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Chapter 1

The small unimpressive object traveled uncounted millions of miles through the cold silence of space, passing among distant constellations and universes. It journeyed close to giant planets, novas and black holes that tugged at it with their enormous gravitational pulls until its course was finally altered and it was drawn by the proximity of a huge bright star. It sped inexorably for a collision course with planet Earth in the Great Sahara desert.

In 1279 BC, this volley-ball sized object and weighing less, impacted Earth where the thick blanket of sand swallowed much of what kinetic energy there was, absorbing the force of the strike. Its path through the atmosphere was unlike a blazing asteroid, but unremarkable because it didn’t shed a trail of ice, cosmic detritus or space dust. The coming was watched by the few inhabitants who lived near, but the huge gout of sand produced by the impact was seen by no one.

Northern Nevada Wilderness 2020 AD

In that place called the Middle of Nowhere, a chunk of desolation where rattlesnakes and Gila monsters duel for what little shade there is from the blazing furnace above, sits a fifteen-thousand foot concrete runway carved out of the desert scrub that could accommodate any size plane. Used exclusively in the secrecy of night, it now stretched empty under the waning desert sun. Patches of rubber residue from landing tires indicated the activity of the strip. Sand-laden breezes tattooed against the only building along the tarmac. A single, loose aluminum shingle banged occasionally with a tinny clang while sagebrush, cactus and occasional tumbleweeds made up the landscape.

The only unusual thing about the airfield, aside from being isolated, was the fact it sat adjunct to an enclosure surrounded by a ten-foot-high, razor-wire topped, chain link fence five-hundred yards on a side. At measured intervals, red on white tin signs attached to the fence starkly announced, “No Trespassing—Federal Property—Use of Deadly Force Authorized in This Area.”

Inside the enclosure was a poorly maintained airplane hangar abutting a small wooden building. Raptors gliding on upwelling drafts from the desert heat occasionally screed their presence. With the sun tracking overhead it steadily turned the sky from a dusk of radiating gold to deep purple on the cloudy western horizon.

Darkness had fallen when a Humvee, camouflaged in desert colors, piloted by a combat-ready Marine and accompanied by three similarly clad leathernecks, drove out of the hangar and parked at the only gate opening in the surrounding fence in anticipation of the arrival of a plane carrying a person of very high security clearance—a VIP.

* * * *

Fort Bragg-Northern Carolina

A sedan, painted Army olive-drab and carrying a lone passenger, exited the front gates of the massive base, one of the largest U.S. Army bases in the world and home to the 18th Airborne Corps. The vehicle drove to nearby Pope Air Force Base, stopped briefly for the guard, passed through the gate and drove directly to the Special Operation hangars at an isolated end of the field.

Colonel Bart Sampson, Commander of the elite 2nd Special Operations Airborne Ranger Battalion, stepped out and stood on the wet tarmac next to the deeper shadow of a small, dark jet with its turbines spinning at idle speed. He looked at the blinking landing lights on the runway fading off in the distance; his gaze followed them into the darkness then went up to the star-riddled sky and the sliver of a moon.

He was clad in an officer’s dress “A” uniform, the mirror-polished leather visor of his hat with gold field-grade officer’s trim, his trousers bloused in glistening black jump boots, and a distinctive green beret jauntily perched on his head. On his shoulders, twin silver eagles with wings outstretched twinkled in the moonlight, and a raft of decorations covered his left chest. He wore the shoulder patch carried by of some of the most feared soldiers in the world, the Lighting Bolt crossed Sword under the heralded word, “Airborne”—the legendary Special Forces of the Green Beret. He’d been tasked with taking a select squad of Special Op Rangers for this mission—a rare, secret mission for which he was yet to know the details.

He looked around and pondered if this was his final throw of the dice, just as he always did before every assignment. Sighing, he climbed the stairs to the aircraft, ducking his six-six foot form as he stepped through the hatch.

Sampson took a seat midway in the twelve-seat plane, the sole occupant except for an airman and the deck officers. When he was settled in, the door was sealed and the engines started to whine louder as the flying machine taxied across the apron. The aircraft lined up immediately into takeoff position and the interior lights dimmed. The brakes remained tightly locked as the twin engines roared toward full takeoff thrust. The throttles were pushed to the stops and the brakes released. Sampson felt the sleek jet jump forward as it powerfully accelerated. After a few bumps in the runway from concrete expansion joints, the craft leapt into the sky, the six thousand five hundred pounds of thrust from the twin Pratt and Whitney engines pressing Sampson into the thick padding of his seat. In a few smooth minutes the Bombadier Learjet L85 cruised at forty-one thousand feet, racing toward Nevada. When the cabin pressure equalized the engines were barely audible.

The L85, capable of Mach .08 would make the trip in just a few hours. The airplane might have been furnished for a corporate executive instead of as a General’s personal aircraft. The thickly padded cardinal with gold trim rug that ran the length of the plane had the U.S. Army emblem imprinted in the aisle way. Satellite communications equipment that could connect the plane to anywhere on the globe instantly was locked in a room at the right rear of the plane opposite the galley.

The pretty airman third class, with bobbed, blond hair, her skirt cut well above the knee, flirting enthusiastically, asked, “Would you like another drink, Colonel?”

Glancing up at the cute, perky young woman, Sampson replied, “No. One’s enough, thanks.” She leaned over, grabbed and pulled on his seatbelt buckle—her dark hazel eyes locked on his of Arctic blue. “You secure, Sir?” She smiled, her hand lingering on the buckle a little longer than necessary.

“Everything seems to be in order, Airman, thanks.” Sampson smiled with a knowing look.

The Captain’s voice came over the intercom announcing they would be landing soon. The attractive blond winked and turned to walk down the aisle, a noticeable wiggle to her short form-fitting skirt, which Sampson was sure wasn’t regulation.

As the plane neared Nevada, so did a driving, lightning-streaked, thunderstorm. Sampson was aware that the 85, painted completely dun color with no markings or running lights, was invisible in the night. Despite turbulence, it smoothly punched through the storm, streaking dead on for its destination.

Colonel Sampson gazed out the porthole, pondering how good the pilot was at landing in inkiness as black as the bottom of a well. He swilled the ice cubes in his glass of Glenfiddich thirty-year-old, single malt, Rare Scotch Whiskey. He mused about that. He probably should partake more of the General’s hospitality at three hundred dollars a bottle, but he wanted a clear head for the forthcoming meeting. If asked to describe himself, he’d probably say he was a loner except when in the company of his brothers-in-arms, his only real family. He was not what you’d call a lady’s man but was not adverse to the company of an attractive woman. As a matter of fact he’d just extricated himself from a hot and heavy ride with a knockout, history-type doctor he’d met in Washington. He didn’t carry the baggage of romances, not only by the nature of his job, but also because he wanted the enjoyment of keeping a quiet interlude from his heavy regular work schedule, not to mention a demanding woman. Now in command status, he was more able to enjoy a snifter of brandy, the snugness of easing back in stocking feet in his recliner, a warm fire in his library hearth and an interesting book to let him forget his other world. He occasionally had some of his team’s members over for a drink but, for the most part, he relished the privacy of his brownstone walk-up townhouse flat in the District. The Pentagon had been his office and wasn’t too distant from his digs and he made every effort to leave his work there. He’d never married and only partook in a few dalliances. He wasn’t altar-ready yet. He figured since his promotion he’d ride a desk for the foreseeable future.

Then the orders had come directing him to report to his old haunts at Fort Bragg. That’s all he knew. One telephone call from General Lawton and that was it.

Jagged streaks of lightening periodically burst through the dark sky, producing sun-bright flashes in the cabin, almost like missions of the past. Quiet, subdued and then bang, all hell would break loose. Sampson reflected on this mission, orders given to him orally by the General with no paper trail, indicated a shadowy assignment. This kind of task usually inferred one of two occurrences: medals—or a 21 gun salute. His entire military life had been a succession of missions to unknown, out-of-the-way places with names that didn’t appear in reports, let alone newspapers.

Sampson’s thoughts again gave way to flights of whimsy as he recalled the curious sense of excitement these missions gave him. In reality, he questioned whether he was really ready to go back in the field. His specialties had been leading Special Forces teams on missions where the target didn’t know the night stalkers were there; get in quick, make the grab or kill and fade back, like shadows into the silent, black envelopment of night.

Since his promotion to Commander of the 2nd Ranger-Spec Op Battalion, his field ops leadership tasks had dropped precipitously from participation to planning. His mind drifted back to his life as a secret warrior along with the missions of violence and death that came with it. A lesser man couldn’t have withstood the pressure. But Sampson was no ordinary man. He was a warrior above warriors. The loss of his sister and folks on 9/11 had been a knee to the gut he almost didn’t recover from. His unbridled ferocity toward enemies of the United States had left terrorist corpses littered around the world. Religious daily workouts put him in prime condition and made him a walking engine of destruction; he was trained well; trained to kill people intent on harming America. His chiseled-rock features rarely gave away his emotions, his thoughts carefully disguised. He smiled darkly inward, comparing the mellow evenings in his easy chair to the thrill of the hunt. Well, in a very short time he’d know what he was in for.

He took another sip of his drink, feeling the warmth slide down his throat. He laid his head back and let his mind go blank.

His reverie was broken when the plane banked sharply in a right turn to line up for approach to the airfield. He leaned forward, his fingers running through his regulation-trimmed black hair, and peered through the window, into the maw of utter blackness. In the distance he saw the runway lights blink twice then remain illuminated. Sampson assumed that was a go signal for touchdown for the Captain. The runway arc lights carried by the plane were definitely needed in this extreme weather. Sampson braced for a rough landing. He looked through the porthole, sighed deeply, wondering what the unknown held for him this time.


Chapter 2

Base Center-Northern Nevada

The only noticeable presence of the sleek aircraft was the wooshing sound it made as it cut through the air with turbofans whining and the reverse cowlings sliding into position. The 85 touched down so softly it didn’t even ripple the liquid in Sampson’s glass. The Captain announced to prepare for disembarkation. As the plane taxied into the dim lights off the runway, through the wire perimeter and into the dilapidated hangar, it came to a stop, the engines spooling down. His plane was the only machine in the hangar. Battle-dressed Marines secured the gate and the runway lights extinguished. A stairway incorporated into the skin of the plane unfolded to the ground. Marines returned to the hangar and took up stations at each corner around the building. Airmen techs immediately swarmed the plane, chocking the wheels, unloading equipment, refueling and checking preflight points on the plane for its immediate departure.

The Airman attendant winked at Sampson and gave him a big come-along smile when he turned to the door. He returned a smile equally playful and walked out onto the landing. At forty-three he should seriously think about packing this sort of thing in for that cottage, white picket fence, a woman and retirement.

Looking around the hangar, he murmured humorously, “Here we go again, another mission impossible.”

What could possibly be going on out in this in this God forsaken place.

His medals glittering in the fluorescent light, he sprightly stepped down the stairs with only a briefcase, belying his two hundred and thirty pounds.

He was met at the bottom by Spec Ops Captain Mike Codet, who was once one of Sampson’s fledgling trainees from other missions. Codet stood at attention. Both men saluted and shook hands.

“Good to see you, Mike; the last time we were together we were dragging you out of Iran with a sucking chest wound as I recall,” remarked Sampson.

“Well, Colonel, it takes more than one round from those Qaida, hog fornicators to keep me down. I’m glad you got this assignment—now I feel at home. Why don’t you come with me, Colonel, and we’ll go down to the facility.”

Both men walked toward the door of the dilapidated wooden building attached to the hangar. As Sampson stepped past the rails in the ground for the cavernous hangar-bay doors he barely heard the warning when he felt a thud against the briefcase he carried in his right hand. He instinctively stepped back quickly and looked to see a huge, wedge-headed Western Diamondback in the dark corner of the hangar, starting to recoil from its strike. Dropping his briefcase, he grabbed a six-foot tire chock bar from a nearby tool cart and slid the bar under the middle of the viper, holding it up. It hung from the bar like a piece of squirming rope.

“About a five-footer, maybe six, don’t ya think?” asked Sampson.

With a cocked eye, Codet looked puzzled and said, “Pretty impressive, but whatta ya gonna do with ’em now, Frank Buck?” he cracked, referring to the “Bring ’em Back Alive” big game hunter of the twenties and thirties.

“Throw him back where he belongs; he didn’t bloody me so why kill him?” Sampson stated. “Besides he’s got a pair, coming in here like this.” Walking several yards from the hangar, Sampson swung his arm back and flung the reptile into the night.

“You…a naturalist—unbelievable,” Codet said and smiled.

Shaking his head, Codet put his hand on Sampson’s back and guided him into the shack. Two grim-faced, armed marines greeted them, checked and rechecked their credentials against their clip boards and computer. Sampson, glancing around, noted a wooden veneer sandwiching a glimmer of steel sheeting in the door. The walls and roof were probably equally armored. The shack was starkly bare except for a desk, two ergonomically-correct chairs, telephones, a radio, the latest in computer terminals and plasma sets divided into eight pictures showing different areas of the facility. A worn poster of a nearly-naked young girl leaning against a motorcycle advertising the delights of owning a Harley-Davidson was the only decoration.

One of the heavily-armed Marines handed back their creds. “Thank you, sirs, you may proceed.”

“Everyone’s vetted and put on the list or you don’t go down,” explained Codet, walking to a back wall and peering into what looked to be an ordinary fisheye lens in the door. A short chirp followed and he pressed a code into a key pad. The distressed planks facing them soundlessly opened to reveal a set of burnished stainless steel doors that slid aside automatically, and the officers stepped in accompanied by an electronic buzz.

“A retinal ID scanner,” explained Codet, before Sampson could form the question. “Also, a CT scan of your cranium just compared you to our index as you crossed into the elevator.” Codet punched a floor button. “You’d better grab onto something, Colonel, this is an ‘E’ ticket ride.”

As his words came out, the floor felt like it dropped out from under Sampson’s feet, but the weightlessness lasted only briefly. “Feels like we’re headed for hell,” he said.

“We might be, Colonel, we just might be.”

* * * *

Six hundred feet beneath the sand and gravel sat one of the most ambitious, blackest, secret government installations ever conceived and put into existence. The Terminal Y-axis Mendelevium Echo, or referred to by the scientists and technicians by the phonetic abbreviation, T.Y.M.E. machine. At a cost of one trillion, two-hundred-fifty billion dollars over six years, TYME was ready to be turned on to go back.

At the lower level, a man was standing, looking down two stories from a grated metal catwalk. On this vantage point of the observation deck surrounding the device, stood Doctor Daniel Albert, the program director. A shock of pure white hair ringed his otherwise bald head. Reading glasses sat halfway down a large walrus nose which was propped up by a substantial moustache. He stared down admiringly at the machine.

My baby. This project will revolutionize the world as never before. Allowing travel to our past and seeing things that have since turned to dust, answering questions of long held mysteries.

An involuntary quiver ran through his body.

His reverie was interrupted by Bill Wilson, his first echelon assistant on TYME.

“Doctor Albert, Colonel Sampson’s plane has just landed and Doctor Bergen is settling into her quarters. She’ll be waiting for your call. I’ve informed General Lawton as well.”

“That’s fine, Bill,” Albert replied. “The General will probably want to speak to the Colonel first so I’ll talk to him later. Tell Doctor Bergen I’ll see her when I get back to my office.”

“Yes, Sir, I’ll see to it.” The tech turned and left.

Albert briefly looked back down at the immensity of TYME, stroked his neatly trimmed snowy beard and walked to an elevator that took him to his third level office.

Twenty minutes later Albert heard a knock at his door; it opened and Bill Wilson stepped into the room followed by a woman. “Doctor Bergen,” Bill simply said.

Albert was momentarily speechless, Bergen could have stepped right off a movie set, and such was her attractiveness. Clad in a navy blue skirt cut well above the knee, she wore a “V” neck, pale blue cashmere sweater exposing impressive cleavage. Her flaxen blond hair hung down to her shoulders. The ubiquitous white lab coat couldn’t conceal the curvaceous body beneath. She also happened to be a world-renowned Egyptologist, having excavated in the footsteps of archaeologists such as Carter, who unearthed Tutankhamen’s Tomb, and Schliemann, who found the lost City of Troy. Gina had received her Doctorate in Sweden then went on to receive extensive schooling in Cairo under the tutelage of the Egyptian Commission of Antiquities. She’d been instrumental in several dig sites where she identified fabulous artifacts. Most recently she’d been lecturing at Georgetown University. In fact that was what had taken her out of the field excavations. She was a much sought-after speaker on ancient Egypt. A gangly girl while in school, she’d blossomed into a singularly beautiful woman. As an unmarried woman of such attractiveness, she was constantly fighting off suitors. Gina preferred to devote much of her energy to her work, but while having lunch with a friend at the Pentagon one afternoon, she’d laid eyes on one Colonel Bart Sampson. Used to getting things her way, Gina had soon inveigled that way into Sampson’s personal space. A relationship which Gina very much wanted sprouted between the two—however, Sampson somehow soon eased himself out of the mix, much to her consternation. He suddenly had become very busy at his office, had special night conferences or some other reason to avoid contact. Gina was beginning to see a pattern and was preparing an ultimatum when Sampson received orders to be reassigned to some place on need to know only basis.

“Hello, my name’s Gina Bergen, but you may call me Gina if you wish.” She smiled with dimples and a dazzling white, perfect set of teeth while extending him her hand.

Albert shook her cool, dry hand and said, “Please sit down, Doc…Gina, it’s a lifting pleasure to have you here. You are one of only three women down here as it happens. Two are scientists, Doctor Morgan and you. The other is Janet Jones, the infirmary RN assistant to Doctor Sweeney. Professor Heindrich Bluntz is our other Egyptology scholar; perhaps you’ve read some of his papers.”

“Actually, I have, Doctor. He is a leader in the field of Egyptian antiquities.”

Albert sat down, reaching for his favorite deep-stemmed pipe, and nervously packed it with tobacco. Gina crossed her legs, revealing a beautifully sculpted calf and thigh. Albert surreptitiously couldn’t help a glance at the exposed flesh, as he clumsily lit the pipe, producing a small, apple and cinnamon scented cloud over his head.

Enjoying the smoke, he glanced up at the plume above him. Albert apologized, “Don’t worry about the air, Gina; we’re on positive atmosphere down here. By the way, here’s a map of the complex so you don’t get lost. The elevators are in the shaft here in the middle.” He pointed a pudgy finger at the diagram. “I’ll have Bill give you an orientation tour later.”

Albert leaned back, his hands folded across his substantial middle, holding his pipe between his teeth. He said, “Gina, I’ll be frank. We have a machine down here that almost defies explanation. Its official designation is the Terminal Y-axis Mendelevium Echo, or as it’s been come to be called by the acronym, TYME machine. The subject we’ve tackled here has mystified mankind since the subject of time travel was first broached. We are now able to visit any time in our past history and return safely.”

The expression on Gina’s face was at once unbelieving and in awe. “You…you actually have a working machine or a prototype?”

“No, Gina it’s real and it works. We’ve already conducted test missions and ironed out all the bugs. Essentially, it opens a highway from our time to anywhere we select to visit.” Albert tapped his pipe on its holder and continued. “We have a mission on tap today in fact. You’ll play an integral part in this program since half our other Egyptologists are, well, out of commission. Doctor Jamieson was injured on the most recent expedition and Doctor Morgan just seems to be stricken with a nervous condition, so we’ll be relying on you and Professor Bluntz a great deal.”

“Excuse me, but I’ve completely forgotten to offer you some refreshments; coffee, tea, or something? No? Okay, anyway, that leaves you and Professor Bluntz as the only experts to handle the field work on the expedition.”

“Major General Lawton has been placed in control of the security of the TYME Missions while I will retain control of the technical aspects,” Albert said. “You’ll receive intensive instruction from our experts on what we’ve learned up to this point, and what to expect from our very demanding mission commander,” declared Albert.

“May I ask who the commander will be?”

“Why of course—his name is Colonel Bart Sampson,” replied Albert. “The Army’s best special operations officer, graduated at the top of his class at West Point, attended numerous war colleges, received his degrees at Columbia, Harvard, and was a Rhodes Scholar. He’s supposedly been decorated many times, I understand.”

With a sudden intake of breath Gina found her hands at her chest. She heard herself saying softly, “Bart?”

The reaction caused Albert to glance in her direction. “Yes, do you know him?”

Suddenly in an ecstatic mood, Gina bubbled forth, “I’ve worked with him before. We fit together rather nicely—as a team in Washington a while ago. He’s quite an exceptional man.”

“Good, good,” Albert said, standing. “That makes the transition much easier. Now, Doctor Bergen—Gina that is—would you like to see the TYME machine itself?”

Albert took several pulls on his pipe and said, “Actually the techs are prepping the apparatus for that unmanned exploratory probe in about an hour; would you like to have a look at it in action?”

Gina was speechless for a moment. “Oh, that would be fantastic, Doctor, to actually see the machine in operation. What’s the destination for the mission?”

“How familiar are you with the 19th Dynasty of Egypt and Pharaoh Ramesses the Great?”


Chapter 3

In 2.1 seconds the elevator smoothly slowed and came to an imperceptible stop at the second level of the complex. The doors slid open to reveal the person of Major General Abe Lawton standing with his fists on his hips, his feet spread wide. Lawton, middle sixties, was a foot shorter than Sampson and sixty pounds lighter. He sported a razor-cut moustache, the same color as his steel-gray hair. His eyes were greenish blue and encased in wrinkles from years of the strain of command. Two silver stars rode each epaulet; a fruit salad of just about every decoration the Army bestowed was stitched to his left chest. He was dressed in knife-sharp, starched desert design camo’s. In addition, he was one of the most intelligent men in the military. “Bart Sampson, you ol’ bugger, jeez it’s good to see your princely mug, since—I don’t, well, it’s been a long time anyway. Let’s stop at the club and have a little mouthwash, eh?”

“Well, only a short dog, general, I had one on the plane.”

The trio headed for the bar and talked up everything from their past to their present situation.

In the Officers Club, Sampson nursed a drink for nearly an hour as he and Codet mostly listened as Lawton told war stories and reminisced about the service. Without preamble Lawton suddenly rose and stated, “Captain Codet, don’t you have some business to take care of?”

“I do, Sir, on my way.”

“Colonel, walk with me,” Lawton instructed, as he headed down a pale blue carpeted corridor.

“Bart, just for a heads up, a friend of yours is here, Doctor Gina Bergen from the U of Sweden,” Lawton said. “I believe you worked with her in Washington for a while, didn’t you?”

“Yes, Sir, on and off for some months.”

God, does he know everything?

He actually had been involved in a rather torrid affair with Gina when he was at the Pentagon and her lecturing at Georgetown. She was as intelligent as she was gorgeous and despite their backgrounds, she an archaeological superstar and he a trained killer, they succeeded in producing a budding romance. They never exchanged keys, but there were many nights when one or the other’s apartment was empty. They had similar likes and shared a number of interests. Born to a wealthy family in Stockholm, she had been educated at the University of Sweden prior to attending advanced studies in Egypt. Her golden locks, cerulean eyes and milky skin were anyone’s image of a Norse maiden. Just when Sampson was starting to enjoy the arrangement, the headstrong Gina began raising the specter of a veil and a ring. This prospect frightened Sampson more than any armed assailant he’d ever crossed weapons with. He tried to skillfully withdraw himself from the complex relationship, but Gina was convinced he was her property, lock, stock and barrel. His excuses soon began to wear thin and his justifications to avoid her were becoming more transparent by the moment. Had it not been for an unexpected reprieve in the form of relocation orders, he may have been hooked. Gina took the news with some skepticism, but made her point clear that the issue was not resolved. Shortly thereafter he was transferred to Fort Bragg. The ringing of his cell phone was a constant reminder that Gina was still in the hunt.

“I don’t think you’ll have a problem with her working under you then?” Lawton glanced sideways with a knowing smirk.

Incredible—of all the people, she drops in my lap. After the Pentagon Gina was constantly trying to track and pin me down with some excuse to get together, even though I thought I’d cut the strings to that relationship—now Lawton tells me she’s here. Great.

The problem was there was no denying her being a long-legged, blond beauty with gorgeous dimensions. Therein lay the problem. He liked the cake, but… Long love affairs didn’t last in Sampson’s line of work and he certainly wasn’t into being chased like a carnival prize. His and Gina’s was a love-irritation relationship. Love on her part, and irritation on his. Now, short-order romances were entirely acceptable, but Gina wanted a long-term track all the way to the altar. Sampson wanted no part of that. He kept her at arm’s length as best he could with excuses like: due to work, orders, or whatever he could dream up, and here she was, locked up with him in this gerbil warren.

On second thought, what’s a world class Egyptologist doing in this facility?

He glanced through the Plexiglas of the cubicles separating the work stations and saw the woman herself staring intently at him. He quickly turned his wandering attention back to the general as though he hadn’t noticed her.

They finally reached Lawton’s office and went in. “Take a seat, Bart, we’re gonna’ have a little chat that you’ll find hard to believe, if not impossible.”

Sampson settled deep into a huge winged-back, thickly-padded chair facing Lawton seated behind his immense mahogany desk.

“Pretty nice pad, sir,” said Sampson, taking in all the military memorabilia placed around the room: the dark oak paneling, shelves of books and a shadow box containing patches from all the various units Lawton had served in or commanded.

“Works for me, but let’s get down to business, Bart, okay?”

“Sure, General, at this point I’m a sponge.”

“First some background. Let me tell you only two presidents, some need-to-know military, a few civilian types and the staff down here are aware that this installation even exists. Hundreds of separate contractors, physicists and specialty specific technicians were used to keep it compartmentalized.”

“What have you got down here, General, a flying saucer or something?” Sampson chuckled with a thin smile, thinking this was quite jocular.

Lawton scowled. “No, I don’t—don’t be a smart-ass, Colonel,” he said with a little irritation in his voice. “I’m decidedly serious about this.”

Sampson’s face sobered quickly and he sat up straight at the tenor of the general’s voice. Lawton put his elbows on his desk, steepled his fingers and let out a sigh; his features went unreadable.

Adding emphasis, Lawton said, “Bart, we’ve actually developed a mechanism to send men and material back in time to any place in history, and retrieve them safely. The sole reason for this hole in the ground, and I’ll give you the short title, is for the care and feeding of the TYME machine. Bart, this is an authentic, functioning time travel machine. No joke, no bullshit.”

Seeing Sampson’s stoic reaction, Lawton was a bit let down, then realized he was talking to the most steely-nerved man he’d ever known. He added, “I’m damned serious about this, Colonel, but you seem to be having troubling coping with this. Are you?”

Sampson leaned forward, his elbows resting on his knees, looked down for a moment and then with glazed eyes straight at Lawton. “You’re not fuckin’ kiddin’ me are you, General?”

“No, Bart, it’s genuine and we’ve tested it for every conceivable technical glitch, computer liaison compatibility and particle teleportation with missions to the 1800’s and 1900’s. Everything worked like a charm.” He saw that he had Sampson back.

“I know you’re curious, but hang on, there’s so much info for you to cover. It’s daunting to accept that the machine exists, but I’ll try to fill in the gaps as we go along.”

Now that he had Sampson’s direct attention, Lawton charged ahead. “The acronym TYME also has come to stand for the Portal, where we send missions out—and the Threshold, where we recover the time travelers. It works superbly.”

Lawton reached over and took a black cigar out of a cedar humidor on his desk and dropped the lid closed. He clipped off the tip with a miniature guillotine, grabbed a hand grenade from the desk, pressed the arming spoon producing a small flame and puffed the stogie to life, yielding a halo of blue smoke that floated toward the ceiling. Using the cigar as a pointer, heedless of the ashes, Lawton saw the look on Sampson’s face and said, “Gotta’ question?”

“Yes, sir, about a million. Can you give me some additional info on the base?” asked Sampson.

Lawton didn’t hesitate as he launched into a description of the facility. “The actual grounds of the base are two-thousand acres and with the adjoining airfield it’s some of the most intensively monitored land on earth. Advanced side view radars scan the area, electronic sensors coupled with laser motion detectors crisscross the grounds and a specially-dedicated geosynchronous satellite watches us twenty-four seven. Your first interaction with the protection system was the CT scanner upstairs. By the way, you don’t have a predilection for sleep-walking do you?”

“No, Sir, never a problem.”

“Good—all our hallways and doors are monitored and alarmed with drop-down steel, quadrant sealing doors.”

Obviously intrigued, Sampson was able to inquire, “Let me get this straight, Sir, you mean the security precautions exceed that of the legendary Blackbird Skunk Works program where they built the—the, yeah the F-22 Nighthawk, that plane that’s invisible to radar?”

“Yep, it’s even bigger and more sophisticated than the Manhattan Atomic Bomb project back in ’44,” confirmed Lawton. Slyly smiling a little, he said, “I’m sure our antagonists would give their eye teeth to know the true nature of what this facility conceals. At least that’s what our agents, hum-intel, elec-intel and air wave traffic tell us by what’s being picked up by ‘ECHELON,’ the super sensitive listening program being run by the CIA and NSA.

“Authorized and I mean, AUTHORIZED ONLY, bodies get down here, Bart. Can you imagine the havoc that would ensue if someone even had an inkling this place existed,” he cautioned.

“I see your point, Sir, but what, you think someone could even steal a spoon outta’ here? It’s like Fort Knox,” jested Sampson.

Lawton didn’t miss a beat. “We polygraph all employees every six months. We just finished with the last cycle when you arrived.” He stood and walked over to a formidable picture of an Abrams battle tank firing its main cannon and pulled it aside. He twisted a dial and from a small wall safe withdrew a two-foot long, round document container. “This is one of only two sets of blueprints for this entire operation. You may look at ’em, but they don’t leave this office.”

Rifling the pages, Sampson, replied, “Thanks, General, I see I’ll need them to get around.”

“The entire base is a self-contained, nuclear-powered capsule.” Lawton was on a roll now, gesticulating about everything. “The power pumps our water from the giant aquifer under Nevada, Idaho and Colorado for facility use and to cool the reactor. It also generates all our oxygen, supplies turbine power for our facility and the tremendous amount of electrical energy required by TYME, not to mention reducing every ounce of waste created by the facility to powder.” He puffed out a decent circle of smoke.

Lawton then got down to the rings of the complex. “The first level contains the supplies, workshops, equipment, armory, security and stuff like that. Level two is designated for billets, rec hall, the infirmary and dining hall. Three holds offices, study area, library and research files and four contains the labs, Cray computers and the atomic pile. Five and six are actually one level and contain the machine itself including the Portal and Threshold portions.”

Lawton continued to pace the office, waving his smoke around. “For some reason the physicists can’t figure out, we’re unable to send missions to the future. I think a little more simply—personally I believe you can’t go there because it hasn’t occurred yet, so there’s nothing to go to. Another peculiarity about time travel is nothing animate or inanimate from the past can be brought back through the Threshold, and oddest of all, the time traveler ages at a much slower pace than the people left on this side of the time warp. One last thing, an object from the present disintegrates about a hundred times faster on the other side. Just remember that if you have to un-ass the area riki-tik and leave gear behind.”

“Questions so far?”

“One more of my million, you mentioned the facility is nuke-powered?”

“Right, the reactor has three times the combined power of the USS Robert E. Lee carrier task force combined, we get about a thousand megawatts, like a very small part of the output of Glen Canyon Dam. It was the only source that can provide enough electrical power without dimming the lights in the closest metropolitan area, Salt Lake City. We couldn’t tap onto a public utility or risk publicity. It’s surrounded by lead shielding and so much molybdenum steel reinforced concrete, not a single roentgen of radioactivity can be detected standing right next to the core.”

Sampson glanced down at his radioactivity exposure badge given to him by Codet. It was pure white and negative.

“A short time ago, this facility sent a mission consisting of Drs. Jamieson, Morgan and Professor Bluntz, to the year 1212 BC, ancient Egypt actually. The purpose of the mission was for research and discovery. Well, they pulled some shit that caused a problem. We’ll get to that in a bit,” he added as he fidgeted with a pencil. “What they found, relative to building and culture, is what they expected and it was unremarkable. However, they happened on a discovery of such fantastic scope and complexity it rivals T.Y.M.E. it’s so extraordinary.” Lawton handed Sampson a computer-printed report. “You can read that at your leisure. It details the events of the mission and it’s amazing.”

“Amazing, General—how so?”

Leaning back with his hands behind his head, Lawton said, “Bart, I know this is a lot to digest, but just keep an open mind and believe your eyes. The staff has come to think of this in terms of world-transforming ramifications. If it’s proved out that this material is what we think it is it could be civilization-changing. Hell it could affect our very existence on the planet.”

“General, you just threw out the concept of time travel and now you’re telling me there’s something else more substantial to this mission than that fact?”

“You hit it on the head, Bart—miraculously more substantial.”


Chapter 4

Sampson found himself leaning forward in the chair, hanging on every word. “What could they have possibly found, General?”

“That, I can’t answer, Bart, but as you absorb and gain knowledge from what the staff physicists have discovered, it’ll shock the devil out of you. What I can tell you? To put it mildly, it’s the gol’ damnedest thing I’ve ever seen. We’ll get into that soon.”

Seeing more queries forming in Sampson’s eyes, Lawton held up his hand and said, “Hold your questions until I’m done, okay?”

“This entire complex was developed for the singular purpose of protecting and servicing TYME, hence the high level of security.” Lawton sighed and sat down. Sifting through some papers on his desk, he said, “Ah, here it is. Now pay attention, this is the reason you’re here. The first mission we sent back to Egypt went through the transition process without incident.” Playing with a paper clip, Lawton added, “Their objective was to inspect the Khufu Pyramid complex and obtain samples. They arrived, managed to get dug in and concealed at their observation point so they could start photo surveillance. I’ve seen the film and pictures; they’re astonishing to say the least. You’ll see ’em later. To start with, they first observed thousands upon thousands of workers assembled at a building site. Nothing real abnormal there, but then, it gets real interesting.”

“How’s that, General?”

“The team watched from their OP as a procession of guards, or escorts led this enclosed litter chair up the Giza Plateau then stopped in front of a cadre of priests. Then out hops this guy all dressed up as a Pharaoh,” Lawton enthused. “He’s carrying a wooden box strapped with copper, bronze or something. Using a cloth, he reached into a crack in the lid and takes out some small wrapped objects wrapped in cloth and sets them on a little bench. Each of these priests takes one of the bundles, shinning bright even through the cloth.”

Taking a deep breath, Lawton continued. “This Pharaoh guy returns to the chair and the entourage marches back down the bluff. It sounds like a parade with banners and caricature masks, but it was definitely a rite or ceremony of some kind.”

“Here’s the kicker, Bart.” Lawton leaned his knuckles on his desk and blew out his cheeks.

“This mission has turned into something much more disquieting than just a search and observe op. The Egyptians were working with building stones the same size as used in the construction of the Great Pyramids, weighing from two and a half to fifty tons, and they were recorded being guided around by the little things the Pharaoh passed out. These solid blocks of granite were only tethered with ropes, allowing them to be placed in the wall like they were freakin’ helium-filled balloons, as though they weighed nothing. The team described these mysterious substances as resembling crystals or being prism-like.”

Taken aback, Sampson said, “What the hell…isn’t that like, supposed be against the laws of physics and gravity or something, sir?” as he rubbed his neck.

Flopping down in his enormous chair, Lawton pointed out, “Our physicists are clueless as to what this material is made of. They’ve never seen anything like it and it doesn’t exist in our world. The samples that were able to be retrieved and brought back from the bench used in this ceremony were reduced to grey powder when they arrived back to the Threshold.”

Putting his forearms on his desk, he told Sampson, “It’s imperative that we get a sample of this material. This is where not being able to transport anything from the past back through the Threshold comes into play against us, but we’ve got our scientists working on that non-stop to solve the problem.”

“So what do you think we’re chasing down, General?” queried Sampson. “You think this crystal-like material might be extraterrestrial, a meteor, asteroid or something like that?”

“We find residual space junk all the time, but nothing with these properties has ever been discovered that the scientific community knows about,” answered Lawton. “If it was an asteroid and made it through the atmospheric burn, it must be pretty tough stuff.”

“The physicists have conferred ad nauseam regarding the description of the substance given by the first team. The pictures, the monitor readings and the film don’t match anything close on the atomic chart as far as properties go. Regarding the monitors, the emanations were so strong they reached the scientists a quarter kilometer away. The conclusion we keep coming back to is this stuff is anti-matter, again a substance that doesn’t exist on Earth. But that’s just a guesstimate,” Lawton posited.

The general took a breath, leaned back in his chair, put his hands behind his head and said, “Any more technical details than that you’ll have to speak to the braniacs.”

“I definitely want to know more about this stuff. When will I have a chance to talk to the experts?”

“I’ll arrange it as soon as their schedules accommodate, Bart,” Lawton continued. “The first missions were comprised of only three science types and no armed back-up, a completely flawed mea culpa on that one. The previous missions to the 1800’s and 1900’s were so smooth. I let my guard down on the last mission and it almost resulted in disaster.

“The group last sent to 1212 BC, Doctors Jamieson and Morgan, who has a horrible Scottish brogue to try and understand by the way, and Professor Bluntz did gather some good visual evidence at the construction site and made it undetected into the night; however as they’re scouting around after dark one of ’em gets bit on the butt by a scorpion or something else nasty and lets out a yell that alerts the guards, overseers or whatever. I don’t know, maybe they thought they were tomb robbers, but the guards responded with deadly force. That indicates to me the presence of something so valuable they’ll go to extreme lengths to protect it.”

Getting up and wandering his office, Lawton warned, “I won’t kid you, Bart, there are hostiles where you’re going. Our first mission to go back to where you’re heading barely escaped with their lives. I can’t emphasize that enough. Just keep in mind about not taking these people for granted. They aren’t cavemen, they’re an advanced civilization for their time and we have no idea what they’re capable of, or what their attitude will be.”

“Yes, sir, understood.”

“It’s so incredible, these crystal things, I wouldn’t have believed it if I hadn’t seen the film. They’re so bright you can barely look at ’em without goggles. When you view the film, you’ll see what I’m talking about—a few men move multi-ton blocks of granite as though they were made of balsa wood. Bart, you must understand the vital importance of us getting our hands on this material, whatever it is. Can you fathom how that would change our world? No more dependence on petroleum, advances in medicine, construction, unlimited transportation possibilities, deep space travel and more; the list’s infinite.”

“It’s more than I can comprehend right now, General.”

Lawton rested his forearms on the arms of his chair. “What this could mean for our world is immeasurable and our side has the only shot at acquiring it.”

Studying Sampson, Lawton asked, “What else is on your mind, Bart?”

Sampson looked up at Lawton, opened his mouth to ask a question. “I wonder…”

“Before you ask it, we don’t seem to be able to change events already recorded in history. For instance, we’ve tried changing the outcome of Abraham Lincoln’s assassination in 1865 and the Pearl Harbor attack in 1941, but the only thing that changed were the unrelated parameters, the results themselves remained the same. We’ve found we can make small adjustments, but major events in history, they’re cast in stone so to speak. That’s not to say we can’t affect history in some manner or degree, because we already did that with the first expedition; we did that with the confrontation with the guards.”

“How many people you have sequestered down here, just out of curiosity?” Sampson asked, crossing his legs.

“Exactly two-hundred-forty-three—four, counting you. Of course that excludes your team of hooligans who haven’t yet arrived. The reinforced platoon of troopers will be arriving shortly. You just need to select your execs and non-coms.”

Lawton went to his credenza and poured himself a cup of coffee, holding it up to question whether Sampson wanted one.

He held up his hand, shaking his head no, and Lawton continued.

“This mission is quite different in that we simply want to find and, if possible, recover this substance. Add the unknown properties of the substance, to what we don’t know of the era, means we might not be able to accomplish anything. Then again we might make the find of all mankind.”

Lawton sat on the edge of his desk and warned, “The Egyptians use compound bows, spears, maces and stuff you and your guys have never fought against. There’s not much danger to our guys with body armor, but there are plenty of unprotected places for those nasty things to find exposed targets. Look at Doc Jamieson’s injury from the previous mission, a compound break of the tibia and fibula; one arrow through and through broke both bones. That’s some kinetic energy. These compound bows can pack a wallop. I know what you’re thinking, we won’t get that close, but nevertheless I’d like to go over defensive postures and such as we intend to militarize this and all future missions to avoid a repeat of the last expedition.”

“Well, at least Jamieson didn’t get hit in the nuts,” Sampson said and laughed.

“Are you testing my temper or are you just a natural smart-ass, Bart?”

“Sorry, General, just trying to lighten the mood.”

“You won’t laugh when you read that report. You’re pardoned, Colonel.” Lawton gave Sampson a slight, mirthless grimace, his excuse for a smile.

“How about casualties, I won’t—”

“Hold it right there, Colonel, I have the same affinity for these troops as you do, but we cannot allow one man to jeopardize the entire operation. That’s a Presidential order, as painful as it may be. It’s not my call, but those are the rules of engagement we’re operating under. The integrity of the Threshold must be maintained at all costs. I never thought I’d agree with an order of this nature, but the mission is of that importance.”

“I’ve never left a man behind before, General, I don’t see why I should start now. That’s the soldier’s code,” argued Sampson.

“That’s ingrained in all of us, but it’s the President’s decision and that ends it,” declared Lawton with finality. “The mission comes first. We’ll do everything in our power to retrieve every pair of boots we put on the ground, but we have to play this by ear, it’s never been done before. We’re soldiers, we’re expendable, understand?”

“Yes, sir. It just cuts across my grain to break such a revered code of the service.”

“Well let’s just hope it doesn’t come to that, ‘Illigitimus Non Carborundum,’” encouraged Lawton.

“Right, sir, understood.”

“You’ve got some time to absorb this, so any other requests?”
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