in free meals and ale; Harry, by acting out scenes from Terrence’s stories—usually involving dying with great melodrama—earned his own scraps. On principle, they preferred earning their food to the unquestioned hospitality of the abbey.


    It helped that Terrence had been raised on stories that the Franks could never have heard: the tales of Scheherazade, the Brothers Grimm, and Hans Christian Andersen. That Terrence’s Frankish was accented and his vocabulary sometimes lacking only added to his audience appeal. Wandering minstrels were not expected to speak like natives.


    Harry and Terrence still lodged in the abbey’s pauper hostelry. They made their way by dim twilight across the monastery grounds to the guest quarters that served the well-to-do and high-ranking travelers. Thick smoke rising from the chimney—their rooms were unheated—led them to their destination.


    A cheer of welcome greeted the storytellers. Terrence scanned the crowd: three new travelers and their servants. Beds would be shared here tonight. “Harken to my words,” he began grandiloquently, “for I have a tale to tell this evening that will chill your bones despite this crackling fire.” The already besotted crowd roared its approval. Terrence stood still, smiling and silent, until one of the new arrivals motioned a servant forward with two cups of beer. Terrence downed his brew in one gulp (it was foul, watery stuff), then let out a great belch of satisfaction—local manners.


    He launched into a medievalized version of Edgar Allan Poe’s “The Tell-Tale Heart,” which they’d rehearsed that afternoon. Harry’s role consisted mostly of looking terrified. Their patrons for the evening laughed themselves sick at Harry’s nervous search for the source of the fearful beating. By dint of strategic pauses throughout the narration, they obtained a filling, if unsatisfying, meal before the tale’s end. With deep bows to acknowledge the crowd’s shouted approval, Harry and Terrence began circulating in search of conversation and more ale.


    The evening’s real work now began. Storytelling brought food, it was true, but other ways could be found to earn a living. If mere survival in these rough times were their only goal, then joining the monastery would provide as safe and secure a life as they were likely to find. Every night for over two weeks they’d met with any and all travelers in hope of a clue to Abdul Faisel’s whereabouts.


    None of the townsfolk knew of Faisel, whom the time travelers described as a fugitive from their own faraway country, or recognized his description. Recognition was, of course, a lot to expect after five years’ time. Still, absent some useful information soon, they had no plan beyond heading westward toward Tours, where they expected Faisel must surface in two years’ time. Setting out with so little information would be truly an act of desperation. If they could learn nothing here, so near to where Faisel must have arrived, how hopeless would it be to strike out on their own into the wilderness?


    “Faisel? That is not a name I remember,” answered Harry’s fifth target for the night, a young servant whose own name Harry had instantly forgotten. The Franks, rich and poor alike, were accustomed to drinking themselves into a stupor every evening. Most had a tolerance for alcohol far beyond Harry’s limits. “The shaking of the world I cannot forget.” The servant rattled on for a while about what he had been doing.


    The great quake five years ago was like 9/11 in his time. Everyone hereabouts remembered what they had been doing. They would tell you about it in excruciating detail at the drop of a hat. Fair enough, Harry thought. The aftershocks since his and Terrence’s arrival had been horrible enough.


    His new drinking buddy droned on about shattered trees and fleeing woodland beasts. He had been returning with several other servants from a hunt, from deep in the forest about three days west of town. Harry tried to guestimate the distance. Twenty miles? Fifty miles? He couldn’t begin to decide without having seen the terrain.


    Across the room someone launched into a rollicking, far more interesting, bit of old royal gossip. Harry strained to hear about King Chilperic and Queen Fredegund, and their long-ago burning of tax records. People roared their approval. The Franks believed taxation applied only to others: No wonder the remnants of postimperial Roman civilization had so quickly declared themselves Frankish. Harry caught Terrence’s eye over the heads of the crowd, and winked.


    To declare one’s self tax-exempt . . . the notion so tickled Harry’s fancy that he almost missed the servant’s sotto voce comment. Besides, while several nights of carousing had greatly improved his vocabulary in the Gallo-Roman near-French, Harry still misunderstood much of what he did hear. “A dead man in a cottage? The earthquake killed him?”


    “Yes, dead, that’s what I said, but not from the shaking. His body was still warm, days after the earth calmed down, when we happened upon him.”


    What was the man trying to tell him? Harry leaned forward. “I couldn’t hear you over the noise.”


    “The coin.” His drinking companion glanced around before whispering confidentially, “The old man still worshipped the ancient gods; the signs of it were everywhere in his little hut. I started to place Charon’s obolus into his mouth.” Harry stared blankly. “The pagan’s fare to the boatman for passage across the river Styx to the other side.


    “I found a coin already in his mouth.”


    Something in the first narration had caught his subconscious’s interest. What? “A coin in his mouth,” Harry repeated mindlessly.


    “You asked about strange events. That coin—it was strange. I can’t read”—the servant laughed at the very notion—“but I know the shapes of letters. After all, they are all over the imperial ruins. There were peculiar markings on this coin, not Roman letters.”


    “Peculiar,” Harry echoed.


    “I remember them still.” The table was coated with grease and dust. The servant made a sign to ward off the evil eye—the corpse in the distant hut wasn’t the only pagan in the area—then began tracing arcane shapes in the slime. The finished product looked roughly like “L8b1.”


    A chill came over Harry as he mentally flipped the characters. No wonder this Frank had found the characters on the coin unfamiliar: They were Arabic numerals. There was nothing demonic about them.


    The coin was simply dated 1987.
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    Clicking a string of worry beads, the Arab sheik studied the hermit. Gamal’s overriding impression of the recluse, dressed in tatters and rags, his hair a greasy tangle, was filth. The Christian dogs had yet to discover the virtues of cleanliness. Still, squalor alone did not suit the warrior’s purposes. Adelhard’s speech might. Gamal impatiently repeated an earlier question. “I asked if your accent was Visigothic.”


    “Yes.” Adelhard’s eyes narrowed slightly, as though in premonition.


    Let the hermit fear him; Gamal found himself grinning in anticipation. “In Iberia I have met many of your people. I find them most interesting.” Adelhard bowed his head briefly in acknowledgment. “Your priests are very intriguing to speak with.” That earned him a cautious nod. The recluse’s circumspection added zest to the game; it would not, in the end, help him. “I found most refreshing their view of the nature of Christ.”


    “Ah,” the hermit said, scanning the faces of the silently attentive Frankish prisoners. He licked his lips nervously.


    Gamal’s smile broadened. Things were as he expected. “Did you know that my people claim Christ as a prophet?”


    “I would not have expected another people to so honor Jesus Christ.” Adelhard faced the warrior chief as he spoke, but he raised his voice so the Franks could more clearly hear his carefully chosen words.


    “Allah has no son,” Gamal answered sincerely. He, too, pitched his voice so that the Franks would hear. “That is why I find your beliefs so refreshing. The imams of Islam, just like your Arian priests, know Christ to be a man made by God. A very wise man, of course, an inspired man, but still—only a man.”


    Prisoners muttered softly at the mention of Arianism. The Franks were Catholics; they had been such since King Clovis’s famous battlefield conversion centuries earlier. The Church had outlawed the Arian heresy long before even Clovis’s time.


    The priests taught well their apostasies, if nothing else.


    The murmuring was as music to Gamal’s ears. He turned his horse so that he faced the prisoners. “You do not honor this hermit’s beliefs?”


    They looked uncertainly to one of their number, their erstwhile leader. At his nod, they shouted their denunciation. They renounced Adelhard as a heretic and an enemy of the Church.


    “You do not consider him a true follower of your Christ?”


    Here, after days of beatings and exhaustion, was an enemy at whom they could safely rail. The prisoners roared out their contempt.


    “No? Then why should I?” In one fluid motion, Gamal swept his fine Toledo scimitar from its scabbard and plunged it up to its hilt in the hermit’s stomach. Adelhard’s eyes opened impossibly wide, and blood burst from his mouth. Gamal freed his sword with a twist that stirred the dying man’s guts. Gore dripped from the blade as he wheeled toward his shocked-to-silence prisoners.


    “And you who would condemn the stranger who just fed you? You call yourselves Christians? You sicken me.” At his signal, Gamal’s band of warriors unsheathed their weapons.


    The crossroads was thickly coated in red before the raiders laid down their arms.
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    “I wish you would reconsider.”


    Terrence and Harry exchanged a glance. How could they explain to the gentle abbot, their only real friend in this violent century, that they must leave? Terrence sighed. “I can only say that our purpose is urgent.”


    “This man whom you follow. If he came here, if he is still alive, has left nothing after five years but a coin as a sign of his passing. How can you hope to find him?”


    At least Gregory’s wording provided Terrence with an irrefutable answer. “By the grace of our Lord, there is always hope.”


    The abbot arched an eyebrow in recognition of his own words but said nothing.


    Harry broke the awkward silence. “We earned a little money at storytelling, enough for supplies and swords.”


    “I’ve seen you practice at swords. I was a Frank long before I became a priest, so believe what I tell you. You should stay.”


    Harry squirmed on his hard wooden stool, then answered as gently as he could. “We must go. I can’t expect you to understand this, but the world depends on it.”


    Gregory laid his hand on Harry’s arm. “Perhaps I do understand. You cry out into the night sometimes, in your sleep. I believe that this Julia means the world to you.” A tear glistened in the corner of Harry’s eye. “She must be very special.”


    Terrence changed the subject. “We plan to leave in the morning. We’ll follow the old Roman road west. Brother Bernhard says it’s still open as far as Reims. That’s farther than we’ll be going.”


    “It is passable much farther than that, at least as far as Tours. I’ve been there, you know.”


    Terrence knew—Gregory was a bit of a bore on the subject of his famous relative, the former bishop at Tours. “Our immediate plans don’t go that far. Maybe someday.”


    “Miracles are said to occur there, at the tomb of Saint Martin. Did not Clovis himself become Catholic after beholding miracles at the tomb? My very kinsman, the bishop, reportedly was cured of disease by drinking water mixed with dust from the tomb.”


    That concoction might have cured the good bishop; the thought of it made Terrence want to gag.


    The abbot didn’t notice, or chose to ignore, Terrence’s expression. Gregory looked sadly at Harry. “Perhaps a pilgrimage would cure our friend.”


    If only it could help Harry, Terrence thought. “Sometime, I’m sure, we’ll see Tours. For now, Father, we must continue our search.”


    “Will you consider one more idea from an old man?”


    “Of course.”


    “Wait for a few days. The merchants who arrived here this morning from Augusta Treverorum will continue on soon to Parisii (Paris), farther down the road that you mean to take. There are five of them, plus their guards and servants. You would be much safer in their company. I will introduce you.”


    “Would they take us?”


    “Promise them a story every night. How could they refuse you?” Gregory had to laugh, just thinking of Terrence’s tales. “Do you know my favorite?”


    Terrence shook his head. “No, which?”


    Gregory smiled. “The one where the sailor washes ashore in the land of the hand-sized people. Gulliver? Tell the merchants the start of that story when you meet. I promise that they will not say no.”


    It made sense. Terrence said, “You have a deal.”


    * * * *


    The good-natured bellowing at the guesthouse was louder than usual tonight; the crowd was only casually attentive to the evening’s installment of Treasure Island. Harry took his first opportunity to sidle, cup in hand, to the raucous group in a far corner of the hall. The focus of their attention turned out to be what looked like a checkerboard. This was apparently the new game, alluded to by Father Gregory, which the Franks used to teach war strategy.


    After almost every move some of the onlookers groaned while others clinked coins and offered new wagers. Brother Wolfgang unhappily held the bets.


    Harry knew quickly that this game wasn’t checkers. It seemed more like an early version of chess, although the crudely carved tokens bore little physical resemblance to the game pieces he knew. He observed the unfolding duel with deep interest, whispering questions to Father Gregory. The abbot whispered back the names of the pieces and their moves: He had played the game often before joining the priesthood. The vying warriors both employed a slogging style of play, grimly exchanging pieces through a brutal and uninspired middle game.


    Romulfus, the warrior playing the Black pieces, crowed in triumph. He slid a Bishop two squares diagonally—its limit, in this early version of the game—to capture White’s Minister. In this male-dominated age, that dominant piece that had not yet been transformed into the Queen. White’s backers grumbled in disappointment. Sensing victory, Black’s cronies clamored for new bets.


    Sigismund, playing White, frowned at the board. His King stood midboard amid a cluster of pawns, but he had no pieces left. Black still had a Minister and a Bishop with which to attack those remaining pawns. Shrugging in resignation, Sigismund stood to concede. A round of ale for his backers quieted their complaints.


    Harry kept studying the board as Romulfus’s followers shouted for payment. Brother Wolfgang doggedly counted out the coins. Harry’s mind clicked through the possibilities: push a pawn here; guard a pawn with the King there; stay off the black squares where possible to reduce the usefulness of the Bishop . . . He had another whispered exchange with Father Gregory about the local rules of play. “Wait!”


    Harry’s audacity silenced the room.


    Romulfus spoke first. “What is it then, storyteller?” Such as Harry were tolerated as sources of amusement, but certainly not respected.


    Harry took a deep breath. “I’ll bet fifty gold solidi that I can take White’s position and at least draw.”


    Terrence shoved through the crowd, hissing in English, “Are you daft? We don’t have that much money. Debtors here become slaves. Say you were joking.”


    “Quit your foreign gabble.” Romulfus fumed at the temerity of a mere jongleur. This was a warrior’s game. “Are you prepared to pay if you lose?”


    “Of course.” Harry took the challenge as acceptance. He claimed the chair Sigismund had vacated. Smiling bravely at Terrence, Harry advanced a pawn.


    The game settled into a contest of position and maneuver—not, Harry had observed, the local style of play. Carefully, he shepherded forward a cluster of pawns. Romulfus seethed with impatience, downing beer after beer in frustration, as White’s pawns and King maneuvered in a self-protecting block. Only now did the warrior glimpse what Harry had seen: The one way to prevent one of Harry’s pawns from crossing the board was to sacrifice Black’s Minister. The unequal trade meant a draw in the game and loss of the wager; declining the trade would allow the pawn, upon reaching the final rank of the board, to be promoted into a new White Minister.


    With near parity in pieces Harry felt certain White would win.


    Romulfus stood, growling. He flung a sack of coins onto the board, scattering the chessmen. “Bah, I tire of this game.” He stormed into the night with his cronies in tow.


    Sigismund and his backers clapped Harry on the back and plied him with beer. Not too many drinks, however, to keep Harry from tripling his new stake over the course of the evening.
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    Bertha mindlessly worked her broom, pushing the nonexistent dust across the stone floor to the doorway. She was, for these times, a mature woman: twenty-three years old. Her hair was a dark blond, almost brown; her eyes were crystal blue. Only her too-strong jaw had denied her beauty and a husband. That hardly mattered now.


    There were two more rooms to sweep, then Bertha would start cooking for the garrison. That chore, at least, she did not mind: The food that she too ate would be as good as she could make it. After cleaning up from dinner, she could hide in her own tiny room, there to collapse into the fitful sleep of exhaustion. Alone.


    A night untroubled by these devils was the best Bertha could expect in life now. She had been abducted by Saracen raiders and kept here as a slave, wherever here was. Her only clue to her location was the warmth. She did not think she had been prisoner long enough for winter to have passed, yet it was mild as long as the sun was out. South, somewhere, then, judging from the stories her father had told her. She had never left her village until the attack. She wondered if she would ever see it again.


    Water bubbled in the iron cauldron as she prepared the evening meal. The first day here, she had prepared simple Frankish fare; one savage beating had taught her that not even that reminder of home would be allowed. She now threw handfuls of white grains—rice, were they called?—into the water.


    The drumming of hooves and calls of greeting heralded the arrival of more men. She added rice to the pot, then stepped outside to get more meat from the smokehouse.


    “Come here, little one.”


    Bertha froze. She knew that voice all to well. She knew it from waking horrors and sleeping nightmares. Slowly she turned toward the man who had spoken.


    Too slowly, apparently, for the hulking brute back from a raid. He took two steps forward and backhanded her across the face. “Gamal wasted all the fine women we had taken. You shall have to satisfy all of us tonight.” He raised an arm again, threateningly, to cut off her sniffling.


    She stood, her limbs aquiver with fear, dread, and loathing. She had only a moment in which to study the jagged scar across his jaw, the cruel eyes, and the evil, gap-toothed smile before he ripped open her simple dress. Knocking her down onto the hard courtyard, he took her violently to the echoing cheers of the garrison.
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    Stronger men than Bertchramm would have quailed at the sights in the crossroads clearing. Several of his men, their faces ashen, ran back into the woods; retching noises followed. The warlord resisted the urge to join them.


    Body parts littered the clearing. Some monster had assembled the pieces into cruel little statues: Here a head grew straight from the bloody stump of a leg, there a limbless torso lay mounded over with severed fingers and toes. Rage filled the warrior, hatred consumed him. Carrion was all that remained of people stolen from his village.


    He prodded his skittish horse forward with a squeeze of his heels. Lupus growled in dismay, but silently padded after. At the far edge of the clearing, Bertchramm dismounted. When he stepped inside the primitive hut, the dog refused to follow.


    “Magnulfus!” Bertchramm’s grim stoicism deserted him. Facing him from atop a cracked pottery ewer was the accusing head of his brother. Magnulfus did not stare, exactly, for his eyes had been gouged out. Dried blood filled his mouth, lay caked thickly down his chin. Into his head was deeply carved the crescent moon. Bertchramm knew who made that mark: Saracens.


    The bastards who killed Magnulfus were the same ones who had raided the village months earlier. The same ones who had taken Magnulfus’ only daughter, his niece. Magnulfus had sworn to save Bertha if he could and to avenge her in any case.


    Bertchramm lovingly picked up the bloody remnant of his brother and cradled it in his arms. “By your wounds and God’s wounds, I swear that I will avenge you.”


    Leaving two warriors to bury the dead, Bertchramm and the war party pressed on.


    ON THE METZ-REIMS ROAD, FRANCIA, 730


    The straight, one-edged scramasax clanged against Harry’s own sword, once, twice, three times. He felt the jolts all the way to his shoulder. His fingers grasping the hilt tingled, dangerously numb. He fell back under the vicious assault, parrying clumsily. Somewhere behind him, he remembered, was a large boulder. He was trapped. He lowered his blade and charged.


    The Frank easily swept aside the feeble attack. With an understated elegance too quick for Harry to fully appreciate, the warrior slid his point through Harry’s defense and pinked him in the right biceps. Sweat burned in the fresh scratch.


    “Better.” Sigismund wiped his blade on a handful of leaves and returned it to its scabbard. Siggie was the one warrior in the group escorting the merchants who approached Harry’s height. “Soon you’ll last long enough not to embarrass whoever kills you.”


    “It’s a start. Again tomorrow after dinner?”


    Sigismund snorted. “Anything rather than sit, eh? I saw how you two sit your horses.”


    Terrence, who had recovered from his own earlier practice, grumbled under his breath—in English—about people too obtuse to invent stirrups. He bore his own scratches from the hotheaded but likeable Frank. He switched into his increasingly fluent Frankish. “I suppose you expect a story now.”


    Sigismund shrugged. “It can wait. Harry paid for tonight’s lesson by teaching me some new chess tricks. I think I’ll go win some money.” The warrior wandered off toward the campfire, humming tunelessly.


    Now that he was no longer being chased around the clearing, Harry began to feel the twilight chill. He pulled his flannel shirt back on over his undershirt, then sat cautiously on the boulder he had just been so desperate to avoid.


    “A denarus for your thoughts.”


    Harry pondered. “Keep your denarus. Get me some Ben Gay. His arm twinged with every button he manipulated.


    Terrence sighed. “You think too small. How about a hot-water bottle? An electric heating pad? A warm bath?


    “Chocolate bars, mattresses, and cold beer.”


    “Two out of three.”


    “I keep forgetting you’re a Brit. How can you drink it warm?”


    “How can you drink it cold?”


    “And toilet paper.”


    “Oh God, yes,” Terrence said. “You win.” Laughter and good-natured cursing wafted their way from the now-roaring campfire, around which had gathered their companions on the road west. “Let’s see what’s for dinner.”


    The road fare was what they had come to expect—and loathe. Coarse bread, always. Grilled game, usually prepared with lots of onion and garlic. Dried vegetables. They washed everything down with bad wine. While the meal was prepared, Harry won another profitable game of chess. He played on his own set—Romulfus had refused to reclaim his board and pieces.


    With only their cloaks to wrap around themselves as bedding, no one was especially eager for sleep. Terrence told his nightly story, another installment from the wildly popular retelling of Gulliver’s Travels. He was up to the Houyhnhnms, intelligent horses who domesticated wild people. The very notion kept the Franks hooting with laughter, and they bellowed like children at every whinnylike repetition of the gentle creatures’ names.


    Terrence finished, and a merchant who had joined the travelers at the last town hollered his approval louder than anyone. When the cheers finally died down, the newcomer rose to his feet. “A good tale, stranger. I look forward to hearing more of it.


    “I am Lothar. My family has long prided itself on its skill in storytelling. If you do not mind the competition, I will also relate a history.”


    With a smile at the shouts of encouragement from the company, Lothar began. “Men of Francia all know of our great ruler. Do you know that his family is destined to rule? Do you know that luck rides always with his family?”


    Harry glanced at Terrence, who shrugged. Historian that he was, Terrence had no idea where this was going.


    “Everyone knows that Neustria and Austrasia were not ruled always by one man. That union resulted from the great victory won by our leader’s father, Pippin of Herstal, on the field of battle at Tertry. But Pippin was not born in the palace. Over many years, through battles and strife, the Pippinids fought on.” By the dancing light and shadow from the campfire, Lothar studied the rapt faces of the crowd. “And in all of those years, the Pippinids never doubted.


    “Do you know why?”


    The merchant held his audience in the palm of his hand. “I will tell you why. None of you grew up in the town of Metz through which you so recently passed. Pippin of whom we speak was not the first of his line. Pippin, like all men, had a father, and he, too, had a father. And so it was that Pippin’s grandfather was also named Pippin. And that Pippin married a daughter of Bishop Arnulf of Metz.


    “Who, you ask? Bishop Arnulf? Yes, you are right, he who became Saint Arnulf. The Pippinids descend also from Saint Arnulf. And the line of Arnulf is destined to rule.”


    Somewhere deep in the woods, a wolf howled. Resin crackled and popped in the campfire. No man made a sound.


    Finally, Lothar continued. “Know then that Bishop Arnulf chose to test his destiny. One day, beside the great river Seine, Arnulf plucked his seal ring from his finger. Arnulf called out to all that he would cast the ring into the river, ‘for if it comes back to me, then it shall be a sign that I shall rule over men.’ And hurl it into the swirling, flowing waters he did.


    “Men said that Arnulf was mad, for who would so cast off his seal ring? Years passed, and the ring, of course, was not seen. Through it all, however, Arnulf kept faith.


    “One evening, perhaps on a crisp, clear night such as this, Arnulf sat down to dinner. As on so many nights before and since, a fine river fish had been prepared for his meal. His servant sliced open the fish and, in front of the whole household, out rolled the seal ring so long ago thrown into the river.


    “And so, God had given Arnulf the sign he sought. In our day, as in Arnulf’s, it is clear that the descendants of Arnulf shall rule men.”


    After a moment of silence, the traveling company shouted out their approval. By popular acclamation, Lothar won tonight’s storytelling. Terrence shrugged and bought the first round of congratulatory beer. Wasn’t it obvious that old Arnulf had slipped into the kitchen to tuck a duplicate ring into supper?


    Still, professional jealousy was unbecoming. “A fine tale, Lothar, and one that I shall remember. I have one question, though. If this ring is such good fortune, what happened to it?”


    Lothar stared in disbelief. “Surely everyone knows that, just as everyone knows about the luck of the Arnulfings. The applause was for my telling of the tale, not for any novelty in it.”


    For neither the first nor the last time in these surroundings, Terrence answered, “I am a stranger here.”


    Lothar studied the jongleur’s face. Finding no mockery there, he relented. “Pippin of Herstal, the victor at Tertry, left behind three grandsons as his heirs. Plectrude, his widow, was to rule as regent until the children came of age. But Pippin and Plectrude had had a son before their marriage. Their bastard son had outlasted the issue of their marriage, and he raised an army to fight both his mother and the invading Frisians.


    “Surely you now know the answer to your question.”


    Terrence’s reference collection was many centuries inaccessible; he could only shake his head. He could not keep straight the Franks’ unending dynastic battles.


    “Pippin’s surviving son was a great warrior and a brilliant leader. He now holds, without rival, the palaces in both Neustria and Austrasia.”


    “The king of Francia?” Harry guessed.


    “Bah.” Lothar spat in disgust. “The kings of Francia are worthless do-nothings. Everyone of the line of Merovechus has been useless since King Dagobert, in Arnulf’s own day. Certainly not the king. I speak of Karl, of course, the major domus (mayor of the palace). The ring of good fortune sits proudly upon the finger of Karl, Pippin’s son.”


    And with the mention of Karl, the weight of the ages returned squarely to Harry’s and Terrence’s weary shoulders. For the current mayor of the palace, he whom the French would someday claim as Karl Martel, Charles the Hammer, was the victor of the onrushing battle at Tours.


    Or he was supposed to be. . . .


    * * * *


    To their surprise, Harry and Terrence were still with the merchant company when it arrived at Reims. No one in the primitive agricultural settlements along the way reacted to Terrence’s description of Faisel. No one admitted to knowledge of anything out of the ordinary since the first earthquake.


    They resigned themselves to the simplistic Plan B: Head for Tours. The immediate question was when. During the arduous trip from Metz, they came to value the wisdom of Gregory’s advice that they travel within a larger group.


    No one was more pleased than Terrence when, just before nightfall, an actual town came into sight. “Who the hell ever thought to domesticate horses? My rear end is petrified.”


    Harry laughed. “You’ll have time here to rest. Fredegar and his boys”—the chief merchants—“won’t be going anywhere for a while. They’ve got a wagon full of Italian bronze bowls left to move, and several sets of millstones. About all that they expect to sell quickly are the Greek olive oil and swords.”


    The last-mentioned items were of exceptional quality—not an unusual emphasis in a martial society. Short days ago, they had watched in fascination as a Metz swordsmith crafted a scramasax from bars of several different irons and steels. His pattern-welding technique gave the weapons incredible flexibility—they could be bent almost double, then spring back perfectly straight—just like in some Errol Flynn swashbuckler. The Frankish scabbards were lovingly decorated in exquisite gold-and-garnet cloisonné work. While the two friends hadn’t scrimped on their own weapons purchases, their scabbard selections were far more utilitarian.


    “Let ’em take a few days,” Terrence grumbled. “Even sleeping on a heap of straw will be an improvement.”


    Harry laughed again. “Fine. Maybe I can find some suckers while you rest. Our new friends won’t bet on chess anymore. I’m almost reduced to introducing ticktacktoe.”


    The group split in Reims. A few went to check out the town market despite the fading light; on impulse, Terrence joined them, hoping to earn a few tips with his stories. Harry went with several others to the monastery to arrange lodging. Traveling with the merchants, it turned out, had an unexpected fringe benefit: eligibility for the fireplace-equipped main guest quarters.


    The market here flourished in the happy confluence of Roman roads from six separate directions; hosting the royal palace didn’t hurt, either. Many merchants were already in residence; the roly-poly local abbot introduced Harry and his companions around. Another group had come just that morning from Soissons, a short way up the road that ran northwest, apparently all the way to what only Harry and Terrence considered the English Channel.


    “Care for a game?”


    Sigebald, leader of the newly arrived merchants, had just completed a chess match and was looking for another opponent. The merchant’s leather board was badly scuffed; it had seen much use. Harry told himself not to be overconfident. “Certainly.”


    As usual, Harry won quickly. Centuries of chess lore far outweighed his limited experience with this era’s version of the game. Versions. Chess had only recently been introduced to Western Europe by the invading Arabs and, he had discovered, the European game was still evolving. Almost everyone in Fredegar’s troupe had a preferred hometown version.


    As he did with every new challenger, Harry had carefully reviewed his opponent’s set of chess rules for regional quirks. Would Harry mind using Septimanian rules? They sped up the game. “No problem.” At Harry’s urging, the merchant discussed his travels as they played. Septimania, it seemed, lay to the southwest: what Harry thought of as the French Riviera.


    Sigebald was a boastful player—and a sore loser. Losing by his own rules, which he had apparently assumed would give him an edge, only made him madder. When it came time to pay up, he slammed his coins on the table. “Your two solidi, and be damned to you.”


    “Not so fast, my friend.”


    Harry looked up in surprise. He hadn’t noticed Terrence, Sigismund, and the others return from the market. One hand resting on his dagger hilt, Sigismund gestured with his other at the money. “Give my friend another coin, or pay in real gold.” In answer to Harry’s look of confusion, the warrior said, “Pick one up and bite it.”


    Harry did, and damn near broke a tooth. There isn’t anything new under the sun, he thought: eighth-century inflation. He studied the coin closely. “I’ll have to remember that face.”


    Sigebald slung down another debased solidus and went off to sulk among his men.


    “Wait.” The irate merchant paused and turned; Harry tossed him back a coin. “Your new Septimanian rules were worth it.” Sigebald strode away, mollified.


    “Why the bloody hell did you do that?” Terrence demanded in English. “You normally squeeze a pence thin enough to shave with. If I didn’t know better, I’d think you were a Scot.”


    “But the Septimanian chess rules were worth the money to me, in fact far more than a solidus. They do speed up the game. For example, the Minister and the Bishop can move completely across the board. There’s a shortcut move that involves the King jumping over the Castle. Pawns can move two squares on their first turn.”


    “Who cares what blooming rules they . . . ?”


    “You’re missing the point,” Harry interrupted. “It seems that eighth century chess in Septimania follows rules that won’t exist until the seventeenth century.


    “I think we ought to visit the Riviera.”


    SOUTH OF ORLEANS, 730


    Lupus circled in confusion, sniffing at the ground here, pawing it there.


    Bertchramm feared the worst, for the great hunting dog was his last hope. He had lost all trace of the fleeing Saracen raiders more than a day earlier.


    The mastiff settled to the ground with an unhappy whine. As though awaiting Lupus’ signal, the men began to grumble. They had abandoned hope days ago.


    “Shut your cowardly mouths.” Bertchramm’s insult brought stunned silence. Before anyone spoke, he spun his mount to face the men. “Those murderous devils have slaughtered our friends like so many sheep, mutilated the bodies, profaned our sacred places. They killed my brother. As Christ is my witness, I will go on after these butchers, alone if I must.”


    Most of the warriors had the decency to be chastened. Most. “But we have lost the trail. How can we go on?”


    The warlord locked eyes with Childewald. “They are Saracens. They will have a camp to the south, toward or in Iberia. For eight days now we have followed their trail south.”


    And without another word, Bertchramm led the way—south.


    SOUTH OF REIMS, 730


    The roaring campfire warmed half of Terrence’s aching body. His back was as cold as ever. He pulled the blue Frankish cape more tightly around himself. “I won at sword practice. That means that you make dinner.”


    Harry said, “I tripped over a damned tree root. Damn lucky for you.”


    “When we’re attacked by highwaymen and you fall over your big feet, do you suppose you can call a time-out? I always thought that a foolish faith in Marquis of Queensberry rules was a peculiarly English failing.”


    “Ah, hell.” Harry got up and began searching through their supplies. “I’ll get my revenge when you eat my cooking.”


    It was their third night in the wilderness since splitting off from Fredegar’s troop. Sigismund had called them ten types of idiot for going alone. Terrence almost wished that he’d had the vocabulary to fully appreciate the tongue-lashing. Remembering the insults might have kept him warmer during the long ride.


    He worried with a fingernail at a piece of gristle firmly lodged between his teeth. It had been the bane of his existence for two days. “I wish I had some dental floss.”


    Bowen was still angry about having to cook. “Oh, quit your griping. For everything I miss, there’s something I’m glad to be away from.”


    Terrence took the dare. “Indoor plumbing.”


    “Commercials for diarrhea medicine.”


    “Matches.”


    “Cigar smoke.”


    “Shaving cream, aspirin, and pizza.”


    “Traffic jams, air pollution, and McAlpo,” Harry shot straight back.


    “Wristwatches.”


    “Alarm clocks.”


    “Telephones.”


    “Telephones.” They looked at each other and laughed.


    Harry rejoined the contest. “Okay, switch. iPods.”


    “Ghetto blasters.”


    “Electric lights.”


    “Woman’s lib.”


    Terrence knew instantly that he’d put his foot in his mouth up to the hip. The silence stretched awkwardly. He came round the fire and squeezed Harry’s shoulder. “Sorry. No one ever accused me of tact.”


    Harry’s expression was miserable even by the flickering firelight. “I really miss her, Terrence. Really.”


    “I know.”


    “Did I ever tell you how we met?”


    All Terrence could do to help was listen. “No, you haven’t. I’d like to hear.”


    URBANA, ILLINOIS (USA), 1986


    The College of Liberal Arts and Sciences teemed with beautiful women, but the unvarnished, unliberated truth was that few of them frequented the science corner of the Quadrangle. The “hard sciences” and engineering were—alas—still basically male preserves. This Saturday morning, like so many others, found Harry trolling the Student Union for a date.


    The Union basement had a small gallery that showcased student art. The exhibit area was crowded this morning—whether for the quality of the exhibit or because of lousy weather, he couldn’t immediately say. A vivacious blonde near the door caught his eye. Was it was her tight jeans or the perky, bouncing ponytail that so caught his fancy? No, Harry decided: It was her sheer ebullience.


    She had a crammed backpack slung over one shoulder; a hardcover poetry text peeked out from under the flap. You didn’t have to be a rocket scientist: probable English major.


    “Mind if I join you?” She gave him a strange look, but nodded. They ambled through the hall, pausing at some of the paintings. She seemed hesitant to comment on anything. To maintain a conversation, Harry found himself critiquing most of the works. “I know what I like . . . and that isn’t it.” Oh, he was in fine form. “That one goes to show that once you hit bottom, you can still move sideways.”


    They wound up, eventually, in front of a cubist nude. The figure had a sickly yellow cast with a blue undertone. “Self-portrait.” Harry tapped the small title pinned beside the painting, and made a face. “I’d sure hate to meet the model for that.”


    His new acquaintance smiled sweetly. “I’m afraid it’s too late.”


    As Harry stammered foolishly, the woman—he still, stupidly, didn’t know her name—grasped his elbow. Towing him to the gallery exit, she asked him out for coffee. She favored him with a smile so bright as to be almost blinding. “Anyone this dull-witted deserves to be cherished. What are the chances you’ll live long enough to reproduce?”


    That was the moment Harry decided this was the woman he would marry. How else could he prove her wrong?


    SOUTH OF REIMS, 730


    Careless conversation drifted through the trees. Ahmad signaled to a scout to join him, then urged his steed forward with a slight pressure of his heels. Together they slipped through the forest toward the unexpected sounds.


    Soon the odor of smoke also drew them forward. He sniffed incredulously: The fools were burning aromatic pine. What simpletons were these, so to announce their presence? The wind flicked a corner of his burnoose into Ahmad’s face; he brushed it aside impatiently.


    The Berber warrior slid from his mount and wrapped its reins around a branch. Silent as a djinn, he moved through the trees. Approaching from downwind, his own scent masked by the campfire smoke, only a carelessly placed step could give him away. He made no such mistake.


    Jabir crept up beside him. The strangers prattled away; there was no danger of them overhearing a whisper. Still, Ahmad had not survived years of war by taking unnecessary chances. With hand signals he directed the scout to return with two handfuls of men.


    Ahmad studied the strangers while he waited. The setting combined the mundane and the inexplicable. The men wore Firanji (Frankish) cloaks over unfamiliar garments. The saddles, weapons, and gear by the two tethered horses could have come from any settlement within a month’s march. The men’s hair was uncommonly short, not even reaching to their shoulders. Their speech, at least, offered no ambiguity. It bore no relation to anything Ahmad had ever heard, on either side of the great sea.


    By the time Jabir returned, gesturing that the encirclement was complete, Ahmad had made up his mind. He raised his hands to his mouth and hooted like an owl. The strangers were to be taken alive.


    Gamal had a great interest in the unusual.


    NEAR THE FRANCIA-AQUITAINIA BORDER, 730


    Wisps of smoke rose from the ruined shell of a building. Bertchramm cautiously approached, francisca in hand. He trembled with the need to split Saracen heads with his ax. The cooling cinders that crunched beneath his boots mocked him: The devils he sought remained far ahead.


    A weeping monk preceded him. Brother Lodovic had been on solitary retreat when the attack came. His howls of grief upon returning had echoed through the forest, summoning the questing Franks. Now he led the warriors into the pitiful remains of his monastery.


    Bertchramm paused, letting his eyes adjust to the dimness. The monks had been brutally slaughtered. Corpses lay everywhere; gore fouled the walls. The simple wooden altar in the small basilica had been knocked over and smashed; it bore the marks of horses’ hooves. The bastards had even ridden their horses into the chapel.


    In a shadowed corner, Brother Lodovic implored them wordlessly to the cellar crypt. Bertchramm returned the francisca to his belt. He followed the sobbing monk down the winding stairs. Surely nothing could be worse than what he had seen on this hunt.


    He was wrong.


    Every casket had been dumped out. Broken skeletons and rotting bodies lay everywhere. His eyes jumped eagerly to a golden crucifix, an object of incongruous beauty in this scene of horror. Then his eyes followed the length of the cross downward, downward, downward—until it plunged through the grinning skull of a skeleton.


    NORTHERN AQUITAINIA, 730


    The trek must be coming to an end.


    In their first days of captivity, the fierce Arab and Berber warriors had beaten Harry and Terrence for making any sound, even an unmuffled cough or sneeze. Now their captors chatted, entirely at ease. Something in what seemed to Terrence a trackless wilderness must have denoted a border, a sign of safe haven. The Arabic in which they spoke so volubly told him nothing.


    “Let me do the talking,” Terrence warned.


    Ahmad, the leader, scowled at Terrence but said nothing. When he chose, Ahmad spoke passable, if broken, Frankish.


    Harry didn’t question the whispered advice; he remained numb from the shock of their capture. His protestations that they were mere jongleurs, traveling entertainers, had been met with a sneer and a pointed glance at their swords.


    Shortly after Terrence’s hissed entreaty, an avian trill sounded from ahead. Ahmad raised his hands and warbled back a reply. Some destination was close.


    They came to a field dominated by what must once have been a Roman country villa. The fine, large windows in its stone walls were bricked up except for slits for the firing of arrows. Beyond a graceful gateway, in the wide central courtyard, scimitars clanged loudly as warriors drilled.


    With his heels, Ahmad jabbed his fine white Arabian in the ribs. It trotted smartly forward to the center of the courtyard. “Gamal,” he called. “Gamal Abdul Salah-ad-Din. I bring you gifts.” Ahmad’s words echoed from the whitewashed plaster walls. He urged his prisoners forward with the flat of his sword.


    An Arab of slight build stepped from the shade at the far end of the courtyard.


    Terrence squinted into the sun to see the man; at first he could only make out a close-cropped black beard. As a passing cloud threw its shadow over the courtyard, a chill ran down Terrence’s spine. He knew that face; he had seen it on Interpol photos.


    The one these warriors called Gamal was Abdul Faisel.


    * * * *


    The horses of both troops felt the tension. Bertchramm tried to calm his mount with a gentle pat of the hand, the pressure of his knees. The horse snorted, but settled down. All around him, men strove to quiet their own steeds.


    “I tell you, we tracked those Saracen dogs here.”


    Bernhardus, chief of the Aquitainian border patrol, waved in dismissive contempt. “And I tell you, we would know if an armed band had passed here. Count Odo guards his borders well.”


    “They slaughtered everyone at the monastery of St. Charibert.” No response. “They broke into the crypt and disturbed the bodies.”


    Aquitainians murmured in disgust and horror. Many among them—and among the Franks as well—still had mixed feelings about the new ways. Where the dead and their spirits were concerned, most thought it was wisest to take no chances. One placated the old gods even as he buried according to the customs of the new God. To disturb the final resting places of the monks, without even the lure of grave goods to steal, was a blasphemy beyond greed and politics.


    “Silence!” The Aquitainians stopped their muttering and looked uneasily at their leader. “I said that no one passed.” Bernhardus gave a withering stare to one of his men who seemed prepared to contradict him.


    Bernhardus grasped his sword hilt. “And no one shall.”


    * * * *


    Faisel’s chambers overflowed with the booty of uncounted raids. Looted treasures lay everywhere: gold and silver reliquaries, crucifixes encrusted in jewels, magnificent Frankish scramasaxes, fine glassware. Two waist-high Greek kraters brimmed with solidi. Mounds of jewelry, mostly brooches and rings, filled several large bronze bowls.


    A modest copper-plated Frankish helmet was almost lost among the riches; it was filled, incongruously, with golden South African Krugerrands. No secret now how Faisel had initially financed his trip across medieval France and recruited his band of cutthroats.


    Hand-drawn maps were pinned to the walls all around the room. Red dots scattered across the map denoted—what? Raids already accomplished, perhaps, or future targets. Faisel himself sat behind the massive table that stood in front of the fireplace.


    His hands bound tightly behind him, Terrence knew that he had only his wits to save them. That seemed like a feeble defense. He sat in response to Faisel’s gesture. From the corner of his eye, he saw Harry sit down beside him.


    “I trust that you’ll understand the ropes,” Abdul/Gamal began, speaking in flawless modern French. “Especially after you’ve come so far to see me. Precisely because you were willing to come such a distance, I prefer the security of keeping you bound.”


    Terrence cleared his throat before answering in bad Gallo-Roman. “I not understand.”


    “Spare me the act. Your clothes and hair give you away as men of my century.”


    He’d been afraid of that. Terrence continued in the vernacular. “Clothes? We buy these from strangers, far to the East. They need money.”


    The leader of the raiders strode over to them. None too gently, he pried open Terrence’s mouth and thumbed his lips away from his teeth. “I suppose you bought their dental work, too.”


    Game, set, and match. Terrence shrugged, then answered in perfect French. “It was worth a try.”


    “What of your tongue-tied friend.”


    Harry straightened in his chair. “Neither my French nor my Gallo-Roman is as good as his. It seemed best to let the linguist handle things.”


    Faisel tousled the American’s hair condescendingly. “Mon ami, you will need much more than a linguist to get you out of this predicament.”


    * * * *


    The warrior band rode boldly into the old Roman villa, as though they owned the place. Someday, Count Odo of Aquitania swore to himself, he would.


    With Saracen money he maintained his independence from the Franks. Unlike a decade ago, the Saracens now raided their territory. In a few years, he would be strong enough to dispense with these pagans as well.


    The group at his back numbered twelve: too few to seem an invasion; more than enough to make trifling with them ill-advised. Odo rode past the sentries without sparing them a glance. To the officer on duty, a scarred Berber veteran, Odo said, “I’m here to see Gamal.”


    “He’s busy.” The Saracen’s speech was heavily accented.


    Odo and his men dismounted. The count brushed past Gamal’s lieutenant to step inside. “We have business to discuss.”


    The sentries outside Gamal’s rooms looked at each other uncertainly. They knew Odo was an ally of their master. Finally, as he had expected, they stood aside meekly as he pounded on the door with the solid pommel of his dirk.


    The Saracen chieftain emerged, scowling. “You risk much, coming unbidden, interrupting me.”


    “I risk much giving you sanctuary. The major domus”—he referred to Karl—“would pay much for your head. As I will not give it to him, instead I spend my wealth on warriors to keep out his patrols.”


    “Our arrangement is not new. It has served you as well as me. Why do you bother me about it now?”


    Odo glanced out a hallway window to the courtyard where Gamal’s troops drilled. “Teach your men to be satisfied with plunder. Karl is fast losing patience with the slaughter of your raids.”


    “Enough! Do not presume to tell me how to lead my men.”


    “Then do not drain my treasury. I have had to expand the border patrols to keep out the Franks.”


    “Gold.” Gamal made it sound dirty. “That is what you’re here for. You will have your taxes soon enough. There was no need for this interruption.”


    Odo finally got around to his purpose here. “Your taxes have doubled.”


    The chieftain’s eyes narrowed, but he kept his anger in check. He knew, and knew that Odo knew, the protection of Aquitania was essential to his operations. “Then your taxes will take that much more effort to gather. Leave me so that I can tend to it. I have important work to do in Iberia, and much to make ready before I go.” Gamal slammed his office door, leaving Odo outside with the puzzled sentries.


    All in all, the count thought, Gamal took that very well.


    * * * *


    Abdul Faisel called out in Arabic. Warriors came in and untied Harry and Terrence. Before any feeling could return to their numb hands, each was bound to his chair. Loops of rope around their chests pinned their arms to their sides at the elbows.


    They went through a surreal round of introductions—Faisel insisting upon being called Gamal—after which they were offered dates and hot, sweetened milk. “It is the traditional Bedouin fare of hospitality, and the least that I can do for men as brave as you obviously are.”


    “I could use a cold Coke,” Harry said. He nibbled on a date, hampered by his ropes.


    Faisel laughed. “If I had one, I would not waste it on you.”


    “So, what do you propose to do with us?” Harry asked.


    “You obviously came back after me. That makes you a threat to my plans. What would you expect me to do?”


    “What are your plans?” Beside him, Terrence sighed.


    Faisel popped a date into his mouth. He chewed leisurely before answering. “There’s no harm in telling you. You won’t live to leave this room.


    “According to history as we know it, a climactic battle is coming, a battle to decide whether Christians or Moslems will rule Europe. In our history, you Christians won that battle.


    “This time, things will be different. This time, the armies of Christendom will molder in the field like so much garbage. Your whole, evil, Western civilization shall be wiped out, shall never even come to pass. This time, Allah shall prevail.


    “You see, I brought an atomic bomb back with me.”


    * * * *


    Gamal watched the color drain from the prisoners’ faces, as though their worst nightmares were being realized—as, perhaps, they were. The American’s flagon fell from suddenly nerveless fingers to clank noisily on the terrazzo floor.


    Good, they understood. “Would you care for your cup back? There is more milk.”


    Ambling recovered first. “At least I understand your alias. Gamal Abdul, as in Nasser of Egypt. I wish you all the success that he had. The Israelis had so much fun taking the Sinai from him in ’56, that they gave it back just for the joy of retaking it. The second time, they chewed up his army in just six days.”


    Gamal squeezed his lips in anger. “In your situation, I would not poke fun.”


    Ambling ignored the warning. “Now Salah-ad-Din, there was a warrior. Vanquisher of Richard Coeur de Lion, the Lion-Hearted. Liberator of Jerusalem. He, indeed, is a fine role model for a champion of Islam.”


    “Indeed.”


    Then Terrence sneered. “Saladin was honorable. In the highest praise of the time, the very Crusaders he defeated called him chivalrous. Once beaten, he accepted their paroles and returned them for ransom. What you propose goes beyond even genocide.


    “May the spirit of Salah-ad-Din, who now shall never be, curse you, and your pig-kissing mother, and the day of your birth.”


    Gamal screamed with inarticulate rage, his head beating like a drum. The sentries burst in. They stood, transfixed, their eyes round. With a shaky hand he unsheathed his scimitar. It whistled toward Ambling’s neck—


    But beheading was too quick and painless.


    Gamal twisted the sword just before it struck. The flat of the blade smacked against Ambling’s head. Blood spurted from a large gash.


    Gamal’s mind whirled. What would be horrible enough? Anything appropriately slowwww must await his return from Iberia. He turned to his shocked sentries. “Remove these Firanji swine from my sight. Guard them well.


    “They will learn, before the end, to beg for the mercy of death.”


    * * * *


    A final brutal shove crashed Terrence into the back wall of the basement storage room. He just barely twisted enough to take the punishing blow on his shoulder.


    Harry fell to the floor nearby, a bit less clumsily. Of course, Harry had not been slapped on the head with a heavy sword.


    The ringing in Terrence’s ears almost masked the clanging finality with which the door slammed shut. He sat up, groaning. “All things considered, I think that went rather well.”


    “What!?”


    Terrence’s stomach heaved. Sour-smelling milk and bits of date splashed on the stone floor. The wrenching spasms made the throbbing in his head even worse. He inventoried his complaints: headache, weakness, ringing in the ears, and nausea. A concussion, he presumed.


    He repeated, “I said, ‘That went rather well.’ ”


    Their cell contained a pitcher of water. Harry dipped his handkerchief in it, then offered the damp cloth to Terrence. “What are you talking about?”


    “Ten minutes ago, we weren’t going to live to leave Faisel’s office. Now we’re safe till he returns from Spain. That’s one hell of an improvement.” Despite everything, he laughed at Harry’s bewildered expression. “Learn to eavesdrop. You never know when you’ll hear something useful.”


    “You goaded Faisel on purpose?”


    Terrence lay back gingerly on the cold floor. The damp cloth made his head feel marginally better. “Yes. Now, are you ready to hear the rest of my cunning plan?”


    “Somehow, Terrence, I don’t think I’m going to like this.”


    “I don’t see why not—this is your turn to shine. You see, this is where we escape using the superweapon you build out of chewing gum and baling wire.”


    CHICAGO, 2009


    The packers worked swiftly, crating up dozens of Julia’s prized paintings. A lifetime’s work to be sold . . . but what choice did she have with Harry’s income gone?


    Harry’s income. Odd, but she still could not think of Harry as being gone. Away, yes, oh so very far away. He had not been found in the ruins of the rebuilt Rothschild Institute, so he—and Terrence—must somehow have followed Faisel. But surely Harry wasn’t gone.


    Two of the packers were wrestling her “self-portrait” into a large box. Harry had insisted on keeping it over their mantel, a keepsake of their first meeting. Even now, she had to smile. It was a joke, for God’s sake, something for a stupid class. The idiot teacher had given her an A.


    She felt every blow as the workers pounded the nails into the crate. “I’ve changed my mind. That one stays.” Grumbling, they took a pry bar to reopen the case.


    That hideous painting was too much of her past, their past, to ever let go. Her mind flitted about, recalling the moments of their life together.


    Like their first trip together to France . . .


    THE VOSGES MOUNTAINS, 1988


    Julia prodded the bushes with the fallen branch she had taken to using as a walking stick. “I tell you, the sounds I heard came from back here. You know, like wind whistling through a constriction. Maybe there’s a cave behind the bushes.”


    Her new groom crowded behind her. She thought, momentarily, that he was peering over her shoulder. Uh-uh: He was groping her. Again.


    “Quit that.”


    “This is our honeymoon. Certain things are traditional.”


    She patted his hand lovingly, then brushed it off. “This is romantic, too. Imagine if we found our own cave.” She kept poking through the greenery with her stick. The unseen end went tap, tap, tap against the overgrown rocky escarpment.


    Until one thrust met only air. Surprised, she let the branch slide out of her grasp. It clattered onto an unseen rocky surface. “There is a cave back there!”


    “Great!” Harry wormed by her. He used his broad male shoulders (now quit that, Julia!) to hold aside the dense undergrowth. “See anything now?”


    She squatted for a better look, and there it was. The dark opening beckoned her onward. Who knew what wonders waited inside?


    Days earlier they had visited the museum at Lascaux, the Cro-Magnon cave renowned for its wall art. The cave itself was closed to the public, even to adoring artists. She had spent hours in the museum admiring photographs of the real paintings. After all the uncounted centuries, the pigments remained rich and earthy.


    What she wouldn’t give to crawl through those dark passages, to see in situ the actual renderings of Stone Age hunters and prey. To commune with those who might have been mankind’s first artists.


    The notion made her spine tingle.


    The cave at Lascaux had been lost for millennia. A sign at the museum said that the cave had been rediscovered in 1940 when boys rescued their dog, who had fallen through a hidden opening to the caverns.


    Maybe their cave would yield as fabulous a treasure. Julia grabbed a flashlight from her backpack and plunged ahead.


    “Wait, dammit. There could be wild animals in there. I promised always to take care of you, but you don’t make it easy.” Harry quickly joined her with their camp lantern.


    Beyond its two-foot-tall entrance, the cave widened into a broad, flat—and featureless—expanse. Her high hopes were dashed. Shadows danced around the grotto from the flickering of the kerosene lantern. The only sound was the soft hiss of the flame. “Nothing.”


    “Think positively,” Harry said. “Isn’t there something we can salvage from this experience?”


    “Right.” She turned to leave. “Like what?”


    “Well, I, for one, have never done it underground.”


    Why not? They spread their jackets on the cold stone floor and made love slowly, passionately—pausing only when Harry accidentally plunged his foot into a narrow crevasse hidden in the shadows.


    He limped for the reminder of their honeymoon. On the positive side, it didn’t seem to bother him when he was horizontal.


    Yes, Harry sure knew how to take care of a girl.


    TOLEDO, IBERIA (SPAIN), 730


    Abd-ar-Rahman al-Ghafiqi, emir of the Islamic forces in Iberia, strode briskly down the line of troops. The garrison here at Tulaytulah (Toledo) provided many of the shock forces of his army. The men were all veterans: warlike Bedouin like himself, and fierce Berbers. Performing inspection was both his privilege and a deep satisfaction.


    These men held Iberia securely for the Caliph in distant Damascus. Their fathers had won this great and wealthy land in the first place. The small expeditionary force of Tariq ibn-Sayid had swept across the peninsula like the desert winds across the broad Sahara. The local remnants of the Roman civilization had found the newcomers more to their liking than the barbaric Visigoths the Moslems sought to replace. Many a fortress had thrown itself open to the Moslems, or been betrayed to them, in open rebellion against Roderick, the former king. The Christians were allowed to worship as they wished, subject only to a small tax for the error of their ways. Muhammad had taught that the Jews and Christians were to be respected.


    These musings brought a recent, much less pleasant association to mind. al-Ghafiqi’s men had skirmished for years with the Franks across the Pyrenees. These were only probing attacks, feints, tests of the barbarians’ mettle. The real battle would come soon. He had hoped that many in Francia would side with his troops, just as the ex-Roman colonists had in Iberia.


    Instead, al-Ghafiqi now expected the Gallo-Romans to fight with the barbarians. Against him. A bloodthirsty Moslem renegade was operating on his own across the mountains. Francia, Burgundia, Gasconia—all had turned hostile to Islam because of the predations of this madman. The coming campaign would be much the harder for the hostility this fool had raised.


    This Salah-ad-Din, thought al-Ghafiqi, would do well never to fall into my hands.


    NORTHERN AQUITAINIA, 730


    The storeroom that served as their prison was devoid of both chewing gum and baling wire. Harry prowled its narrow confines in search of less traditional components and alternative inspiration.


    The sounds from outside their cell provided plenty of motivation. All day long, Harry and Terrence heard the thuds of beatings, the screams of pain, the splash of water flung to revive the victims. Yes, they wanted to be long gone when Gamal returned from his mission.


    Lesser weeping and beatings all too often filled the nights, from down the hall where the sounds suggested a woman prisoner was kept. From the boastful shouts, it seemed that the poor woman was being repeatedly raped. Harry swore to rescue her if ever they escaped themselves.


    It seemed a vain hope.


    * * * *


    The war party made camp a half day’s march north of the border with Aquitania. Bertchramm sent a squad back into Francia for reinforcements, then set up a schedule of patrols.


    The damned Saracens would return, someday, headed north on another raid. When they did, they were in for a very unpleasant surprise.


    * * * *


    The physicist studied his small pile of materials. They didn’t look like components for a superweapon. Still, this was the best Harry could come up with using only the odds and ends in this storage room.


    Items: a small-mouthed pottery vessel with a heavy metallic glaze, some bark from a cork oak, a short iron nail, a scrap of old fur, and the stem from a broken glass flagon. Oh yes, and drinking water from a pottery ewer.


    He slowly scraped the pot’s mouth against a rough spot on the wall, sanding the glaze off the lip. He studied his work. He wanted glaze layers inside and out, but they could not touch. Foil liners would be much better than metallic glaze, of course, but—


    Quit that! Harry told himself. You have only what you have.


    The glass stem was too short to make a useful dagger. Harry nonetheless filed one end against the rough stone wall. He used the sharpened edge to shape a piece of cork into a stopper for the clay pot. Once the stopper was fashioned, he drilled a small hole through the cork. The nail fit snugly into the hole. He unstoppered the pot, filled it with water, and replaced the impaled cork. The tip of the nail dipped into the water.


    Terrence looked on, dubiously. “You say that’s a battery?”


    “An early one, yeah. It’s called a Leyden jar. It’s supposed to be invented in about a thousand years at the University of Leiden.” Harry didn’t care to think about the unlikelihood of that discovery still happening.


    Harry picked up the fur and the glass rod. He rubbed the glass vigorously with the fur, back and forth and back and forth until he thought his arm would fall off. Then he touched the end of the rod to the tip of the nail that emerged from the Leyden jar. There was an electric crackle as the charge transferred. That’s one. Harry took fur to rod again. Each stroke charged the glass rod, an insulator, with a tiny bit more static electricity.


    When Harry’s arms could no longer maintain the repetitive motion, Terrence took over. They took turns for what the motion of sunbeam through their tiny window suggested was at least an hour.


    Harry took a deep breath. “Are you ready, my guinea pig?”


    “No, but go ahead.”


    Harry lifted the crude charge-storage device. With a sudden motion, he poked the electrode—the protruding nail—at Terrence’s hand. A spark flashed, and Terrence twitched. “Well, what do you think?”


    Terrence smiled grimly. “If that’s the best we can do, I suggest that you challenge Faisel to a chess tournament.”


    TOLEDO, 730


    The singsong of the muezzin still echoed in al-Ghafiqi’s ears as he rolled up his prayer rug. Afternoon worship, as always, had calmed the general’s soul, distanced him momentarily from the tempest of the day.


    He returned his thoughts to his officers and their plans. The probing attacks across the mountains continued to find weakness. It was time to prepare for the final campaign.


    Squabbling below his open window broke his concentration. He looked out to the street where a ragged Berber with a package stood arguing with his sentinels. The wind carried away many of the words, but al-Ghafiqi heard enough to learn that the package was a gift for him. He shouted an order to show the man inside.


    If the courier felt any unease among so many strangers, he did not show it. Quite the opposite, it appeared; al-Ghafiqi found the intruder’s bearing mildly offensive. Well, he had only admitted the man to have done with the ruckus in the street. This should be quick.


    “Friend, I am al-Ghafiqi. What can I do for you?”


    The courier bowed. Upon straightening, he offered his package. “I am Jabir. My master bid me to deliver this gift to you.”


    “And who is your master?”


    “I am to tell you that everything that you need know is in the package.”


    The bundle was wrapped in fine silk and held together with strong twine. Curious despite himself, the general drew his dagger and slit the cord. The box inside was sealed with red wax; the blob of wax bore the imprint of an unknown signet. Inside the box were a letter and a claylike mass the size of his head. Several small, unidentifiable objects clung to the malleable material.


    al-Ghafiqi cracked a second wax seal to open the letter. The flowing Arabic script was the handiwork of an educated man. He started to read with interest.


    “Can you read?” he asked the messenger.


    “No.”


    “I thought not.” He turned to the guards who had brought the man upstairs. “Seize him. His master directs us to a demonstration.”


    NORTHERN AQUITAINIA, 730


    A loaf of stonelike bread soared like a volleyball through the briefly open door. It broke in half when it landed; dizzied worms crawled out of the pieces. “How about some decent food in here?” Terrence bellowed in disgust.


    A scream came down the hall as though in answer. The cry trailed off into a gurgle, then stopped. Bootsteps and a dragging sound approached their door. “You want food? I’ll give you fresh meat.” The door opened briefly; this time a man careened through. “Enjoy.”


    They turned over their new cellmate. Harry blanched: The man was dead. Blood bubbled from the jagged slash across his throat.


    Harry fought the nausea that threatened to overwhelm him. This wasn’t the time for weakness. The poor bastard at their feet might just be their ticket out of here.


    But they had to act before rigor mortis set in.


    TOLEDO, 730


    Jabir leaned unhappily against the tree trunk to which he had been bound.


    In accordance with the letter, al-Ghafiqi had commanded all who had accompanied him to stand back one hundred paces from the tree. Now they watched and waited. Many kept watch on the edges of the broad field, not the old cork oak at its center, lest he had been lured out of the city on a ruse.


    At Jabir’s feet, just beyond kicking range, lay the claylike mass from the package. Stiff ropelike objects and other even less familiar items from the box had been assembled according to the letter’s odd instructions. al-Ghafiqi watched and watched; he gradually began to feel foolish. Was he the victim of some strange prank? Who would dare such a . . . ?


    A great roar erupted, loud enough to make fearless warriors clap hands to their ears in pain. The ground beneath his feet shook. Clouds of dust hid the tree that just a moment earlier had been the focus of his attention. Clods of dirt and splinters of wood rained down from the sky.


    He began to understand as a bloody gob of flesh landed at his feet.


    NORTHERN AQUITAINIA, 730


    “Aiiiehhh!” Terrence screeched, his voice clawing its way up the scale. “Help! Save me!”


    Heavy footsteps rushed to their door. The wooden beam that held them in was flung aside. Ahmad, the warrior who had captured them, peered in, scimitar in hand.


    Harry crouched behind wooden boxes, out of sight. The cooling corpse was on the boxes. The slit on his throat grinned like an obscene second mouth.


    Terrence howled, “It’s not dead. It’s not dead. It killed my friend.” He trembled fearfully, sidling toward the warrior, as though for protection.


    Ahmad’s eyes swiveled back and forth between Terrence and the corpse. He stepped closer to prod the cadaver with his blade.


    Harry jabbed the corpse in the thigh with the recharged Leyden jar. The leg kicked.


    Ahmad turned and fled. The jailers who had observed from behind ran after, screaming. The door stayed open.


    Harry and Terrence ran for the stairs that led to the ground level and—if they were very lucky—freedom.


    They were almost to the top of the stairs when someone blocked their path. A scar-faced man with a wicked scimitar in his hand and an even more evil smile. He opened his mouth to speak—


    A crock flung from behind shattered on his head. He went down like a marionette whose strings had been cut. Kitchen slops dribbled down his head and chest.


    A woman dressed in rags motioned them forward. “Come,” she whispered in good Frankish. “But do it quickly.”


    Before they knew what she planned, she took the Saracen’s dagger and slit his throat.


    * * * *


    Harry had spent many a youthful Saturday morning watching old movies. The time had not been wasted. He knew instinctively to scatter the bad guys’ horses.


    On their three stolen mounts, Harry, Terrence, and Bertha got a good head start.


    Unless Bertha knew more woodcraft than the men she had saved, that head start would not be enough. Harry pictured them wandering aimlessly through the woods until caught. The roads were not an option: They dare not risk being seen and turned in. The Aquitainians were clearly cooperating with Faisel.


    The forest was too thick to navigate by the stars—even Terrence could have found the Big Dipper and the North Star. Stopping to feel the trees for moss on their north sides just didn’t seem like a winning strategy.


    Their only plan was to head north, to Francia. They had found Faisel and his private army. Now they needed allies—lots of them—to stop the madman.


    On the first night of their escape, Harry stopped abruptly as they came to a clearing. Necessity was the mother of invention, and they had some serious mothers chasing them. Dropping his reins, he slid to the ground. “I’ve got an idea.”


    The stars overhead sparkled like diamonds. Locating Polaris, he knelt and poked his ballpoint pen—tipped northward—into the dirt. “Your fire starter,” he demanded of Bertha. She looked confused, but handed over her flint-and-steel set. To Terrence he added in English, “Bear with me. I’m improvising a compass.”


    Harry rapped Bertha’s tool repeatedly against the steel shaft of his half-buried pen. With each blow, some small fraction of the iron atoms in the steel-barreled pen aligned with the Earth’s magnetic field. The result was a weak—but possibly functional—magnet. It would work until jostled roughly, which would undo the fragile alignments.


    Harry pulled a thread out of his handkerchief. He retrieved the pen, tied the fiber around the pen’s middle, and slid the knot back and forth until the pen teetered parallel to the ground. He held his breath as the pen slowly swung toward the North Star.


    It worked.


    He remounted. “Well, what’s everyone waiting for?” He glanced at the dangling pen. “North is thatta way.”


    * * * *


    Bertchramm was leading a patrol when he heard voices. He signaled to the men to scatter among the trees before hiding himself.


    His dog, for inexplicable reasons, did not join him.


    “Lupus,” he hissed. Rather than come, the mastiff bounded into the forest toward the voices. Cursing under his breath, Bertchramm followed warily.


    The dog began to yip. This was strange.


    What Bertchramm saw next made him throw caution to the winds. Bertha, his dead brother’s child. Lupus was leaping with joy at her horse’s feet, practically knocking it over.


    As he approached, Bertha’s condition became evident. Her face was bruised, her hair matted, her clothes filthy tatters. The rags hung on her gaunt frame. His blood boiled as he saw how her garments had been repeatedly ripped and badly repaired. Francisca in hand, he charged.


    Bertha urged her horse forward between Bertchramm and the two strangers. “No! They helped me escape.”


    Bertchramm yanked on the reins to avoid trampling his niece. Tears in his eyes, he dropped the heavy ax and dismounted. When Bertha dismounted, she could barely stand. What she must have been through . . .


    Ignoring the strangers, and his men now arriving in his wake, Bertchramm enfolded Bertha in his arms.


    * * * *


    Voices rose and fell around the fire. Happy voices. Not a few of them drunken voices. The Frankish war party was numerous enough to feel secure in the forest, and they were basking in the afterglow of victory. A group of Saracen raiders had stormed across the Aquitainian border in pursuit of the escapees—


    Straight into an ambush.


    This time it was the raiders who perished to the last man.


    Harry and Terrence raised their cups in yet another toast. Neither could remember how many drinks they had had. If the encampment had had a table, any of the Franks could have drunk them under it.


    Bertchramm would not stop praising them for Bertha’s rescue. That she had as much rescued them seemed not to matter. Almost his first act was to replace their stolen swords with extra weapons carried by the troop.


    They both had had the opportunity to use their new arms, and their painfully won skills, in the grim business of the ambush.


    The revelry continued through the night, with only the revelers changing as sentries came on and off duty. The heroes of the day were spared sentry duty—which meant that much more time to be plied with wine.


    And so Harry and Terrence were groggy when Bertchramm finally made his offer. “I am overdue for a meeting with my lord, the major domus. We ride at dawn.


    “Having saved Bertha, you are my friends for life. As enemies of the Saracens, you are friends too of the Franks. Ride with us.”


    “How will Karl welcome us outlanders?” Terrence asked.


    “With the news you bear of the great enemy encampment so near his southern border, I can promise that he will listen to you with great interest.”


    TOLEDO, 730


    A horn rang out in the distant woods; the sound tore al-Ghafiqi from his stunned shock. With shouts and shoves, he quickly organized his escort into a defensive line. Still dazed from what he had just experienced, he had no idea against what he might have to defend. Or whether there was any defense against it.


    His fears proved groundless. Only four horsemen emerged from the woods, their hands empty of weapons. Of recognizable weapons, he corrected himself sternly. Still, let any enemy come close enough to his cold steel and he could give good account of himself.


    The four riders drew near. One of the four drew ahead of his fellows. Smaller than the rest, he was nonetheless clearly the leader. He had eyes that looked right through a man. “I would speak to al-Ghafiqi. Alone.”


    “Say what you want, here. I have no secrets from my officers.”


    “But Salah-ad-Din has many secrets.”


    Hands flew to sword hilts at the name; al-Ghafiqi was not alone in his anger. Still, this was intriguing. He would not have the marauder dead before better understanding these events. He shouted to his men to hold fast.


    “A wise leader,” Salah-ad-Din said. “Had I meant any harm to you and your men, I need only to have failed to mention how far back you should stand from Jabir. Or directed you to assemble my gift within your office.”


    There was no denying the truth of those statements. He and his officers would all be dead if such had been Salah-ad-Din’s intent. al-Ghafiqi pointed to a spot away from the raider’s men and his own. “There.” He cantered his Arabian stallion forward without awaiting an answer.


    The leaders spoke earnestly for several minutes, with Salah-ad-Din doing most of the talking. al-Ghafiqi’s anger and worry dissolved, much as they had during the midday prayers. And for the same reason—certainty filled him Allah would bring victory over the enemy.


    For his new ally possessed an irresistible new weapon. “My power makes what you have just seen seem no more than a man breaking wind in a sirocco.” He referred to the great desert sandstorms that blew for days, that stripped flesh from bone. The image made al-Ghafiqi’s skin crawl.


    But this awesome might would be used in Allah’s name, against Allah’s enemies. And Salah-ad-Din had more than his great weapon—he had a fiendish plan for its use.


    At last, al-Ghafiqi could contain his soaring spirits no longer. He shouted out his feelings, to this warrior, to his men, to the sky.


    “As Allah is my witness, we shall not fail. Against the two of us, the Firanji do not stand a chance.”

  


  
    PART III


    Only our concept of time makes it possible for us to speak of a Day of Judgment by that name; in reality, it is a summary court in perpetual session.


    —Franz Kafka


    ON THE FRANCIA/SAXONY BORDER, 730


    Karl, Pepin’s son, was a vigorous man in his early forties: for him the prime of his life. In these rough and perilous times, lesser men—if they survived—were old and wizened. Only Karl’s hair, shot through with streaks of gray, gave any suggestion of his age.


    The major domus shunned court dress, favoring plain linen breeches and tunic, and a simple fur jerkin beneath his cape. Only his jewel-encrusted belt and scabbard hinted at wealth and power. The famous ring of Arnulf glittered on one hand; the other bore his own seal ring.


    The Frankish leader projected an aura, a presence, the like of which Harry had never known. Karl’s gaze was intense, focused, penetrating.


    Right now, that stare was aimed straight at Harry, and he found it most unsettling.


    Karl had listened intently to news of the permanent Saracen base in Aquitania. Then, the strangers’ information absorbed, he seemed ready to set it aside. The pagan Saxons and Frisians massing to the north and northwest of the kingdom were more pressing concerns. Aquitania, the major domus had declared, must wait.


    That tepid reaction was exactly what Harry and Terrence had feared. Reluctantly, Harry had then described a great weapon possessed by the Saracens, a weapon that made the Moslems, indeed, the bigger threat. This explanation had been met with skepticism.


    Harry’s only option had been the double-edged sword of a demonstration. A successful exhibition might convince Karl to pay more attention to the Saracens. Would a too-compelling demo lead to accommodation with the coming invaders?


    Karl turned to look at the campfire at the center of the snow-covered clearing. “We would be more comfortable beside that blaze.” It sounded more like an order than an observation.


    Harry followed Karl’s gaze toward the fire. Crackling flames leapt and danced around a large crockery container. Was it Harry’s imagination, or had the vessel begun to wobble? The water inside the sealed pot had started to boil. It was going to work, but they had to stay back for their own safety.


    Terrence had suggested that Harry whip up some gunpowder. That would have been easy enough to do—which was precisely the problem. Gunpowder, if invented centuries too early, could not be uninvented. With explosives, the Franks would alter history just as radically, if perhaps not as dramatically, as whatever Faisel planned.


    Harry well remembered the swordsmith in Metz. It took no great feat of imagination to picture that craftsman fashioning a catapult-deliverable bomb or a primitive cannon. No, gunpowder must stay unknown a while longer. His demo would be effective without any direct military application.


    “Just a moment longer, my lord.” Indeed, the crockery was rocking vigorously as the water inside seethed. Steam pressure was building within the inch-thick baked clay. Feeling silly even as he did it, Harry crossed his fingers. The demonstration would be much more dramatic if the plug he had fastened with home-brewed glue did not give way before the pottery did.


    Boom.


    Potsherds spanged everywhere. A jagged bit of crockery whistled past Harry and embedded itself in a tree. Flaming brands lay all about, scattered by the boiler explosion.


    Warriors scattered almost as quickly as the clay shrapnel; not so Karl, who tugged thoughtfully at his moustache. “Interesting. You say this Salah-ad-Din has a more dangerous device?” A newfound respect had entered his voice. Whether the respect was for Harry or Salah-ad-Din was unclear.


    “Yes, my lord. Much more dangerous. Fortunately, he has but one such weapon, and it cannot be replaced.” Harry lied with, he hoped, great sincerity about an extremely rare material formed only when ball lightning engulfed an emerald during an eclipse. It was a metaphoric truth about plutonium’s rarity, more comprehensible than the literal truth. This was a civilization that had only recently discovered the sundial. “We must find a way to prevent the bomb’s use. It would be best if we could somehow seize and destroy it.”


    Karl laughed disdainfully at the sheepish-looking men now beginning to filter back from among the surrounding trees. “I am convinced.”


    From the narrowing of Karl’s eyes, Harry suspected that the Frank was mostly convinced that he should seize the weapon for his own use.


    THE PYRENEES, 732


    The forces of God flowed through the mountain pass, as irresistible as the tide, as uncountable as the stars in the night sky. Well-trained battle mounts trotted forward almost silently. Behind the horsemen came hundreds of wagons. The vehicles groaned from the weight of supplies that they carried. Soon enough, much of the food would be gone, and they would instead be filled with plunder. The wagons would not long be needed for food, since the Bedouin and Berber warriors would stay on as an army of conquest.


    al-Ghafiqi and Salah-ad-Din sat side by side on their fine Arabian stallions. From their vantage point at the crest of the pass, they watched in pride and awe as the panoply of their forces rode by. Each squad shouted to God’s glory as it rode by: “Allah akbar.” God, indeed, is very great.


    Downhill to the north lay the territory of their ally, Count Odo of Aquitania.


    The count was about to receive a big surprise.


    REIMS, 732


    Terrence was in rare form tonight. The courtiers at the royal palace beat the tables with their golden flagons, demanding more of the saga of Berto Crusoe, the shipwrecked sailor, and his slave Freitag. Unseen womenfolk listened just as eagerly around a corner in the hallway, giggles revealing their presence. Some bold one among them called out for more, only to initiate shushing noises and nervous laughter.


    That rare moment of female bravado reminded Terrence of Bertha. Two years of medieval life had given him a whole new view on women’s rights.


    He no longer told fables for a living. His tour of Francia was an enlistment drive; stories gathered an audience so that recruiting could begin. Karl could not justify calling in more of the feudal levies until open hostilities began.


    Terrence hoped that his adventure tales were also subliminal lures to join the fight. He looked to this evening’s host for guidance. Theodoric, the fourth king to bear that name, and the most recent of a long-lived dynasty, nodded regally: Proceed.


    The king’s flowing beard was decidedly un-Frankish. Instead of Frankish linen or wool, the monarch wore silks imported from Constantinople, with gold thread decorating his sleeves. Rings adorned every finger, a large golden brooch fastened his cloak, and a diadem graced his long and narrow head. His palace brimmed with what this era considered luxuries: rugs, tapestries, ivory plaques, great bronze bowls and glassware from the Mediterranean. While he and his courtiers frolicked, his major domus and the real men of Francia guarded the kingdom.


    Knowing what was to come, Terrence thought: Enjoy the good life now, your majesty.


    Theodoric reigned only at the suffrage of his “Duke.” Karl, as an Austrasian, needed a symbol of national unity so that he could wield power over the Romanized, rebellious Neustrians. The king was that symbol. When you die, Karl won’t bother to have a successor enthroned. With the Pope’s blessing, Karl’s son Pepin would eventually assume the crown and start a new dynasty. Karl’s yet-unborn grandson Karl—in Latin, Carolus Magnus; in time more commonly known as Charlemagne—would be crowned emperor by another pope.


    Terrence was deep into a tale of Crusoe outwitting the cannibals when a messenger arrived. Refugees were streaming northward into Francia from Aquitania.


    The war with the Saracens had begun.


    ON THE FRANCIA/AQUITAINIA BORDER, 732


    The shoe is on the other foot now, Harry thought, although here and now that expression was meaningless. He had the calluses on his toes to disprove the saying. Long centuries would pass before the introduction of distinct left and right shoes.


    Apt phrase or not, a turnaround of sorts had occurred. Bertchramm sat cockily on his horse, facing down a party of bedraggled Aquitainian warriors. The old Frank knew this Bernhardus, leader of the refugees—oh yes, he knew the man well.


    Harry knew the story; all Bertchramm’s friends did.


    Two years earlier, this bastard, then leading an Aquitainian border patrol, had denied the Franks leave to pursue those who had killed his brother and abducted his niece. The Frank recalled the man’s haughty words then, and twisted them to his own purpose, “The major domus guards his borders with care.”


    Bernhardus swallowed hard. He was in no position to take offense. “My lord Count Odo will arrive soon. He gives greeting to the major domus and bade me arrange sanctuary.”


    Which Karl would undoubtedly grant, while exacting a price. “Next time your master should send a more punctual messenger. If your heart did not beat so in terror, you would hear the sound of many horses approaching.”


    Indeed, a great party was nearing. Bertchramm signaled his own men to be ready to act: The newcomers might be Saracens instead of Aquitainians.


    An Aquitainian outrider burst from the trees, the worse for wear even than the emissaries. “We must move north,” he shouted. “The Saracens are not far behind.”


    The main party appeared hard on his heels. More men than not wore bloody bandages. The count in their midst was easy to identify: His calm and noble bearing stood out even more than did his glittering mail coat.


    Odo shouted for silence, then urged his chestnut stallion forward through the anxious mass of refugees. He halted beside his lieutenant. “Are we ready to proceed?”


    Bernhardus looked inquiringly at Bertchramm.


    Aquitainians far outnumbered the Franks, and they were not about to stay on their side of the border. The best Bertchramm could do was put a good light on it. “Friends of my lord Karl are welcome.”


    The count considered the phrasing, grim-faced. “Then I ask you to escort me to my friend, the major domus.


    “The Saracens have defiled our churches and burned our holy places. Their cavalry swoops from nowhere, unlike anything we have ever seen, shrieking weird war cries like creatures from the Pit, to despoil what they cannot steal. Our towns are sacked and our farmers lie dead in their fields. The largest part of my army now lies, food for crows, beside the river Garonne.


    “If befriending the Devil himself enabled me to continue the fight, I would embrace him, and name him brother.”


    REIMS, 732


    Frankish levies assembled in Reims, great masses of warriors pouring in from across Austrasia and Neustria. More surprising, perhaps, were the many volunteers from the Breton March, Burgundia, Alamannia—indeed, from all across the former Roman provinces. The cruel predations of Faisel/Salah-ad-Din had sown a deadly seed: a craving for bloody vengeance. Western Europe had not seen such a gathering of nobility since Roman times, would not see it again until the Crusades. Assuming Karl’s army won now . . . .


    Aquitainian survivors swelled the ranks further. Hundreds had accompanied Count Odo; stragglers followed daily, individually and in small groups. Still, the Christian forces seemed far too puny.


    Terrence had no more idea than Harry why the Moslems had attacked Faisel’s erstwhile ally. “It seems bloody stupid, really. Why not have Odo’s help in conquering us, or at least Odo’s neutrality, and then turn on him?” Terrence downed some ale—the never-ending sword practice was thirsty work. “I suppose we’ll never know.”


    “Does it matter?” Harry asked. “What most worries me is that, on the eve of battle, we still have no idea when or how Faisel plans to use his nuke.”


    Terrence considered the reports brought in by refugees, by skirmishers, and by Karl’s spies. He thought about the pitifully few survivors of rearguard actions fought to delay the Saracens while the larger army assembled, and while Karl himself hurried back from his campaign in Bavaria. He remembered the decimation of Odo’s once-powerful forces.


    The invaders numbered in the tens of thousands, maybe even the hundreds of thousands. These weren’t just garrison forces from Iberia: al-Ghafiqi had raised a whole new army in Northern Africa. They covered the land like a plague of locusts; like locusts, they left the land bare in their passage. Shrines and holy places seemed especial targets. And there rolled on, behind the advancing cavalry, an ever-growing wagon train of booty.


    Bertchramm had “questioned” his prisoners with the brutal methods of this era. They had been filled with tales of Frankish atrocities against Saracens. Such incidents were an affront to Allah, especially in this, the hundredth anniversary year of Muhammad’s death. All believed: The Crescent’s triumphant march around the Mediterranean would continue; the Cross would not stop it.


    “I wouldn’t worry about Faisel’s bomb,” Terrence said, thinking of all of these things. “At the rate the Saracens are going, they won’t even need it.”


    * * * *


    Franks and Saracens had skirmished across southwestern Francia for decades—but nothing like this. At word of the attack, brought by a weary courier on an even more exhausted horse, Karl put aside the lesson he had been teaching a rebellious vassal in Bavaria. al-Ghafiqi’s previous incursions, the most recent seven years earlier, had been difficult enough to repel. Then, the emir of Iberia had had only a fraction of the forces now engaged.


    Even without Harry Bowen’s dire warnings of a superweapon, this new invasion was the greatest threat yet to Karl’s rule.


    Karl hurried his army westward as quickly as the infantry could move. Once they crossed into Austrasia, Karl took a troop of cavalry and galloped ahead to coordinate the linkup with the levies now hastily assembling at Reims. That linkage could have occurred on the march, but he wanted to accept Odo’s oath of fealty in Reims, in front of the king and the bishop. That bastard Odo had been a thorn in his side for long enough.


    The ceremony was short: Karl spent no time for a feast in honor of the occasion. The Frankish troops around Reims foraged daily for supplies; they were almost as harmful to his farmers as the Saracens would have been. His troops acted thus because they needed to eat. The Saracens, who had begun their campaigns with great wagon trains of supplies, pillaged for the sheer pleasure of it. Karl guessed that the distinction mattered not to those whose harvests were daily plundered and trampled.


    With Odo’s ritual oath now given, Karl turned his attention southward.


    WEST-CENTRAL FRANCIA, 732


    Squinting into the rising sun, al-Ghafiqi studied the defenses hastily built around Poitiers. They were competent, no less than he would have expected from a warlike people. And yet—


    He had seen much more formidable barriers. These barbarians could not begin to construct anything like the fortifications of the cursed Byzantines.


    The Greeks ruled with an iron fist, and their subjects hated them. Treachery, rather than assault, had time and again thrown open to Allah’s armies the gates of the Empire’s fortresses.


    al-Ghafiqi hoped never to face Frankish fury in battle in alliance with Greek engineering.


    “When do we attack?” Salah-ad-Din asked impatiently. His horse snorted in its own show of restlessness.


    His new ally had no finesse. al-Ghafiqi completed his unhurried examination of the city before answering. “It would cost too many lives to break through. We will leave men here to besiege the town, and continue north.


    “Tours is a far richer prize.”


    * * * *


    Since the rout of the Aquitainians on the river Garonne outside Bordeaux, the countryside had been ripe for plunder. Veteran officers tried to restrain the newly raised levies of Berbers and Moors. The army was here to rule, not raid.


    Salah-ad-Din gave no such orders. His thieves and cutthroats paraded about evening encampments, swaggering and boasting and showing their booty. And this, they said, was mere crumbs from a feast. Far more treasure was stored in the wagon train.


    al-Ghafiqi’s officers eased their discipline rather than face mutiny. The great host of invaders now raped and looted and pillaged its way northward.


    And so it was that a horde of panic-spreading refugees took shelter in Tours, barely ahead of the Saracens. Grim-faced, the garrison prepared to defend the city.


    * * * *


    Hidden from hostile eyes, they hoped, by a small but aggressive screen of cavalry, Karl and Odo drove their combined armies westward. Having already crossed to the south bank of the river Loire, there were no serious obstacles between them and the invaders.


    And al-Ghafiqi, inexplicably, had split his forces. The northern force of Saracens was exposed to attack . . . .


    * * * *


    “Your report, Youssef.”


    The swarthy Moorish scout swallowed. “Emir, I rode around the Firanji cavalry. Not far to their rear was a great cloud of dust, as from a large army. Perhaps as large as our own.” He cringed, perhaps fearing the traditional reward for bearers of bad tidings. “I went as close as I dared and saw only part of their force. I have never seen so many barbarians.”


    That many? Reported by a veteran of so many campaigns, al-Ghafiqi took the claim seriously. When he finally spoke, he addressed Salah-ad-Din rather than the scout. “It seems, Gamal, that you were correct. My compliments.”


    He turned to an aide. “Gather my senior officers.”


    The scout spoke softly. “Emir, will we lift the siege of Tours and rejoin the rest of the army?”


    Salah-ad-Din brayed in laughter. “I think not, Youssef, at least not yet. There is much wealth in that city, and in the abbey of St. Martin, that I would gather.”


    * * * *


    The Frankish scouts lay prone, just below the crest of the hill. Harry wished his eyesight were as acute as that of his companions. “What do you see?” he whispered to Terrence.


    Bertchramm punched Harry hard to be quiet. Harry rubbed his shoulder and waited for the signal to move back down the slope.


    “A large force,” Bertchramm grunted. “Very dangerous.” His warriors nodded assent.


    That much even Harry could tell. “But what are they doing?”


    When Bertchramm spoke, it was with the answer Harry most feared. “They are massing to storm the city. We cannot get enough men here quickly enough to stop them.”


    And so, except for two warriors sent racing back to Karl with the news, the scouting party watched in helpless fury as the Saracens, in irresistible numbers, broke through Tours’s defenses.


    They listened through the night to the screams . . . .


    * * * *


    Creaking and groaning beneath the weight of so much plunder, hundreds of wagons crept forward. Horses strained against their harnesses. With much whipping and cursing, the wagoners got the long train moving.


    Those who had violated Tours gathered, in a great moving arc to the north and east of the train, to protect their booty on its slow way southward to Poitiers.


    The Firanji were coming.


    * * * *


    The crisp October day reminded Harry, incongruously, of high-school football games. His mind’s eye found cheerleaders’ skirts and pom-poms in the colors of autumn leaves; his mind’s ear turned the muttering of men at arms into the inarticulate roar of a youthful crowd.


    He drove the foolishness from his thoughts. This contest was infinitely more serious.


    He and Terrence had been admitted, to the disgust of Karl’s chief vassals, to the Frankish war councils. The Franks had overtaken the Saracen force, now moving at the snail’s pace of their wagon train. Karl planned a series of probing cavalry attacks at scattered spots across the front. Some parts of the enemy army would surely be weaker, less disciplined, than others; Karl wanted to know where a full-scale attack would be most likely to break through.


    And so, while dozens would surely fall today, the ultimate slaughter was not quite ready to begin.


    That final horror was now scant days away, and Harry knew no more than on the day of his arrival in this rough era how Faisel meant to use his nuke.


    * * * *


    With growing admiration, al-Ghafiqi watched his army carry out the withdrawal from Tours. Held to the painfully slow pace of the wagon train, under relentless Firanji pressure, they beat off every attack. Finally, they were safely across the river Vienne, near the well-looted town of Cenon (Chinon). No major obstacle separated them from the rest of his army at Poitiers.


    For six long days now, often several times a day, cavalry had skirmished up and down the front. The fighting was unremitting, if inconclusive. The last two days passed without sighting any of the columns of dust that marked fresh Firanji troops streaming to Karl’s banner.


    al-Ghafiqi held a final consultation with Salah-ad-Din.


    The time had come to attack.


    * * * *


    The nobility of Francia and its feudal dependencies gathered about a roaring campfire, while Karl’s most trusted warriors kept the curious—and possible spies—at a distance. The Saracens had halted their march at midday; a pitched battle was imminent.


    Terrence wasn’t surprised when the brash Count Odo stepped forward. Scramasax in hand, the Aquitainian scratched a crude map into the dirt. “Here is their main line; here is ours. My men and I will ride around so”—he drew a great arc—“and attack from the rear. We will crush them between our forces like wheat between two millstones.”


    The Franks grumbled, loath to concede the honor of the flanking movement to a new and distrusted ally. Their proposals, like Odo’s plan, all involved cavalry charges.


    This was no era of chivalry, not an age of knights in shining armor, but after the fall of Rome and its once-vaunted marching legions, the preferred military arm was the cavalry. Francia was not rich enough to field a fully mounted army; none of the nobility meant to stay with the foot soldiers who comprised almost half their force.


    “Enough!” Karl’s command squelched the grumbling. The major domus dragged a boot across the scratch in the dirt that represented his main line. “Weakened to support your proposed attack, how will the rest of us withstand a frontal assault?”


    Odo smiled. “Before they can launch a serious assault, we will take them in the rear.”


    “And what if you are delayed?” Karl cut off the count’s heated response. “Upon your oath to me, you shall not split my forces.” He glared at his unruly vassal. “On God’s wounds, you will swear it.”


    Odo looked among the nobles for support. He found none. “I swear,” he responded softly. In a more normal tone, he asked, “Then what is the plan?”


    The major domus laid his right hand on the hilt of his sword. Terrence guessed something very unorthodox was coming.


    Terrence was right.


    * * * *


    Allah’s army waited in silence.


    It was a great force of Berbers, Moors, and Arabs. al-Ghafiqi rode from one end of the host to the other, then returned at a canter to a small rise near the center of the line. The whole while, no one spoke. Nowhere in the world, he thought, is there an army as disciplined, as fierce, as fleet in battle, as deadly, as this. Pride in these men welled up, an overpowering emotion equaled only by his misgivings about what he was about to do to them.


    For all the multitude, there was no sound to be heard but the occasional neigh of a horse or snap of a robe in the breeze. He slipped his scimitar from its sheath and raised it in salute. The men—his men—let out a mighty roar.


    They hushed just as quickly when he lowered his sword. “Soldiers of Islam,” he began. He got no further, for another great shout went up. He waited them out. “Soldiers of Islam, you have all submitted to Allah’s will.” He did no more than point out the very meaning, submission, of the word Islam. “Now, for the glory of Allah, you are about to fight a great battle about which poets will write for a thousand years. What shall they write?”


    There was a moment of stillness as his warriors pondered the question, until one cried out the very first verse of the fourfold-repeated daily prayer: “Allah akbar.” The whole vast multitude picked up the shout. “Allah akbar.” On the third count, he repeated it with them. “Allah akbar.” The air seemed to vibrate with power. On the fourth repetition, al-Ghafiqi pointed his scimitar toward the distant foe. “Allah akbar.”


    With a mighty thunder of hooves and the deafening ululation of war cries, the first echelon of his men, in their tens of thousands, charged toward the waiting Firanji.


    * * * *


    Cavalry beyond counting swept across the plains toward the Franks.


    Frankish nobles rode up and down their segments of the line, urging their warriors to stand fast. Karl stood among the infantry, calling loudly that the men with him would teach the Saracens a valuable lesson. Behind their shield wall, they nervously smiled their appreciation.


    A few nobles still grumbled their disapproval—but not within earshot of Karl. His tactics remained troubling to them.


    And still the horsemen galloped closer, only slowing as their charge carried them up the rolling hills where the Franks made their stand.


    It wasn’t until Harry could first distinguish the great round eyes of the Arabian steeds that the assault seemed to falter, seemed to pause, as though the attackers had just noticed something amiss, something out of the ordinary, in Karl’s deployments.


    But it was too late to pause. They were committed to the attack. With a deafening crash the two lines collided.


    * * * *


    From atop a commanding hill, surrounded by reserve forces, al-Ghafiqi sat on his warhorse to watch the battle unfold. After a while, he scratched his head in puzzlement.


    Why had the Firanji not yet countercharged? He had expected them to attack downward from the hills where they had waited. By timing their charge to meet his men near the foot of the hills, the Firanji would have a maximum speed just as the rising slope slowed his own men.


    The charge swept uphill, unchallenged, toward the barbarians. How could horsemen tarry before such an avalanche of death?


    Soon. They must emerge soon, or they would be fighting among their own infantry. The Firanji always had infantry. Where were the damned Firanji cavalry?


    And then his cavalry crashed into the infantry.


    * * * *


    The Frankish infantry shuddered under the impact.


    Human flesh is not meant to stand up to charging horses, even slowed by the steep slope of the hills. Still, while many were trampled, most of the Franks stood their ground. Behind a wall of stout shields and iron-tipped spears, men enraged by the rape of Tours—in some cases, before their very eyes—brought the charge to a standstill. They hacked apart any enemy unfortunate enough to fall within their reach.


    Some of the camp followers took up the weapons of the fallen and waded in.


    Here and there a Frank or Aquitainian would break ranks and run amok, swinging his long-handled scramasax in great, two-handed, whistling arcs. Almost invariably, these were cavalrymen whom Karl had commanded to dismount. On or off their horses, they did not disappoint Karl’s belief that they lacked the discipline to stand firm. Had they remained mobile, they might well have been slain in the hundreds by al-Ghafiqi’s more maneuverable forces.


    What the Franks lacked in discipline, they made up for in vigor.


    The Saracens, their momentum lost, looked about in horror and growing worry. Wherever they looked, screaming men were pulling their brethren from their horses and hewing them to pieces. The fierce battle cries subsided to a warble, then died. The attack faltered.


    Without being ordered, the Saracens turned and fled.


    * * * *


    al-Ghafiqi galloped out to meet the troops. “Halt!” he roared, at first to no effect. The ease with which this first attack had been repelled shamed them all. “Halt, cowards!”


    Whether his shouts broke through their panic, or they saw they were not being pursued, he did not know, but the men gradually came to a stop. Guiltily, they waited on the plain for him to meet them. The officer who had led the failed assault hesitantly came forward. “The men of the north stand like a wall.”


    “And do the men of Islam run from walls?”


    The words struck like a slap in the face. “No, they do not, emir.” Without another word, he turned to rally his scattered forces.


    As soon as they were gathered, they charged anew into the lines of the Firanji.


    * * * *


    All day long, the armies clashed.


    The hills that the Franks defended were now littered with corpses. Terrence looked about the field of carnage, the legions of the dead seeming to differ only in their clothing. Was a preference for sandals over shoes, or flowing robes rather than tunic and trousers, an adequate reason for such slaughter?


    The rude bandage on his left arm was bright red, his wound endlessly reopened by the shock of sword on shield. Bertha fussed about him and his injury whenever the bloodshed paused; when the attacks were under way, she wielded a long spear and killed with as grim satisfaction as any man. Fair enough: She had better cause to hate than most of the men.


    He caressed her hair, now matted with dirt and sweat. Instinctively, she cringed; he heard teeth grind as she forced herself still for the gesture. He voicelessly cursed himself. Any man’s touch made Bertha wince: a “gift” from the bastards who had imprisoned and repeatedly raped her. Two years later—and, he sincerely believed, as in love with him as he with her—she could not bear the touch of any male hand.


    Oh yes, she had better cause than most to kill.


    Terrence tightened his grip on his scramasax to await the next charge. But no better cause than I.


    * * * *


    Odo worked his way to the right of the Frankish battle line throughout the long course of the battle. That fool Karl would get them all killed. Who ever heard of fighting with your cavalry dismounted? As he moved to the flank, he spoke hurriedly to his vassals.


    Finally, near nightfall, everything was in place. His best men, just as he, had worked their way down the front, toward the tethered horses. At his command, they slung themselves into their saddles.


    Karl be damned. The cavalry of Aquitania would save their Frankish hides.


    * * * *


    Terrence wondered if, when the time came, he could kill Bertha.


    She had begged him, with tears in her eyes, to kill her cleanly rather than allow her to be retaken. It might be the only act of love he could ever perform for her.


    Rage pierced his heart like a blade.


    He would know soon enough. They had barely enough men left to hold the line against another charge. Or had had—before that traitor Odo had mysteriously disappeared with his men.


    If the Saracens held to anything even approximating their previous routine, another attack would come at any time.


    * * * *


    “So what do you think?” Salah-ad-Din asked casually. He had been nibbling on a date; he paused to spit out a seed. “Could Allah use a few more martyrs?”


    al-Ghafiqi turned in horror. “Do you know how many thousands died today? Muslims and Christians alike?” He was caked in sweat and the dust of the battlefield; the filth clung like a burial shroud. “Enough brave men have died today. We will withdraw under cover of darkness tonight, just as you planned. I’ll take no pleasure from what happens then.”


    Salah-ad-Din bowed his head briefly at the reference to his strategy. “It matters not whether any of us find pleasure in the deed, so long as we perform it.”


    A patter of footsteps preempted al-Ghafiqi’s answer. These were not matters to discuss in front of anyone else. He waited impatiently, until the stranger answered the guards’ shouted challenge and was admitted into the clearing.


    It was his most trusted scout. “Youssef! What news do you bring?”


    Youssef gasped for breath, as though he had ridden his horse into the ground and run the rest of the way. Finally, he regained his voice. “A gap has opened in the enemy line. Their right wing has come down from the hills. I think they hope to sweep behind us, but they are too few.


    “We can cut them off easily, then surround and finish the rest.” Then, despite his indomitable will, Youssef slumped wearily against a tree.


    Allah be praised! al-Ghafiqi’s pulse quickened with hope for a victory without witchery. “Go! Gather the officers. I will join you soon.” With growing excitement, he watched the scout slip back into the trees.


    * * * *


    Salah-ad-Din had finished his dates. He slid his hands into the pockets he had had sewn into the sides of his flowing djellabah. What he found in his sagging right pocket reassured him greatly. He spoke softly to al-Ghafiqi, whose eyes gleamed with inappropriate thoughts. “Remember the plan.”


    “Damn the plan. We can win! We can do honor to the many brave men who fell today.”


    “I warn you, my friend. We must follow the plan.”


    “Warn? You warn me? You forget yourself.” The emir’s voice held a sharp edge—as sharp as the scimitar whose hilt he now fondled.


    Salah-ad-Din curled his fingers. The handgrip was warm. He pointed the object carefully, never removing it from his pocket. As his finger tightened, he spoke his last words to the emir. “No, my friend, I forget neither my plan nor myself.”


    With a gram more pressure on its trigger, the handgun fired.


    The bullet drilled a hole through his pocket, his robe, and a momentarily astonished Abd-ar-Rahman al-Ghafiqi.


    “Help!” Salah-ad-Din called. “Firanji are attacking! The emir has been slain!”


    * * * *


    Dawn broke with preternatural quiet over the battlefield. Even the carrion-eaters picking at the flesh of the fallen seemed subdued. Karl was about to send out a scouting party when first the thunder of hooves, then a bold shout shattered the calm.


    “They have run!” bellowed Odo, at the front of a column of picked troops. “The whoresons are gone, disappeared during the night. The men of Aquitania guard the booty!”


    “Then it’s as good as lost,” Bertchramm snarled. Harry and Terrence were inclined to agree with him.


    Karl and his guards mounted quickly and raced down to meet the count. Odo was as indiscreet as ever. “Come ride with me to slaughter the Saracens as they flee.” His presumption echoed across the field.


    The major domus shook his head. Eying the devastation, he seemed weary almost to death. Still, he made his own voice boom. “Look around you, Odo. Enough have fallen. If we let the Saracens return now in peace to Iberia, perhaps they will learn to return the favor.”


    Here, Terrence knew, was a truly great man. Karl was as brutal as the times demanded—and no more. Terrence’s heart went out to the major domus; he wished that there were something he could do.


    And then he had it. He took a deep breath. At the top of his lungs Terrence cried out, “All hail, Karl Martel.” Karl the Hammer.


    There was a moment’s silence, then Bertchramm took up the call. Soon the Franks in their tens of thousands were all shouting in praise. “All hail, Karl Martel. All hail, Karl Martel.”


    Terrence laid an arm across the shoulders of a dumbstruck Harry Bowen, and squeezed. “Someone was going to do it. Why not me?”
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    The fallen covered hills and plain for as far as the eye could see. The moans of the wounded and dying echoed everywhere. The best that a wounded Saracen could hope for was a speedy dispatch.


    Jackals and vultures and human scavengers swarmed over the corpses, each seeking his own form of booty. There were far too many dead to bury; black smoke and the sickeningly sweet smell of burning human flesh rose from the funeral pyres to profane the sky. The stench, the cries, the sights . . . this was surely as close to Purgatory as it was possible to come.


    And so, this being the Dark Ages, the Frankish priests prepared to celebrate a mass of thanksgiving.


    The one impediment to the solemn service had been deciding where to hold it. The nearest church of any size was at the monastery of St. Martin in Tours, but that had been thoroughly desecrated and sacked just days earlier. Its sacred relics and beautiful golden decorations, and those of countless hundreds of other churches, lay jumbled somewhere in the enormous wagon train just captured from the invaders.


    With uncharacteristic rapidity, the priests and nobles agreed: The ceremony would be held near the enemy’s abandoned camp, amid the recaptured holy pieces themselves. There were no alternatives. A feast of celebration would be prepared from the enemy’s supplies.


    The observance would be held that evening as an extension of vespers. Word filtered out. Slowly, the victorious army began to assemble. As afternoon shadows lengthened, cavalry companies galloped toward the site of the service. They crowded around the improvised altar; as full-blooded Franks, they gave no thought to the peasant infantry plodding along behind them. The nobles had places reserved for themselves at the very front of the gathering crowd.


    * * * *


    Harry and Terrence had examined thousands of bodies: stabbed, hacked, burned, trampled, gnawed by scavengers. It was like hell on Earth.


    They did not find Faisel.


    At a loss how to proceed, they watched in awe as the victorious army gathered in its tens of thousands.


    The Saracens had encamped in a beautiful grassy valley: a natural amphitheater. Karl’s men now covered its slopes. In the center of the valley, priests scurried about, tending to last-minute details.


    Harry and Terrence observed from the crest of one of the hills that delimited the vale. All the nobility of Western Europe was gathered in this one spot. Terrence thought: Oh, for a camera with a telephoto lens.


    Terrence froze. Could it be? He sifted through the facts and circumstances of the recent campaign, rummaged through what little he knew about their nemesis, desperately seeking a flaw in his reasoning.


    He found none.


    “Harry?”


    “Hmm.” It was an answering grunt, not yet attention. His friend was rapt in the incredible scene.


    “Harry! What’s always been the big question about Faisel’s plans?”


    “For me, it’s always been how he planned to deliver the nuke. Horses make lousy strategic delivery systems.” Bowen gestured at the victorious forces below. “Be glad the bastard never found an answer either.”


    In the heart of the valley, the wagon train was surrounded by warriors. Terrence shivered. “What if he has?


    “What if it’s hidden down there?”


    * * * *


    Schooled by years of banditry, Salah-ad-Din and his most trusted men slipped through the enemy countryside unseen by Firanji patrols. Like the Green Berets, he thought ironically. They sneaked through the forest, ever closer to the abandoned camp of their own defeated army, the army now running for Iberia and the shelter of the tall Pyrenees. But this was all according to plan.


    It was best that Allah’s army be far away when he actuated the small radio transmitter in his pocket.


    * * * *


    Terrence plowed downhill through the crowd, Bowen in pursuit, talking as they ran. They couldn’t cause a panic by speaking in English. Warriors, jostled and shoved, cursed angrily, but they knew better than to misuse Karl’s strangely favored outland friends.


    “This year is the centennial of Muhammad’s death. Think of it! How will the Islamic world respond to the apocalyptic destruction of Christendom’s greatest army? To that army and the nobility of half a continent vanishing in a blinding flash and a mushroom cloud that towers to the heavens? To the incomprehensible plague of fallout? To the lingering death, for countless years after, of anyone who dares to visit here?”


    “But where do we begin to look?”


    Terrence wasn’t done explaining. “I know now why Faisel has been terrorizing Europe for the last few years, making himself, and all Saracens, hated.”


    Harry had figured it out, too. “To draw that many more Christian forces into the battle. That’s also why at the last he attacked Aquitania and drove Odo over to Karl. Faisel wanted all of the area’s leaders killed at once.”


    “Right.”


    They fell silent for a while, saving their breath for the downhill dash. Harry, in a sudden premonition, saw the multitudes all around as the legions of the damned, dead without yet knowing it. It made his skin crawl. Could they possibly locate the bomb in time within the hundreds of wagons?


    Because if they didn’t find it, surely they, and Karl’s army, and everything that any of them had ever held dear, were doomed.


    * * * *


    Salah-ad-Din settled back against the trunk of the sturdy pine that he had just climbed. The tree grew from a tall hill no more than eighty meters back from the rim of the natural valley into which the condemned army now streamed.


    They were antlike at his feet; none more so than the nobles gathered at the center of the clearing. The foolish priests of a false god scurried all about, performing their misguided tasks. Well, they also had their part to play today.


    The murmur of the army, now rising, now falling, mesmerized him. Nothing could be heard over the noise of the many thousands, nothing short of the voice of God.


    Which, the terrorist smiled, would soon speak.


    * * * *


    Bertchramm cursed as someone tried to shove past him. The leaders had gathered hours ago; whoever this was had not the rank for a position on the valley floor. He turned to see who had such nerve and lack of sense.


    “Boy, am I glad to see you!”


    The strange wording didn’t discomfit Bertchramm, but Harry’s sudden appearance did. “You should not be here. You know that this area is—”


    Harry cut him off. “Do you remember the campfire demonstration we gave Karl after saving Bertha?” The mention of Bertchramm’s indebtedness was intentional. There was no time for lengthy explanations.


    Nor did Bertchramm demand any. “What can I do?”


    “Salah-ad-Din’s magical weapon is here. Gather a few trusted men and have each of them gather a few more. All the captured wagons, even the food wagons, must be searched quickly but thoroughly for any large object out of the ordinary.” Harry held out his hands to show how bulky the homemade bomb must certainly be. “At least this big. But anything suspicious that is found must not be touched. We do not know what will set off the bomb.”


    Harry looked worriedly over his shoulder at he knew not what. Here in the clearing at the bottom of the valley, he felt as exposed as a goldfish in a bowl. Shooting fish in a barrel—the phrase, unbidden and unwelcome, came to him.


    “And for God’s sake, don’t let anyone see what they’re doing.”


    * * * *


    Hours sitting immobile in the tall tree were beginning to paralyze Salah-ad-Din’s legs. His hand in his pocket idly fingered the control as he waited. Still, although the Firanji army had been fully assembled for a while, although he could have destroyed these infidels at any time, he waited. A moment of high drama would come, and he would know it when he saw it. Soon . . . .


    In the anthill of the damned, the mass, at long last, had begun.


    * * * *


    Bertchramm organized the search with all his characteristic Frankish efficiency, then returned to wait with Harry and Terrence. The warrior seemed, if it were possible, more nervous than his companions. He answered slowly, reluctantly, when Harry finally asked why. “It’s not only Saracens who will place a meaning on this great magic.”


    “What do you mean?”


    Bertchramm stared incredulously. “Have you never seen a trial by ordeal or by combat?”


    Harry shuddered: He had.


    The standard means of Frankish “justice” was trial by compurgation. This was essentially the testimony of character witnesses. The more serious the accusation, the more witnesses were needed. If the accused had too few witnesses—seventy-two for murder trials, for example—God’s guidance was sought. In a trial by ordeal, the accused might be forced to grasp a red-hot iron, or to plunge his bare arm into boiling water to retrieve a submerged object. God, it was believed, protected the innocent from harm.


    Trial by combat operated on the same premise: God would surely grant victory to the justly aggrieved party, whether that be the truly injured or the falsely accused.


    “Of course I have,” Harry said. “What do trials have to do with our situation?”


    “After two years among us, you still do not think like a Frank.” Bertchramm studied the discreet search now under way. He hesitated, as though expressing his fears would make them real. Perhaps that was exactly what he dreaded. Finally, he sighed, and asked his own question. “Why do you think that we use such techniques to settle accusations?”


    Barbarism, Harry thought, an answer he kept to himself. You’ll grow out of it.


    Terrence broke the awkward silence. “The possibility of trial by combat, with the risk of God’s intervention, keeps false allegations to a minimum.”


    “True, but that’s like saying that a lack of money causes poverty. It misses the point.” The warlord looked again, in desperate hope, at his men digging through and prodding at everything in the wagons.


    “We believe that God intervenes in the outcome of every event. If He were to visit a catastrophe such as you have described, if our victory were to meet such Divine punishment, how many of our surviving people would assume that God must indeed be this Allah?”


    * * * *


    One by one, Bertchramm’s searchers returned. To a man, they reported nothing out of the ordinary. Bertchramm ignored the occasional glint of gold from deep within folds of fabric. Sticky fingers were the least of their worries.


    Could I be wrong? Terrence wondered.


    It was hard to imagine they had overlooked something the size and weight of the bomb. Terrence slumped to the ground, perplexed. It made so much sense that the nuke would be here. “So where is the damned thing?”


    “Let me think.” Harry had sat down earlier. He seemed to be following the mass with uncharacteristic attentiveness. Perhaps there were no atheists at Ground Zero.


    “Think about what?”


    “The altar.” Harry stared at that object for what seemed forever. “What would you call that color?”


    A corner of the improvised altar was just barely visible beneath the cloth draped over it. Staring into the setting sun didn’t help Terrence’s color sense. “Silver? No, not quite. Grey?”


    “Yes, and a very particular shade of gray at that. It goes with the size and shape.”


    Terrence looked again, this time in a twenty-first-century frame of mind. Mentally he stood the box on end, colored it entirely in the dreary hue that peeked out from under the altar cloth.


    “Bloody hell,” he marveled aloud. “It’s a bloomin’ office storage cabinet, in standard office grey.”


    * * * *


    The Christian hymns swelled to a crescendo; the valley gathered up the sound, focused it, and sent it soaring skyward. In his own way, Salah-ad-Din also exulted in the sound. Soon, he thought. Soon.


    An almost electric silence came over the landscape. The officiating priest said something that the Arab, from his distant perch, could not make out. The army, however, responded with heartfelt sincerity. “Karl Martel. Karl Martel. Karl Martel. Karl Martel!” The ground seemed to shake with their shouts. “Karl Martel, the Hammer of God!”


    Salah-ad-Din lifted his eyes to the sky, to the glorious sunset that Allah had painted across the heavens. As he prayed, he took from his pocket the small radio transmitter. He unlocked its safety and extended its telescoping antenna.


    Soon indeed these infidels would experience the hammer of God.


    * * * *


    A great army filled the valley. Its shouts were almost deafening.


    They cheered for the man who had led them to an almost miraculous victory. Scant centuries earlier, as Rome was falling, men had cried out similar words, but in fear. Those cries had named Attila the Hun as the Scourge of God.


    A sunbeam broke through the thin cloud cover to illuminate the priests and the altar. At this further proof of God’s favor, the multitudes redoubled their efforts. “Karl Martel! Karl Martel, the Hammer of God!”


    There was no way Harry could make himself understood.


    To the core of his being, Harry knew he had no time to spare. He leapt to his feet and ran. Dagger in his right hand, he swept everything off the altar with his left. The altar cloth slid to the ground.


    Terrence and Bertchramm tried to hold back enraged priests and nobles. Only Frankish reticence to unsheathe their swords at a mass, however improvised the surroundings, saved any of them.


    Harry forced the tip of his knife between the locked doors of the drab cabinet. His friends crashed and bumped into him. He tried to ignore them, ignore everything. Even if he were right, he might not live long enough to do anything about it. He pried—and the blade snapped.


    The army’s shouts had turned angry.


    Cursing, Harry forced the broken dagger between the cabinet doors. He heaved. The stub of the blade took the strain; with metallic pings, something inside broke and the latch sagged. Harry flung open the doors.


    What could only be Faisel’s atomic bomb sat inside.


    * * * *


    Salah-ad-Din exulted to Allah as the doomed infidels cried out their final, mistaken words. “La Ilaha illa-l-Lah,” he sang out in answer. There is no God whatsoever but God. “Muhammadun rasulu-l-Lah.” Muhammad is the Messenger of God.


    Below him, almost unheard in his fervor, the Christians kept shouting. “Karl Martel, the Hammer of God!”


    One last time he would recite the opening chapter of the Koran. His fingertip suspended over the button that would send him to heaven, and these infidels to perdition, he recited from memory:


    “Praise be to God, Lord of the universe,


    the Merciful, the Compassionate,


    Ruler on the day of judgment.


    Thee alone we worship; Thee alone we ask for aid.


    Guide us on the straight path,


    The path of those whom Thou has favored,


    not of those against whom Thou are wrathful,


    nor of those . . . .”


    Lost in his devotion, he did not hear hesitation in the Frankish cheers, nor the roar of anger that took its place.


    Not immediately.


    He gazed one last time over the panorama at his feet. In horror he saw people were fighting over the cabinet from his lab that had so amusingly been used for their idolatrous altar.


    Faisel was so shocked that he almost forgot the device in his hands. Those devils who had pursued him, then escaped from his camp . . . even now they hoped to stop him. His fingers turned white from the pressure with which he clutched the radio transmitter.


    Allah would understand why he had not the time to finish his prayers. Carefully, he aimed the antenna and stabbed his finger downward toward the large red button.


    * * * *


    Into the stunned hush between paeans to Karl and outcries of rage, Terrence screamed, “It’s the bomb!”


    Few understood—but the major domus did. At Karl’s command, his bodyguards rushed to Harry’s aid.


    Men swarmed, howling, fervid to avenge blasphemy.


    Battered and bruised, Harry tried to concentrate on the bomb. Only wires and massive amounts of what he assumed to be plastique for the trigger were visible. This wouldn’t be a precise controlled implosion, he thought. Lots of the plutonium would be vaporized and scattered, poisoning this area for millennia. That was probably by intent. No point of vulnerability suggested itself.


    With a grunt, he turned over the bomb, almost dropping it as a fist grazed his head. Aha! An electronics module.


    He goggled at a radio receiver wired to the thin plastic tube of a magnetic reed relay. He couldn’t spot the batteries that had to be there. They must be beneath the circuit board.


    Where was that damned broken dagger? There, beside his knee. He groped for the knife, and a heavy boot kicked it out of reach. Another boot stomped his hand.


    Cursing, Harry jerked back. He wrapped several turns of slack wire around his injured hand. He tugged hard; the looped wire ripped into his flesh.


    Harry yanked with all of his might, screaming in agony.


    Blood streamed from a cut that encircled his hand, the wire deep in a gory wound. But one end of the wire now waved wildly in the air, torn loose by his final effort.


    It was only the crystal clarity of the moment that allowed him to hear, amid the insanity and chaos, the impotent click from the radio receiver.


    * * * *


    Salah-ad-Din mashed the red button into the box.


    Nothing happened.


    He jabbed at the button, again and again. Nothing. Rage overwhelmed him. He beat the useless box against the trunk of the tree, reducing the transmitter to a shapeless mass, screaming wordlessly all the while.


    Reason finally mastered his fury. He started down from the tree, wincing as the bark scraped the bloody mess he had made of his hands. He tore off his keffiyeh, sawed the headdress in two with his dagger, and wrapped the pieces around his palms.


    In a way, failure made sense. He had taken great pride in the thought of his victory. Perhaps Allah had denied him holy martyrdom for his self-importance.


    But the failure was momentary, of that he was certain.


    * * * *


    Harry slumped to the ground.


    He was almost content now, if such be his fate, for the mob to tear him to pieces. The bomb was disarmed.


    Or so he thought until an unnatural red glow, a flickering light, caught his eye. Flashing crimson numbers. . . .


    The digital timer of a fail-safe device had awakened. It was counting downward from three hours.


    * * * *


    Karl’s shouted orders quickly restored order.


    Harry, Terrence, and Bertchramm were taken away. They were thrown into a tent to await their fate. At least twenty warriors stood guard.


    One way or another, Harry thought, they didn’t have long to wait.


    Karl flung back a tent flap and stormed inside. “Have you taken leave of your senses? What devil possessed you to behave so at a mass? Could you not wait to remove this bomb?”


    Bertchramm looked from man to man, indebted to all, perhaps wondering how to serve everyone at once. He seemed naked without an ax at his side.


    Neither Karl’s fiery eyes nor his set jaw deterred Harry. “And damned lucky for you that I did. This entire army was moments from total destruction!”


    Karl had not gone from disowned bastard son to the master of Francia without control over his temper. “Are you sure?”


    “Very.” Harry took a deep breath, and plunged on. “And we’re still on the brink of catastrophe.”


    “Explain.” Karl said.


    “I delayed the bomb’s explosion. I have not yet stopped it.” (Terrence nodded. He, too, had seen the timer in its deadly backward count.) “We cannot possibly move the army to safety before it will go off.”


    Karl studied first Harry’s face, then Terrence’s. Whatever he saw there satisfied him. “Then I suggest, my strange friends, that you find a way to stop it. You will have whatever aid I can give you.”


    Without waiting for a response Karl strode from the tent.


    * * * *


    “Like hell I’ll go!”


    Terrence paced the small tent, trying to make Harry see reason. They were alone; Bertchramm, even as they argued, was supervising the army’s dispersal. There was always the chance that Faisel’s homemade bomb wouldn’t fission completely, or even that only the nonnuclear trigger would go off.


    Getting people out of the valley—upwind—might yet save many lives.


    “Look,” Terrence tried in his most reasonable tone of voice, “there’s no point in both of us getting blown up.”


    “So? What the hell do you know about atomic bombs?”


    “And which of your physics classes covered booby traps? We’re damned lucky that you didn’t set it off out there.”


    “We’re luckier yet that I didn’t stop to worry about that.”


    Terrence raised a cautionary finger. “Hold that thought.” He turned toward the tent flap. “Yes?”


    And when Harry turned to look at the nonexistent visitor, Terrence decked him with a totally unexpected fist to the jaw.


    * * * *


    “All right,” Terrence shouted, pointing at the nuke. “Let’s get this sunovabitch onto a wagon and haul ass.” The guards stared blankly until he calmed down enough to repeat the command in Frankish.


    They were hitching horses to the wagon when Bertchramm galloped up. “Where is Harry?”


    Terrence said, “He’s done what he can, so I sent him on ahead.”


    “Then what are you doing?”


    “Taking the bomb as far away as I possibly can—in the opposite direction from the army.”


    Bertchramm didn’t hesitate. “I will come with you.”


    * * * *


    Harry awoke with a groan, asprawl on the ground in the dark.


    He felt like something a cat had thrown up. Where was he? Trying groggily to stand, he leaned onto his deeply cut hand. The pain unleashed a flood of memory: the bomb, imprisonment, the argument with Terrence. That damned do-gooder had knocked him out!


    Harry staggered toward slightly paler darkness that suggested a tent flap. Throwing it open, he saw the source of that light: a dying campfire. Hundreds of warriors remained, but far fewer than . . . when? How long had he been unconscious?


    Just one among so many aches, the shooting pain in his chest did not immediately register. Odd, his pectoral muscle felt like it had been jabbed. By his pen?


    Harry took the long cherished ballpoint pen from his pocket. Reclipping it, the pen snagged on something: a wadded-up scrap of white cloth apparently torn from the tent.


    He hadn’t put it there. Harry unrolled the fabric and angled it to catch the firelight. The material was covered with writing, a note from Terrence:


    I’m taking the bomb away from camp and will try to disarm it. Sorry about hitting you, but there was no time to argue. Besides, I’m the obvious choice: Clearly I’m too stupid to reproduce. When you find a way back, give my best to Julia.


    And you must find a way back, Harry. That is Bertha’s only hope for a normal life.


    “Who has seen Terrence?” Harry bellowed. No one answered. “Where is Terrence?” He ran about the rapidly emptying camp, calling in vain.


    In vain, that was, until he stumbled into Bertha. “Have you seen Terrence?”


    “Yes. He left just after sundown with Bertchramm and a few of his men. They had a wagon. They wouldn’t let me go with.”


    “Dammit! Do you know where they went?”


    Bertha flinched, making him feel small. She pointed toward a moonlit pass to the south. An empty pass. “There.”


    If the wagon was already over the pass, Terrence had at least an hour’s head start. Harry wondered how much time remained on the accursed counter. “I need a horse.”


    “I’ll bring two.”


    * * * *


    Harry and Bertha rode across the countryside, with only a general direction to guide them. At that, the men they pursued might well have changed directions as soon as they left the valley. With the woods full of stragglers from both armies, calling out for Terrence as they rode would be virtual suicide.


    It was a great relief when they encountered a muddy path with wagon ruts and fresh horse droppings. They stepped up the pace to a full gallop. If these tracks were from Terrence’s wagon, they had a hope of catching up.


    They were charging ahead at full tilt when they heard the unmistakable clatter of sword striking sword.


    * * * *


    Only Bertchramm and two of his men were left standing, but there were also far fewer of the Saracens than when the assault began.


    Eight to three was still poor odds.


    His francisca had been taken after the commotion at the altar. When Karl had released them, Bertchramm had had no time to find it. He felt awkward without the ax, but the scramasax he had borrowed, now slippery with sweat and splattered blood, had served him well. He tightened his grip. The Saracens were closing in again. Let them: He had sworn Terrence a terrible oath that none would pass. While he lived, no one would.


    And then, as Bertchramm feared, the Arabs charged. Two galloped straight at each surviving Frank; the final two started into the woods to go around them. He couldn’t stop them all. What should he do?


    Ignoring the warriors heading straight for him, Bertchramm spurred his mount into its own charge. “For Karl Martel!” he screamed, racing after those attempting to slip past him. He must give Terrence the time that he had promised.


    And so, Bertchramm’s back was turned when Harry and Bertha raced out of the darkness to take the Saracens by surprise from the rear.


    * * * *


    Straight sword crashed upon curved; sparks flew. When the survivors separated, Harry’s and Bertha’s charge had almost evened the odds. There were only six Saracens remaining, and five of what Harry considered the good guys.


    “You bastard,” Bertha screamed, seeing Salah-ad-Din. She knew him as the leader of the cutthroats who had enslaved her.


    Bertchramm had to gallop ahead, to cut her off, to stop her suicidal attack. “He is mine.”


    “You’ll have to get in line,” Harry panted.


    There was no time for talk. The enemy had already regrouped, were once again upon them. Harry slashed and jabbed, but landed no blows. Then he was desperately parrying an enemy’s frenzied attack. Harry’s left hand, so badly cut, dropped his shield at the shock of the first solid blow.


    And then, somehow, the swirl of battle separated them. Harry found himself face-to-face with Gamal Abdul Salah-ad-Din himself. With Abdul Faisel.


    Faisel’s face was a mask of hatred. “You, again!”


    Harry thrust his scramasax at the villain’s heart.


    Faisel parried the blow easily. “You’ll have to do better than that,” he said, laughing, and then he pressed his own assault. With a flurry of blows, he drove Harry backward down the road until Bertchramm rode to his aid.


    The Arab broke off his attack and retreated a few paces to a less exposed position. He saluted Harry with his scimitar. “Congratulations. The old man has saved you.”


    Harry ignored the taunt. It had been in modern French; Bertchramm would not have understood. “Bertchramm, where is Terrence?”


    “One of my men grew up in these hills. Once Terrence heard that, he asked about caves nearby. Childeberht mentioned an abandoned tin mine, and Terrence became very excited. They were taking the wagon ahead, I believe to the mine, when we were ambushed.”


    That update was completed between blows, for Faisel and his men had renewed their attack. Harry once more found himself battling the man whose diabolical plot he had crossed the centuries to foil. Harry fought as never before, thanking Sigismund for those long-ago lessons and every educational whack with the side of his instructor’s blade. Thrust and parry. Feint and riposte. Thrust, lunge, thrust. Those painful lessons had kept him alive for this day.


    Would they get him through this day?


    Although blood ran from at least a dozen cuts, a few of them serious, Harry’s spirits had lifted. If Terrence got the bomb into a mine shaft, and if the shaft were deep enough, the blast need not be cataclysmic.


    He had to buy Terrence that time.


    * * * *


    By the light of a single torch, it was almost impossible to judge whether the twisting mine tunnel trended downward. Terrence relied on instinct—he felt that there was a slight downward grade. He hoped he was going deeper underground, not just following a contour of the surface. If not, he was wasting time that he did not have.


    Childeberht slogged on ahead of him. The young Frank must be bearing most of the weight, since the bomb seemed lighter than when they had taken it down from the wagon. Maybe they were heading in the right direction: down. At least it gave Terrence a reason for hope.


    In the rough-hewn subterranean passage, the blood-red flickering of the LED numerals seemed positively hellish—all the more so as the numbers raced ever closer to zero.


    With five minutes remaining Terrence called a halt. They gently set down the bomb on his signal. He took the torch that Childeberht had somehow clutched under an arm as he walked. “Run now like the Devil himself is chasing you.” If the explosive trigger failed to set off a nuclear reaction, distance might save the Frank.


    Terrence wedged the flaming brand into a nearby torch sconce. He settled down to the tunnel floor as flashing numbers moved him ever closer to immolation: 4:18, 4:17, 4:16 . . .


    With a shudder, he looked away from the hypnotic countdown. The timer ticked to 3:21. In an exhausted stupor, he had lost an irreplaceable minute.


    He unscrewed the cover plate of the electronics module with the tip of his dirk. By the flickering, smoky torchlight, the shadows of wires writhed like snakes. He spread out the wires as best he could and tried to trace the circuits. There was just enough light to tell that the wires were of different colors, but not enough to tell the hues apart. Subtle nuances of shade, of relative lightness and darkness, danced maddeningly just beyond his ken.


    1:08, 1:07, 1:06....


    He cursed at the tangled cables. There just wasn’t time! He couldn’t even decipher the main circuit, let alone identify booby traps. 0:37, 0:36, 0:35....


    With ten seconds remaining, he began sawing on a randomly chosen wire.


    * * * *


    Harry was again on the attack when the earth groaned.


    The ground rose and fell beneath him like a great wave, pitching him from his horse. He bounced into the air, oblivious to the screams of man and beast. Trees crashed down all around him. The horses bolted.


    The nuclear explosion vaporized a huge sphere of rock and soil. Tortured earth ruptured, venting vapors into the atmosphere and relieving the enormous pressure. With a shudder and a sickening moan, the ground collapsed into an unseen but monstrous cavity.


    Harry clawed desperately at the steep slope on which he found himself. He climbed up out of the pit to lie gasping on the quivering ground. With only a moment’s pause to catch his breath, he reached back over the edge, extending an arm to Bertha.


    He couldn’t quite reach her. He staggered to a fallen tree and hacked off a branch with a discarded sword. He stumbled back to the gaping hole with the branch, and lowered an end to her. Choking on the thick dust, he dragged her from the abyss. He pushed her away roughly, for the precipice on which they crouched was rapidly crumbling.


    A scream rose from the inky depths. Harry peered cautiously over the edge.


    “Help!” Faisel shouted. His feet scrabbled uselessly at the ever-steepening slope as he clung to a tree root laid bare by the earth’s convulsions. His eyes were impossibly round. “Help me!”


    Harry might have been able to get him out. Might. Instead, he reached once more for the sword. “This is for Terrence.” With a vicious slash that almost sent him tumbling back into the pit, Harry severed the root. Faisel dropped into stygian darkness, shrieking.


    As earthen walls slammed shut around Faisel, Harry thought that he heard words. Or perhaps it was a single word.


    Leila.

  


  
    PART IV


    Life is the game that must be played:


    This truth at least, good friends, we know;


    So live and laugh, nor be dismayed


    As one by one the phantoms go.


    —Edwin Arlington Robinson


    WEST-CENTRAL FRANCE, 732


    Karl dismounted his steed with an agility that many a younger man could envy. One indiscreet aide did just that, and got a scathing look that rendered him instantly mute. Matters were too serious for such nonsense.


    The major domus studied the devastated landscape, especially the great bowl-shaped subsidence crater to which he could put no name, before speaking. When he did speak, he addressed his words to his longtime friend and vassal. Bertchramm and his niece had been crouched beside a prone Harry Bowen when the mounted troop had clattered up; now Bertchramm stood before his liege lord.


    “How is Harry? Where are your men?”


    Looking grim, the warlord answered the simpler question first. “Everyone else is dead, either from a Saracen ambush or the explosion.” He used the last word awkwardly, an unfamiliar utterance once learned from the man unconscious at his feet. “Terrence is surely dead. He took the bomb into a deep mine so that the earth itself could shelter us.


    “Perhaps one or two of our attackers survived and fled; there was such confusion in the explosion that I have no way of knowing. But one of the certain dead, slain by Harry himself, is that devil, Salah-ad-Din.”


    “And how is Harry?” Karl prodded gently.


    “Taken suddenly and mysteriously ill.”


    Harry wore several improvised bandages, none bloody enough to explain a loss of consciousness. His face was red and feverish. Vomit and diarrhea stained his clothing and lay in puddles all around; the stench was overpowering. As Karl watched, Harry’s body convulsed. A trickle of stomach juices trickled out of his mouth.


    Karl looked again, slowly and carefully, at the ruination all around him. Even two hours’ hard ride away, the shock of the explosion had been astonishing. What must it have been like here? What cataclysm would this evil magic have wrought in the very midst of his army, had Harry not somehow delayed it?


    Karl spoke sternly to his chief of guards. “Watch over that man as you would me. Francia has a debt to him that is beyond all reckoning.


    “Pray that our friend lives long enough that we may attempt to repay him.”


    * * * *


    The poorly sprung wagon eventually jolted Harry awake. He was lying in a heap of itchy furs. His body reasserted itself in a chorus of inaudible screams: cuts, scrapes, bruises. More ominous were the internal aches.


    He felt like week-old road kill.


    Bertha sat at his feet; she had not yet noticed his awakening. He prodded her with a toe. “We can’t go on meeting this way. I think Bertchramm is getting suspicious.”


    “What?”


    “Never mind.” No more twenty-first-century humor, he thought. God, I’m going to miss Terrence. “Where are we?”


    “Almost back to Tours. Most of the army went on ahead, but we have plenty of guards. Karl’s orders.”


    Harry tried to sit up, groaning. Groaning worked, sitting did not. Bertha scooted over to help, lurching as the wagon hit yet another chuckhole in the crude dirt road. “Careful, Harry. You are not well.”


    No shit, Sherlock. “You seem all right, I’m glad to see. What about everyone else?”


    “Bertchramm is well. There is no one else. The earth swallowed everyone that the Saracens had not already killed.”


    “And the army?”


    “Almost untouched.” She braced herself against the wild swaying. “Count Odo’s horse bolted. He was thrown from his horse and broke his neck. The warriors take it as a sign of the Lord’s displeasure. The new count has sworn fealty to Karl.”


    Another jolt. Harry clenched his jaws to keep from crying out. “Was I knocked out by an . . . ?” He paused; if Frankish had a word for aftershock, he didn’t know it. “I mean, did the earth shake again?”


    Bertha averted her eyes. “No. You just crumpled, very suddenly. You shook uncontrollably, threw up, lost control of your bowels, and turned feverish. Yet Bertchramm and I are fine. I do not understand.”


    Harry did. It sounded like ionizing radiation injury, otherwise known—in more enlightened, if possibly less fortunate, times—as radiation sickness. Not all the fallout had been trapped underground; some had clearly vented. He could not know the level to which he had been exposed. He might already be on the mend—


    Or terrible things might lie in store.


    Radiation most affected the tissues that normally underwent fast replacement: bone marrow, intestines, skin, parts of the nervous system. As those tissues died, the victim became increasingly infection-prone. Red-blood-cell count plummeted. Arteries and veins weakened and hemorrhaged. Toxins from tissue dissolution slowly poisoned the body.


    He might develop tumors and body ulcers. Wounds, if he suffered any more, would be ever slower to clot. With a shiver, Harry remembered how his long-ago radiation biology textbook had euphemistically identified the major symptom: shortened life span.


    Why were Bertha and Bertchramm unaffected?


    Harry ran his fingers through his hair as he pondered. Clumps caught loosely between his spread fingers came out. Think. His mind’s eye visualized as tiny bullets the subatomic debris of decaying nuclei. They whizzed, invisibly small, through air and flesh alike. Occasionally one smacked into a more solid, more critical part of a cell’s delicate internal mechanisms. One imagined cell after another was maimed and mutated.


    Aha. This was the first exposure for Bertchramm and Bertha.


    He wasn’t so fortunate. Terrence had mentioned low-level radiation in Faisel’s lab. Harry guessed at another exposure, a side effect of the trip to this century. The near-instantaneous release of vast energies from Rothschild’s superconducting storage ring might have drenched him in gamma rays.


    It all added up. The accumulated damage from three exposures had taken him down. Harry guessed it was going to kill him.


    Bertha misunderstood his sudden silence. “Do you need to sleep?”


    To sleep, perchance to dream. Aye, there’s the rub . . .


    Harry shivered again. “No, I’d rather not. Will you talk with me?”


    REIMS, 732


    The long and narrow stone hall was cold and drafty, noisy and packed. Wall hangings and a roaring fire ameliorated the first two conditions, however minimally. Nothing could alleviate the cacophony and overcrowding. Drunken feasters bellowed and quarreled. Serving wenches squealed at pinches and gropes. Dogs fought over scraps of meat. Jongleurs capered and danced for beer and flung coins, storytelling being impractical amid the tumult.


    The outlander sat quietly amid the chaos. Karl wondered: Did Harry’s silence come of lingering illness, sadness at the death of his foreign companion, or simple uneasiness at his surroundings? Despite a long sojourn in Francia, the man had never taken on Frankish ways. Take Harry’s persistent search for the rules of speech, whatever those might be, or his fastidious picking at food as though there should be implements other than fingers and knives.


    No matter. Harry was guest of honor now, while Karl still had the chance.


    After days of rest, Harry remained weak. His pallor and the mysterious loss of his hair only emphasized his frailty. He had aged years within days.


    Karl swigged his beer, then hurled the empty golden chalice—booty from the Saracen wagon train—against the wall. Metal clanging on stone went largely unnoticed in the general clamor, the bawling of bawdy songs, and the crackling fire.


    Bertchramm heard the clatter, and that was enough. The old warlord hollered until the crowd quieted.


    Karl climbed unsteadily to his feet. It was time to recount Harry’s exploits, to render a saga such as the man so richly deserved. Yet at his side, merely sitting and picking at a hunk of bread, Harry was ready to collapse. He would not last through a proper retelling.


    The story was unnecessary. The men in this hall had been there; most had felt, from a relatively safe distance, the fury of this bomb. Words were not necessary. Reward was.


    Karl said, “The nobility of Francia is gathered to honor Harry and Terrence. All here know of their deeds. Amid celebration, we are nonetheless sad that Terrence has left us. Harry, have you given thought to how we can thank you?”


    The outlander did not hesitate. “There is an abbey in Metz . . . .”


    Karl nodded. This was proper Frankish behavior. Each man in this room but Harry was a sworn vassal of the major domus, bound to him by a precarium, a lifetime grant of property.


    Most of this land Karl had taken from the Church. The far-off Pope knew not to quarrel: Karl’s service against the Saracens far outweighed the nuisance of his land seizures. The Churchmen also valued Karl’s actions against Christian heretics—while Karl took note that the heretic Lombards held territories that bordered his own.


    So Harry meant to join his truste (retinue), and to receive the corresponding reward. Good for him. Property and comfort were the least that Harry deserved. “Done. It is yours.”


    Then Harry did surprise him. “No, my lord, I do not wish to own the abbey. I wish to retire there.”


    “Are you sure, Harry? You have earned the respect of the kingdom.” Karl’s vassals shouted their assent, none louder than Bertchramm.


    “Quite sure.” Harry boldly looked Karl straight in the eye. “But there is one boon that I would ask of you.”


    Flatly: “Consider it done.”


    Then Harry named it, and all Karl’s truste shouted out in amazement. It was unthinkable. They waited for the major domus to strike this outlander dead for his temerity.


    Karl stood stock-still for a moment. Then, with a grin, he relaxed. “If not for you, Harry, what use would it be to me now?


    “What you ask is yours, with my blessing.”


    CENTRAL FRANCIA, 732


    The rhythmic lope of his horse lulled Harry into a dreamlike trance. He was finally, it seemed, a soldier: He could sleep anywhere. Trusting his escorts to keep an eye on him, he dozed in the saddle. Every step brought him that much closer to his destination. To distant Metz . . .


    After long weeks of recuperation he had almost felt fit enough for this journey. Bertha had fussed at him—as she would have done, as she pined to do, for Terrence; he understood that—arguing that he was not yet ready. Gently, he had insisted on leaving, and a stern glance from her uncle had ended the discussion. Harry’s bone-deep weariness now only proved her correct. No matter—he could rest at the abbey.


    After his work was done.


    The clop-clop of hooves was hypnotic. He swayed as he rode, his body balancing for him. Warriors murmured all around, uncharacteristically softly. He wondered what threats Karl had made to assure his safe, speedy, and, considering the circumstances, comfortable trip.


    Gradually, barely perceptibly, the ground beneath them sloped upward. His horse adjusted its gait, and on they rode. In Harry’s dreamlike state, the ascent became a romantic hike with Julia through the hills of eastern France. The whispered conversations around him transmuted into the chirping of birds, cold gusts became warm breezes. He smiled in his sleep.


    Harry jerked awake, unsure what had returned him to consciousness. A misstep by his horse on the uneven ground seemed the most likely cause. He must have been asleep for quite a while—the shadow that stretched out before him was far longer than what he last remembered.


    A shaft of sunlight broke through the slate-gray sky, just as one had at the mass after the victory near Tours. Harry followed the golden rays to their termination in the taller hills just ahead—and gasped. Amid ancient forest, the sunbeam illuminated a great Roman temple of pristine white marble. Some trick of light cast a pale green glow over the edifice, evergreen reflections enfolding the gleaming stone. Evening mist suffused the rays; the path to the sun seemed almost palpable.


    Harry’s spirits leapt at the vision, at the unexpected loveliness. His uplifted mind conjured up the Emerald City of Oz, and a shining city on a hill. At that moment, everything seemed possible. Everything. Yes, he could do it.


    Just as abruptly, the hole in the clouds snapped shut. Where once bright light made the eyes squint and hid detail behind a veil of mystery, grayness now cynically revealed all: fallen lintels, cracked columns, cracked and toppled statues, splotches of lichen, ancient stains. The old temple was in ruins—a symbol not of hope and survival, but of doom and decay.


    His imagination now cruelly superimposed over the scene a boundless ocean of drifting sand. His mind’s eye zoomed in on the half-shattered face of an armless statue, inventing an imperious frown, a wrinkled lip, a sneer of cold command.


    The mirage of a memorial plaque suddenly shimmered before him. It bore, from the depths of his subconscious, a mocking inscription:


    And on the pedestal, these words appear:


    “My name is Ozymandias, King of Kings,


    Look on my Works, ye Mighty, and despair!”


    Nothing beside remains. Round the decay


    Of that colossal Wreck, boundless and bare


    The lone and level sands stretch far away.


    Who was he to dare to lay plans?


    After the ruined temple disappeared behind them, Harry removed a stained and much-read scrap of cloth from his pocket. He read Terrence’s note once more.


    Perhaps he was dying, Harry thought, but he could—and he strongly suspected that he would—die trying.


    METZ, 732


    Someone pounded insistently—nay, imperiously—on the main gate of the abbey.


    Father Gregory shook his head, no, at the one novice foolish enough to look inquiringly at him: They would not interrupt Vigilae to answer the summons. The massive wooden doors resounded from repeated blows. The abbot ignored the booming sound, and then the shouting, until prayers were finished. With a twinge of pain from aging knees, he stood and went to see who came so noisily to the abbey. Neither the smoky torch that he carried nor the predawn starlight seemed to cast much light. Old eyes, he thought.


    The warrior whose impatient beating on the gate the abbot now halted was unfamiliar. So were his fellows standing in an arc behind him. None looked any wearier than might be expected of a group that had traveled through the night. There was one final member of the company, however, leaning against the stone wall beside the entrance. He was exhausted and sick, and seemed somehow familiar to Gregory.


    He took a moment to study this last man. The stranger looked battle-worn and old. No, not old: prematurely aged. A curious tracery of scar tissue crisscrossed his face and covered his hands. The abbot had never seen its like: He could not imagine the manner or combination of injuries that could have caused such scars. One eye was clouded over by a cataract. He had also lost much of his hair; it had come out at random instead of by thinning or receding.


    Surely, Gregory thought, I am mistaken. This is not a face anyone could forget.


    Yet for all the torment this man must have survived, despite the evident exhaustion and the air of a lingering disease, there was a glimmer of humor in his face, a trace of boyish high spirits. Gregory sensed that this poor soul knew him and expected, in turn, to be recognized. It pained Gregory that he must disappoint this hard-worn man.


    His visitor, for such Gregory inferred the stranger to be, studied the abbot with his one good eye. “If you think I look bad,” the man began, standing away from the wall and drawing himself up to his full—and rather surprising—height, “you should see the other guy. Imagine, if you can, glow-in-the-dark worm shit.”


    That self-deprecating tone, the odd phrasing . . . could it possibly be? The height, at least, fit. What could have happened to him? “Harry? Is that really you?”


    Harry smiled. “More or less, Father Gregory, more or less. Buy me a beer and I will tell all.”


    METZ, 733


    Rest and the serenity of the abbey were the best medicines.


    In the days after Harry’s arrival, a mere few hours of idle wakefulness had sufficed to exhaust him. Within weeks, however, as his health slowly improved, he began to hobble about the monastery grounds. Strolling gave way to brisk walks, and eventually, jogging. By the time he had graduated to long hikes through the town, he finally felt well enough to devote part of his day to more private pursuits.


    He had arrived in Metz well-heeled, at the insistence of a grateful major domus. Maybe he was even rich—in such a primitive, land-intensive economy, Harry was not sure what constituted monetary wealth. Whatever his financial status, many of his solidi now went to the purchase of imported Egyptian papyrus. Hardy papyrus was no longer as freely traded as in Roman times, but—for a price—it remained available. He declined Gregory’s repeated offers of parchment and papyrus from the abbey’s own small stock: One of Harry’s escort had, despite Harry’s explicit orders, told Gregory that Harry had refused Karl’s grant of the entire abbey.


    On days when the light was good, Harry tried to work for what he estimated to be four hours. On overcast days, or when the muse was with him, he would splurge and buy a candle. When the abbot asked with what scripture he filled so many scrolls, Harry was at an unusual loss for words. “Apocrypha,” he had finally managed.


    The answer was the same when he switched to a new medium.


    * * * *


    Gregory rejoiced in Harry’s slowly returning vigor but knew better than to consider him cured. Anyone who overheard Harry crying out in his sleep would have doubted. The abbot, hearing the shouted names of Terrence and Julia, of Johnny and Melissa, understood all too well that painful memories troubled his guest.


    God alone knew with what demons Harry wrestled in his troubled sleep. For too many nights did Gregory pace the hall outside of his friend’s tiny cell, listening to the mutterings, the tossing and turning. Harry’s soul, like his body, carried seemingly inexplicable scars.


    The ancient Romans had held that dreams were true omens. For all that this belief was surely pagan superstition, Gregory more than once found himself praying that his friend’s horrible dreams not presage more personal tragedy. What more was possible?


    Was it a blessing or a curse that Harry did not consistently think in Frankish? Gregory could never decide. He simply knew that when his friend called out in his sleep, his words were often neither Frankish nor the vulgarized Latin. The anguished shouts, the sad pleas, the defiant protests were identifiable only by tone of voice, all the more poignant for their reduction to such irreducible minima.


    In the mornings that followed such tortured nights, Gregory always asked how he could help. Harry would consider the question gravely. His answer never changed. “Ora pro nobis.” Pray for us. When Gregory asked who “we” were, Harry would only smile sadly.


    Prayer was what monks did, but Gregory still wished he could do more. Perhaps prayer would have seemed more adequate had Harry ever worshipped with the monks. He never did.


    There were times, of course, when Harry’s nighttime shouts were in Frankish. These were almost as incomprehensible. It would have been unseemly to comment uninvited; it must be Harry’s decision to share his innermost thoughts.


    Harry’s freely shared waking memories—of the battle near Tours, of his deep friendship with Terrence, of a family and a strange land so distant as to somehow lie beyond any hope of return—these were enough to rend Gregory’s heart.


    Harry always said that rules were made to be broken, a notion that was breathtakingly alien. Just once, just this morning, Gregory was overcome by the urge to break a rule. To break his rule against asking Harry about his anguished nights.


    Who, the abbot wondered aloud, was this Humpty Dumpty that Harry named in his sleep. What did it mean that Humpty Dumpty had been pushed? Did Harry know who had pushed him?


    The amazed look, followed by a hearty laugh, that Gregory got in reply were welcome indeed. Perhaps there was, in fact, hope for Harry.


    METZ, 733


    By the onset of spring, Harry had recovered a respectable portion of his former strength. His morning hikes took him into the countryside, where he roamed far and wide, planting trees. He was doing his small part, he explained, to repair the damage of the two recent earthquakes. That he chose to do so was inexplicable in a time when people still fought to wrest arable land from the forests.


    Townsfolk and monks alike came to think of Harry as a harmless eccentric. No, not harmless—tales of his wartime prowess, grown ever grander in the retelling, precluded that fate—but certainly eccentric. His repeated, enigmatic references to himself as Johann Appleseed only reinforced the impression, especially given his predilection for planting pine trees.


    By midspring his wanderings through the woods generated little notice and no interest. As the fresh air and exercise invigorated him, morning hikes became all-day treks, and then overnight camping trips.


    * * * *


    Harry led a swaybacked packhorse up the steep hill, singing old show tunes as he went.


    He had always wanted to name a pet—say, a female dog—after his obnoxious sister-in-law. It amused him to imagine her reaction. Julia, of course, had nixed that idea. Becky—the piebald mare now bearing saplings and his few supplies—would have to suffice.


    Of course, he, not Rebecca, could now fairly be described as piebald.


    The forest was mostly coniferous, and undoubtedly lovely year-round. The deciduous trees had not fully greened up when he had started his explorations. Delicate buds and dainty young leaves had been sprouting everywhere then. Dark and mature green was now universal.


    Wildflowers and flowering shrubbery splashed vibrant colors everywhere. A stream burbled its way downhill, somewhere off to his left. Birds chirped merrily in the branches overhead. If only, he thought, Julia were here to share this.


    One other lack haunted him: To his inartistic and unobservant eye, all hills and dales looked alike. He had climbed countless hills over the past few weeks. Nothing, of course, was as he remembered it. How could it be?


    He persevered; it was that or give up. All that kept his radiation-ruined body alive was sheer stubborn tenacity. Willpower would not fight off the first cold he caught.


    Well, either he had persevered enough or providence was cutting him some slack for a change. Whichever, as he crested a hill singing “The Impossible Dream” from Man of La Mancha, his voice broke off—for there it was.


    Harry forced himself to continue singing, to resume his seemingly random path across the countryside. Still, an observant watcher, even one ignorant of English, could not have helped but notice the triumphant tone of the recapitulated chorus.


    For once, luck was with Harry. There was no such observer.


    * * * *


    As Harry continued on his meandering course, the day became cold and bleak.


    Becky turned skittish; Harry blamed the weather. He tied her reins securely whenever he stopped to plant a tree. Yes, the air had the feel of a possible storm.


    A rumble of thunder encouraged him to hurry. His remaining saplings could wait for another day. There would be other trips, he lectured himself. This trip must not draw attention to itself from a change in his behavior.


    Good spirits, despite the best of intentions, cannot always be contained. Untying Becky for the walk back to Metz, uncontrollable joy overcame him. He had found it! Lifting his gaze to roiling clouds, he shouted to the watching skies, “I will do it!”


    And in these, the darkest of the Dark Ages, when men believed that God intervened in all things, even the fall of a sparrow, the heavens replied. A bolt of lightning split the sky, striking a giant oak tree not far from where he stood. Rolling thunder drowned out the shattering of the great tree, the clatter and crash of flying shards of wood, the sizzle of vaporizing tree sap....


    The fall of a body.


    * * * *


    Night had fallen when Harry regained consciousness. Becky was gone.


    His teeth chattered. He wrapped himself in his wet cloak to trap body heat. What now? His health was fragile at best. Whatever destination he picked now might well be his last.


    He chose.


    Harry stumbled through the woods, tripping in the dark over unseen roots and stones. The wind howled. Rain in sheets lashed his body, his sodden clothes offering little defense. Blowing branches whipped him. Countless wounds stung: He had been blasted with splinters large and small. Liquid trickled down his face and neck, down his aching torso and weary legs. How much was blood?


    Warmth was a dim memory of a former life. How long had he been slogging through the now-freezing rain? Too long—that was certain. He could not recall when he had last had feeling in his toes. They, at least, were slightly protected by his boots. His numb, but also bare, hands took the brunt of his repeated falls.


    He could not stop shivering. His breath hung in front of him, a steamy vapor. Glints of white hung before him, mixed with the rain. Snow.


    That he wasn’t imagining things, it really was getting colder, did not cheer him up.


    He was delirious from cold and exposure, and from the onset of a raging fever, when he finally stumbled into the outskirts of Metz. The faintest glow on the horizon suggested that dawn would soon break. The abbey lay just ahead, the flickering lights in the chapel windows marking the assembly of the pious brotherhood at Matins. Voices swelled and blended in predawn prayer, an auditory beacon.


    But as Harry scratched feebly on the abbey gate, the faint sounds that he was able to make were all too easily covered by the lovely chanting.


    * * * *


    Harry drifted awake in his familiar cell, beneath an oppressive weight of covers.


    The mounded cloaks and furs made it difficult to breathe. Something, anyway, made it hard to breathe. A hacking cough racked his frame, and he knew his own traitorous body was the problem. His chest hurt; that had not been his first wrenching cough. His breath gurgled; his lungs were filled with fluid.


    Should he throw off some of the covers? It seemed a dumb idea—he still trembled with chills. Another convulsion overcame him; the spasm brought up a gob of bloody phlegm.


    You didn’t need to be a doctor to render a diagnosis: pneumonia.


    Now Harry did cast aside his coverings. Ignoring teeth chattering from a raging fever, he hurriedly assembled everything so laborious prepared during his last convalescence. That thought carried a bitter irony: He doubted this illness would end in convalescence. With little resistance to infection, courtesy of the radiation sickness, how could it?


    He glanced at the scrap of cloth, Terrence’s final words, tacked to the rough wooden trestle table at which he worked. “You asked for a superweapon and got a Leyden jar,” he muttered. “Now you want a time machine? You’ll take what I’m giving you and like it.”


    He was laboriously sealing his work with dripping candle wax when Father Gregory came to check on his patient. “Praise Jesus,” his friend began. “My prayers have been answered. I had feared that we would never speak together again.”


    Harry frowned with concentration. He must do this job perfectly. He did not look up until all the wax had cooled. “Sorry, Father. That had to be done just right. Thank you for your prayers.”


    Gregory draped another cloak over Harry’s quivering shoulders. “May I bring you some soup?”


    “After—” Harry gestured at his work, as chattering teeth interrupted. “After we talk. Will you honor a dying man’s last request?” He brushed aside Gregory’s protests. They were clearly pro forma. “God wills it, my friend. Will you help me?”


    The abbot could have no rebuttal to God’s will. He answered, at last, very softly. “How?”


    “Has the abbey a brother whom you trust implicitly? Someone whom you would entrust with your holiest relic?”


    “Yes, of course,” Gregory said.


    The room swayed alarmingly; Harry grabbed on to the abbot for balance. “Who among them is strong? Can one undertake a journey deep into the hills?”


    “Several are young and strong enough.”


    Harry squeezed Gregory’s arm, the weakness of his grasp dismaying. His hand, to his utter horror, slipped from the abbot’s arm. “And is there one among them who will keep a secret even unto the grave?”


    Gregory gaped at the question.


    “Forgive me, Father. There is no time to debate. I need an answer.”


    Gregory roused himself. “Certainly. Brother Adolphus meets all these requirements. But please take food. You must keep up your strength.”


    His strength, Harry knew, had left him for the final time. “First we speak with Brother Adolphus. For what good it will do, I will take some hot soup after that.”


    THE VOSGES MOUNTAINS, 1988


    Black squirrels were their only companions as Harry and Julia hiked the unspoiled woods. They had broken camp shortly after daybreak, and climbed, he guestimated, around a thousand feet. No, no, dummy—this is Europe. Think metric. Call it three hundred meters. The slope had begun quite gently, but it was now quite steep. He might follow her example and use a fallen branch as a walking stick. The rocky outcroppings that they came across with increasing frequency hinted that the terrain would only get rougher.


    He let Julia lead, the motion in her taut jeans a quiet delight. Hell, quiet was overrated. He was reaching out to take a pinch when she stopped abruptly.


    She poked with her branch at a tangle of bushes. Yet another rocky outcropping peeked through the greenery. “I tell you, that noise I heard came from back here. You know, like wind whistling through a constriction. Maybe there’s a cave back there.”


    He crowded up behind her for a perfunctory glance. Yup, it was a bunch of bushes, all right. He completed the pinchus interruptus.


    “Quit that.”


    “This is our honeymoon. Certain things are traditional.”


    She patted his hand lovingly, then brushed it off. “This is romantic, too. Imagine if we found our own cave.” She kept poking through the greenery with her stick. The unseen end went tap, tap, tap against the overgrown rocky escarpment.


    Until one thrust met only with air. Taken by surprise, the stick slid from her grasp to clatter on an unseen stone floor. “There is a cave back there!”


    “Great!” he answered, trying to sound enthusiastic. So much for his plans. Harry knew better than to try diverting a determined Julia. He squeezed past her, then strained to hold back a wall of undergrowth almost thick enough to constitute a hedge. “See anything now?”


    In answer, she plunged past him into a dark opening, reaching into her backpack for her flashlight as she went.


    “Wait, dammit. There could be wild animals in there. I promised to take care of you, but you don’t make it easy.” Grumbling, he shrugged the pack from his shoulder and dug for their camp lantern. Once he had it lit, he wormed through the bushes after her.


    The glow of the lantern revealed only a modest grotto and a sadly disappointed Julia. She stood, her shoulders slumped, in the center of the small subterranean space. “Nothing.”


    “You’ve got to think positively. Isn’t there something we can salvage from this experience?”


    “Right.” She turned to leave. “Like what?”


    “Well I, for one, have never done it underground.”


    He took her raised eyebrow as a yes.


    * * * *


    “Ouch, dammit!” Harry moved cautiously from Julia’s side. Their jackets did not cover the ledge, and his bare buttock brushed bare stone. It was cold.


    “Harry?” She sat up in alarm.


    “Dunno. I put my damned foot into something in the double-damned dark and maybe broke a toe.” He also scraped his shin when he moved so quickly. He reached for her flashlight.


    “Keep your mind on your work, big boy.”


    That wasn’t an invitation he would ordinarily ignore, but something was odd. He tuned out the throbbing in his toe, wondering what. A scraping noise? Maybe. Rock against rock? He didn’t think so. Harry scooted down the ledge to where his foot had slipped. The flashlight revealed what had to be a cavity in the rock. He had kicked something big and heavy in there.


    With tremendous willpower, he ignored it when Julia grabbed him. He aimed the flashlight at the hole and peered inside.


    Words failed him; he managed only a choking noise. He dropped the flashlight. Glass shattered and the light went out. The hissing camp lantern behind them seemed to cast more shadows than light.


    “Are you all right?” Julia pressed her naked body against his back. It was for shelter, he knew, not amorousness.


    “I honestly don’t know. Get the lantern and tell me exactly what you see in that opening.”


    She returned with the lamp. Side by side, they stared at the sealed pot that Harry’s foot had sent skidding across the stone floor. Writing had been etched into the baked clay, but the dust of untold centuries nearly filled the grooves.


    After a long while, Julia read the words aloud, and Harry breathed a sigh of relief. He wasn’t crazy. The big, block letters spelled out, in what looked precisely like Harry’s own handwriting:


    PUT YOUR PANTS ON, HARRY. THIS IS SERIOUS.


    The ungainly pottery object sat in the glade to which they had retreated. They studied it, wondering what to do next. When Harry summoned the courage to comment on the stylusmanship, so like his own messy scrawl, Julia readily agreed. She also volunteered, quite unnecessarily, that the asymmetric vessel was ugly enough to have been one of his handicrafts.


    “Should we open it?”


    Julia laid a hand on his arm. Despite the warmth of the afternoon, her hand was icy even through his sleeve. “It was clearly meant for you. You’ll have to decide.”


    A gray, waxy substance glued the lid to the pot. He scraped the sealant with his pocketknife. He worked slowly, meticulously, clearing away every trace of the substance. With a silent prayer to Murphy, he pried under the lid with the knife’s main blade.


    The lid rose with the grinding noise of ill-fitting parts. But Murphy was not so easily appeased. The lid cracked, and a piece fell inside. The shard landed hard on something inside; they heard clearly the sound of something go clink. A puff of dust rose.


    “Flashlight.” He held out his hand. Nurselike, she slapped his flashlight—hers having been broken in the cave—into his palm. It stung. “A little less enthusiasm, please.” He clicked on the light and directed the beam inside.


    Dust and what looked like confetti floated in the air within the vessel. He waited for the flotsam to settle and clear his view. It did, and there was nothing inside but a slab of baked clay atop a layer of . . . what? Age-crumbled paper?


    He reached in and felt gently; he had the creepy sense that he was stirring mummy dust. A flake of paper stuck to his hand. It bore handwriting, faded almost to illegibility.


    Almost to illegibility. The bit he’d retrieved carried the words “tell Julia that . . . ” once again in his handwriting. He held it out for her to see. She shivered even before a gust of wind blew the ancient paper into dust. Paper? He didn’t think so. It had felt too thick for paper, but he had no idea what else it might be.


    No one—not even they—had known they would be here. They hiked at random, had come here only by chance. Certainly, Julia had found the cave only by dumb luck. How, and by whom, had the pot have been placed there, clearly meant for him?


    The papery fragments were too fragile to remove outdoors, prey to any errant gust of wind. He carefully removed the clay tablet, its surface inscribed with rows of tiny letters.


    Near one edge of the tablet something glittered: a gold band half-embedded in the clay. The mate of that ring shone on his left hand. The clay was cracked where the ring had been forced into the slab; Harry used his knife once more to free the ring. Numb with astonishment, he wiped its inside surface clear of dust. He felt engraving. Without reading it, he knew what was etched there, for surely it matched the single word on his own wedding band: Forever.


    Julia took the clay tablet from his shaking hands. She read each word aloud, slowly and carefully, as though mere elocution could somehow dispel the mystery.


    If only it could.


    * * * *


    Night fell, and finally they stirred.


    Ever so carefully, Harry replaced the lid of the pottery vessel. He would, as the tablet urged, have a bit of the papyrus carbon-dated for age to confirm the ancient origin of the . . . time capsule.


    Affirmation was not really needed. They both believed. Belief was key, since the full story would never be known. Could never be known. The seal meant to protect the papyrus had failed over the centuries, and the full story had been recorded only on the papyrus. The tablet offered only a safety synopsis.


    Julia had made a campfire, but the crackling flames did nothing to dissipate the chill. How much they’d never know . . . He sat beside Julia and put his arm around her.


    “Will you do it?” she asked.


    “Make the call?”


    She nodded.


    “Yes.” Harry gestured at the time capsule. “I feel certain that I owe it to him.”


    * * * *


    Harry and Julia spent the night near the cave. Neither slept much.


    When Harry woke from a troubled sleep, he had the nagging sense of something left undone. He replayed yesterday’s events in his mind, over and over.


    Ah.


    The slab of pottery that another version of him had somehow, somewhen, engraved with directions . . . it had a broken corner.


    Harry reopened the strange pottery vessel. He rocked it gently. Nothing. He shook it again, harder. Something came unstuck, rattled around. He picked it out from under the papyrus fragments.


    An irregularly shaped shard of baked clay sat on his palm. Without a doubt, the jagged edge matched the broken corner of the writing-covered tablet.


    Lost in concentration, he did not notice Julia creep up behind him. She gave a cry of surprise at the marvel in his hand. The hunk of clay held another piece of jewelry, this time one not familiar.


    It was a massive gold ring, carved with what he could only describe as barbaric exuberance. A single, huge emerald occupied its center. Letters, this time done by an unknown hand in an archaic script, surrounded the stone. He handed the treasure to Julia. For a long time, neither of them spoke. At last, Harry broke the silence.


    “Who, do you suppose, was Arnulf?”

  


  
    PART V


    History with its flickering lamp stumbles along the trail of the past, trying to reconstruct its scenes, to revive its echoes, and kindle with pale gleams the passion of former days. What is the worth of all this? The only guide to a man is his conscience; the only shield to his memory is the rectitude and sincerity of his actions. It is very imprudent to walk through life without this shield, because we are so often mocked by the failure of our hopes and the upsetting of our calculations; but with this shield, however the fates may play, we march always in the ranks of honor.


    —Winston S. Churchill


    CHICAGO, 2003


    A preoccupied Harry Bowen tilted back in his office chair, its front legs aloft. His own legs rested at the calves on the random clutter that obscured his desktop. His dangling, shoeless feet wiggled to the heavy-metal beat from his Walkman. Sleet rattled on the window. A Nature article on superconductivity held his complete interest.


    Someone rapped gently on the frame of the open door. No response. He knocked harder. “Dr. Bowen?”


    The unscheduled visitor had a British accent. Without looking up, Harry replied. “Inspector Ambling, I presume.”


    NEAR METZ, 2004


    “Stay here.” Without a backward glance, Inspector Ambling slammed the door, leaving Harry and two operatives alone in the main security center of the Rothschild Institute.


    Harry scanned the screens of the closed-circuit surveillance system. Interpol had been on stakeout here for days, watching the institute and waiting for the anticipated plutonium delivery. Nothing on the monitors looked out of the ordinary to Harry. Perhaps Ambling had been summoned over his earphone.


    The call to Interpol’s tip line was meant to handle everything. Harry had recorded key details from the otherwhen tablet—the linkage between Faisel and Hezbollah, and the delivery to the institute of missing Russian plutonium—and imagined the matter closed. Only later did it occur to him that calls to the tip line might be traced.


    Now Harry gave his subconscious credit. It had shown foresight, not carelessness.


    Interpol had revealed nothing to the public about stolen Russian plutonium. Harry knew: He had done a fairly thorough Google search. Why would they publicize its recovery?


    This way, he would know when the plutonium had been recovered. After so many years, he would welcome the sense of closure.


    Ambling appeared on the monitor that showed the institute’s main entrance. A van had pulled up, its driver chatting with the guard who stood in the gatehouse. Terrence made the subtle hand gesture that Harry now knew meant “stay alert.” The plan was to let the delivery proceed, recover the plutonium, arrest Faisel, and unobtrusively follow the delivery vehicle to other members of the plot.


    Something—it wasn’t clear what—spooked the van driver. He threw the van into reverse. An unmarked car peeled off a shoulder of the main road to block the driveway. The car was too late; the accelerating van grazed the car’s front bumper and set it spinning. The van kept going, skidded backward onto the highway, and sped off.


    Shots rang out from the woods around the institute, a few at first, then more, and quickly a torrent. Hezbollah? Ambling threw himself flat. Glass flew from the gatehouse and the spun-out car. The guard hung out a shattered window, surely dead. SUVs appeared from nowhere and gave chase. The gunfire redoubled, with institute guards and Interpol agents blasting back at the woods. There was the whap-whap-whap of a rotor overhead, and all hell broke loose: It was a helicopter gunship.


    The firefight seemed endless, but when the shooting tapered off and finally stopped, Harry saw it had lasted only a few minutes. Sirens wailed in the distance. Another helicopter went over. He wondered if the terrorists had gotten away.


    Terrence walked into the control room, rumpled but unharmed, cell phone in hand. “We have the van, cargo included, and the driver will live. Somehow, in the chaos, our friend Dr. Faisel disappeared. He won’t get far. Roadblocks are going up, and we’ve put out an all-points bulletin.”


    * * * *


    Damn the Firanji! Long after the gunfire had ended, Abdul Faisel stood stock-still in the utility closet whose door he had closed behind himself. The plutonium was as good as gone. His bomb was not to be. He, surely, was a hunted man.


    And yet, surely all was as Allah willed. The bomb was irretrievably gone, but another part of his project had been completed.


    Carefully, silenced pistol in hand, he cracked opened the closet door. Through the slit only two policemen were visible, their attention for the moment on cluttered workbenches. The double doors to the hall were closed.


    Pfft, pfft. Two quiet shots; two bodies down.


    He changed the access code on the laboratory door lock and got to work.


    * * * *


    Harry waited in an unmarked car as Inspector Ambling handled “one last bit” of follow-up. It was the fourth promised “one last bit” before he could take Harry to his hotel—unless Harry had lost count. Ambling was a decent enough guy. Harry guessed he would like the man under less intense circumstances.


    But now that everything was over, Harry wanted to be with Julia, not here. With his right hand, he spun his wedding band around his left ring finger.


    Spin, spin . . . stop.


    Harry studied his hands. Prominent on his right hand was the bulky and priceless ring of Arnulf, the token of otherwhen.


    He and Julia had spent years trying to make sense of the time capsule and its contents. Only one theory was self-consistent: As implausible as it seemed, a still-future version of Harry had gone into the past. It must occur after the plutonium heist, after now, or else there would have been no need for now Harry to warn Interpol.


    So past Harry (who was also future Harry . . . his head hurt to think about it) had traveled into history to follow Faisel and his bomb, then sent the time capsule to present-day Harry.


    He had notified Interpol. The plutonium was recovered. That should, he and Julia surmised, heal the timeline. So how could the anachronistic ring remain on his hand?


    Oh!


    Faisel, still at large, might yet travel to the past. Arnulf’s ring on Harry’s finger said that Faisel would go back, and that Harry remained destined to follow.


    He had to find a way to break the loop . . . if he wasn’t already too late.


    * * * *


    Harry bolted from the car. “Where’s Faisel’s lab?” he shouted to an institute security guard as he ran.


    “Basement, north side.”


    He burst through the front doors, sprinted down the stairs, and bounced painfully off the lab doors. Locked! He shattered the glass front of a fire-ax case with a fire extinguisher, seized the ax, and with it hacked open the lab’s doors.


    In pools of blood, two agents lay still on the floor. He saw no sign of Faisel, but who else would have killed them?


    There was a rising hum.


    It came from the large wire-wrapped apparatus across the lab. Cryogenically cooled cables linked the device to what appeared to be a superconducting magnet. Did the cable tap into the institute’s famed superconducting storage ring?


    “Too late.” The taunt, in French, came from inside the apparatus. “And that’s 18, 17 . . . ”


    Harry’s mind spun. The clay tablet had not described the time machine, but this must be it. Release all the energy from the storage ring instantaneously; apply the energy/time version of the Heisenberg Uncertainty Principle.


    Even without a nuke, Faisel could rewrite history. Assassination of Karl Martel might be less dramatic than nuclear immolation of his army. Would it be as effective? And unlike the climax of a major military campaign, a personal attack could happen at any time. It would be even harder to predict and to stop—especially if Faisel took back a gun.


    The risk must be too high. The ring on his hand proved that future Harry still went back.


    “9, 8, 7 . . . ”


    Harry saw no controls, nothing to disable. They must be inside. The only visible power source was the connection to the storage ring; severing that would unleash unimaginable energies.


    But what choice did he have?


    His hands still clenched the ax. Harry raised it over his head and took a deep breath. Arnulf’s ring glittered.


    “4, 3 . . . ” Faisel exulted.


    What if the energy discharge were unbalanced?


    “2, 1 . . . ”


    He brought down the ax in a raking blow along one edge of the wire-wrapped enclosure.


    Blinding light and irresistible force filled the room. Harry was unconscious before he crashed into the wall behind him.

  


  
    EPILOGUE


    Thus the whirligig of time brings in his revenges.


    —William Shakespeare


    METZ, 2004


    Consciousness returned.


    “Where am I?” Harry must only have thought the question. His second try came out in a feeble, inarticulate croak.


    “You’re awake!” Julia bent over him and softly kissed his cheek. “Take it easy. You’re in a hospital in Metz.”


    “Why?” The casts on both legs and an arm had to be part of the answer.


    She gave him an odd stare. “An accident at the Rothschild Institute.”


    He thought about that for a moment. “I remember intending to visit while we were in the area. But what happened?”


    “The police say you ran into the building and broke into a locked lab, apparently trying to save someone inside. They found you with a fire ax in your hands.” She brushed a lock of hair from her forehead. “Does any of this ring a bell?”


    He found the control for the hospital bed and cranked the top of the bed more upright. “Not really. How is the person from the lab?”


    “The agent said the experimenter’s name was Abdul Faisel. Whatever he was working on blew up.” Julia patted Harry’s hand sympathetically, keeping to herself Inspector Ambling’s graphic description of the carnage. “He never knew what hit him.”


    NEAR REIMS, 738


    Whack, whack, thud.


    The flaxen-haired little boy, scarcely more than a toddler, fenced with great enthusiasm against a much taller opponent. Periodically, the stick in his hand would break. The tree trunk against which he fought with such bravery always waited patiently while he sought another fallen branch.


    Whack, crack.


    The woman watched from the doorway of her hut, the smile of a proud mother lighting her face. She had dark blond hair, blue eyes, and a strong jaw. Every day she wondered: Where does so much energy come from?


    In answer to her unspoken question, strong arms enfolded her from behind. A muscular hand stroked her swelling belly. “Will this one be as much the warrior as our son?”


    She leaned contentedly against her husband’s broad chest. “The way that he kicks, I think so,” said Bertha.


    THE VOSGES MOUNTAINS, 1988


    The glow of the lantern revealed only a modest grotto and a sadly disappointed Julia. She stood, shoulders slumped, in the center of the small subterranean space. “Nothing.”


    “You’ve got to think positively. Isn’t there something we can salvage from this experience?”


    “Right.” She turned to leave. “Like what?”


    “Well I, for one, have never done it underground.”


    He took her raised eyebrow as a yes.


    * * * *


    “Ouch, dammit!” Harry moved cautiously from Julia’s side. Their jackets did not cover the ledge, and his bare buttock brushed bare stone. It was cold.


    “Harry?” She sat up in alarm.


    “Oh, nothing. My foot slipped off the end of this ledge into an open space. I banged my ankle.”


    “Are you still functional?”


    He wiggled his foot gingerly. “More or less.”


    “Then keep your mind on your work, big boy.”


    It was a suggestion he was happy to accept.
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