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Chapter 1




I jerked when the phone
rang.

“What?” I answered, lying
on my side in bed, unable to open my eyes.

“Robin?” came the
familiar, gruff voice.

“Who the hell do you think
it is? It’s two-thirty in the morning, for Christ’s sake. I’m
trying to sleep!”

“The girls are missing,”
DeLoy answered. My boss at TimeSpan, Inc.—his voice sounded
desperate, and far away.

“Which ones?” I asked, my
eyes finally coming unglued.

“Mary Lee, Silicia, and
Shandra. We need you over here right away.”

“I don’t understand,” I
said, still sleepy, stalling for time to wake up. “Missing from
where?”

“Phoenicia. We sent them
back to Phoenicia Tuesday. They were supposed to be back
twenty-four hours ago. Something’s happened. Now quit asking
questions and get your butt over here. I’ll explain everything when
you get here.”

“You’re kidding me,
right?”

“No, I’m not kidding. Now
get a move on, and bring your travel bag!”

When the receiver slammed down I knew
my boss meant business. So much for my vacation. As I rolled out of
bed it bothered me that, after going together several years, Mary
Lee and I had parted ways only two weeks ago. That fact wasn’t
going to make whatever was going on any easier.

* * *

I arrived at TimeSpan
around four, the trip from my condo in Encinitas to Mission Viejo
taking about an hour in my Porsche. I was paid well for what I did,
perhaps too well, but the work was dangerous and required
sacrifice, a lot of know-how, and was highly unpredictable.
You should be
paid well if part of your MO requires you to give your life to
protect others. Bleary eyed, I made my way down a darkened corridor
and up some stairs. DeLoy’s office, situated on the second floor,
overlooked the massive underground vault that housed most of
TimeSpan’s hardware.

“What’s this all about?” I
asked, setting my travel bag on the floor. The room was large and
rectangular. Two glass walls faced the compound below, overlooking
the time transport paraphernalia. There were a dozen or so other
people in DeLoy’s office, milling around, all haggard and red of
eye, same as me. I nodded my hellos.

My boss stood behind his cluttered
desk, has bald head gleaming beneath the overhead fluorescents. He
explained.

“Why Phonecia?” I asked
when he was finished. DeLoy, an impatient man, never went into
detail about much of anything.

“You were briefed before
you went on vacation,” he answered, his usual irritable self. Old
age did that to you, I guess. Old age and overwhelming
responsibility. “Can’t you remember anything?”

“Not when I’m supposed to
be on vacation.”

DeLoy frowned. “We sent them back for
cedars. You’ve heard of the Cedars of Lebanon?”

“Refresh me,” I answered,
helping myself to some coffee from the small bar behind his
desk.

“Shandra Hahn got the
grant. Does your marble brain remember her?”

“Yeah. The tall, good
looking black girl, right?”

“Right. Our botanist.
Anyway, after five months she finally received her money from the
government to time trip back to ancient Lebanon. Mary Lee is the
pilot, and Sissy Haifa went along as historian and interpreter. You
know where Lebanon is? Ancient Phoenicia?”

“The Eastern
Mediterranean, right? Part of the area that was laid waste during
the Devastation.”

“Yes. We sent them back to
gather plants. Seeds, saplings, cuttings, whatever they could find,
but primarily the cedars. We’ll propagate from those and, when we
have enough stock, and the Mideast has cooled down sufficiently,
we’ll replant. There’s not enough of the materials left in our
world to do the job properly. If our efforts are successful then
we’ll reintroduce the fauna, followed, hopefully, by people—but
that’s a ways off yet. There’s a tremendous amount of work to do.
Pee Wee here will fill you in on the rest.”

Pee Wee, as DeLoy called him, was the
only person in the room that I’d never met. I could tell we didn’t
have much in common. He was a mousy kind of guy, a runt, a twerp, a
nerd, one of those know-it-all types that knew everything but how
to fight. He was definitely not the kind of person I wanted to time
trip with, if that’s what DeLoy had in mind. Not where danger was
hidden around every corner.

“Allow me to introduce
myself, Mr. Beauchamp,” the squirt said, coming over. He offered
his hand and I took it reluctantly. No grip at all. Hand all milky
and soft. “I’m Paul Haifa. People I know call me Pee Wee, as you’ve
probably guessed. I’m going with you as your linguist and historian
and, of course, to help you find the girls.”

I looked to DeLoy in desperation, then
the name connected. “You’re Sissy’s old man,” I said, still holding
the guy’s puny palm. I let go.

“Yes, sir. That’s
me.”

“Glad to meet you,” I
lied. Pee Wee stepped back, then sat himself on the edge of DeLoy’s
desk. The others around the room became quiet. Pee Wee’s squinty
eyes fell on me.

“As you may know,” he
began, “both Silicia and I are linguists and historians. Our areas
of interest are the Mideast, including ancient Phoenicia, so when
Shandra got the grant she called my wife. Sissy would interpret,
help with the chores and the primary assignment, while gathering
what history she could on the side. Mary Lee would be their pilot
and security guard, as it were. Same job as yours, Mr.
Beauchamp.”

“I know what Mary Lee’s
job is, Haifa,” I said, not liking the guy. “And call me Robin. I
hate ‘Misters’.”

“All right, sir, Robin it
is. Anyway, the girls’ mission, as Mr. Hilton stated, was to
collect plants and seeds and the like, thousands and thousands of
them if they could, the cedars being of paramount importance
because of their history and utility. Phoenicia was picked, circa
600 BC, because of its abundance of eastern Mediterranean flora;
plus it offers an excellent opportunity to study a little known
culture. The Levant, a broader term for the area, was supposed to
be at its height around that time, but as you may know, the only
records we have of the people there come primarily from the Bible
and a few scribblings on stone, mainly Egyptian. The Phoenicians
used papyrus, you see, to keep their records. Unfortunately, paper
back then, as now, doesn’t last very long. The main goal, however,
to reiterate, was to gather seeds and such, bring them back here,
and propagate them, and then reforestation of the ancient Holy
Lands can begin. An excellent project combined with an equally
excellent historical opportunity. Regrettably, apparently something
has gone haywire.”

“Regrettably,” I echoed,
feeling sorry for the guy despite myself. His wife was back there,
after all. I doubted he really wanted to go back. Pee Wee hardly
seemed the adventurous type, but like me, obviously had little
choice in the matter. “Why not go back just prior to the war?” I
asked. “Why all the way back to 600 BC?”

“Several reasons. Thirteen
of the twenty-two so-called Mideastern nations were involved in the
war. Where do you start to negotiate? More than that, any
helicopters flying over any of those countries back then would no
doubt have been shot down as soon as they were spotted. Way too
risky. That, plus there was hardly any native flora or fauna left
before the war. The peoples of Lebanon and other regions had
denuded their land to the point where it is doubtful any plants and
animals of any consequence could be found. The land was virtually
stripped of any vegetation by goats and sheep, and erosion was
rampant. To return the area to a pristine garden of Eden is not
only a challenge to our company, but to all of mankind as well,
whom our company represents. I might remind you that Sissy,
Shandra, and Mary Lee were not sent to Phonecia on a whim, as some
people might think, but out of necessity if we’re all to survive
the global effects of the war.”

Pee Wee paused for a second to catch
his breath, then continued, the rest of us intent on what he was
saying.

“I’ll also remind you
that, in order to get funding for all of this, for any time trip,
the government requires that historical data be collected no matter
what else concerns the mission. Despite the situation, the trip was
a golden opportunity to do just that, collect historical data.
Anyway, to answer your unspoken question, the taking of seeds,
cuttings, and the like shouldn’t affect the timeline in any
way.”

You hope,
I thought.

“But something’s gone
wrong,” I reiterated, thinking of Mary Lee and our recent problems.
I had been in love with the girl, still was, but I had always been
attractive to the opposite sex; tall, dark, and handsome, if you
will. This can be tough, especially if you’ve had a hard day and
your woman isn’t sympathetic. Nothing happened at the bar. Was it
my fault Mary Lee came looking for me after our argument, and found
me sitting at a table with a couple of attractive younger women,
having a good time? Was it my fault she was really busy and not in
a loving mood of late? Mary Lee wouldn’t listen, and when I went
back to her house, after she had stormed out of the bar, Mary Lee
had slammed the door and told me she never wanted to see me again.
Even so, leaving her back in time was not an option; not to mention
the other girls and a billion-dollar time machine, hopefully still
sitting there and operational.

“Yeah, something went
wrong,” DeLoy said, breaking into my thoughts. “Our biggest fear is
that they’ve been captured by hostiles, or thrown into some guy’s
harem somewhere. Or dead, God forbid. Sad to say, but the Mideast
has always had a history of violence.”

“Then we’re going after
them?” I asked, getting bored with all the talk.

“Immediately,” DeLoy
answered. “You’ll be briefed shortly. The Salvation is being readied now.
Remember the rules of time travel: no living thing is to be killed
while you’re back there. Stun guns only for protection. We’ll need
to rely on our muscles if we get into a tight spot.”
Great, I thought,
looking at the twerp. We?
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