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Book Description

An urban fantasy pulp adventure epic about ancient manuscripts, zen illusionists, opera, murder, magic, and the alternate History of the World

The Festival of Bones begins with a manuscript and ends with a murder. Jude, a mysterious prodigy invites a professor of ancient literature and a former singer to a nightclub where he shows them a mysterious manuscript—the Prime Edda, which might have been used by the composer Richard Wagner in some sort of ritual related to his Ring Operas.

Jude found the manuscript in the Himalayas, along with proof of alternate histories of the world, histories that have overlapped with our own, causing things as we know them to shift and change. He believes that somehow, the stories in the Edda relate to a forthcoming inversion, which he wants to witness.

Together, they start to translate the work, but soon find themselves pursued by a number of parties all seeking to seize the Edda—and perhaps bring about the end of the world in the terrible Winter known as Ragnarok.
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Introduction

This book is the first in the series, but it was not the first novel I wrote, either in the series, or in my career. The first novel I wrote was well-intentioned, earnest, old-fashioned, and not very good. It had good moments, good scenes, but it was not a good book. It was set aside, and had not been touched in some time when my friend Kai Meyer wrote and asked me if I’d be interested in writing a book for a series he was conceiving and editing.

I thought that sounded like a swell idea, so he sent me three pages of notes for a series to be called MythWorld (or Mythenwelt in Germany), and there was one paragraph about the book he thought I could write, which would be second or third in the series.

The subject matter—Urban Fantasy with an Historical twist—was something I had a knack for, having several years of the graphic novel series StarChild under my belt. So, I jumped in with both feet and wrote the second book in the series, without having any idea whatsoever what would be in the first.

At that point, having read and liked the book, Kai and his publisher mentioned that the other writers hadn’t done any work on their books at all—something I was anticipating—and so I bought a case of Dr. Pepper, locked myself in my Studio for a week, and emerged with twenty pages of notes for the rest of the books. And at that point, MythWorld became more my project than Kai’s, and he graciously allowed me to have my head with it, and stepped back, acting more as a consulting editor than anything else. He and the publisher also allowed me to keep the trademark—so in Germany, the first four books were published—to decent sales and, in the case of Book One, significant acclaim—as Kai Meyers Mythenwelt, but in France, where I sold the rights to my StarChild publisher, it was simply MythWorld.

There were plans for two series of seven books each, plus a concluding fifteenth novel, but some problems with the original publisher resulted in only five being written and four released —until now.

This new edition, published by WordFire Press, signals the rebirth of my second greatest creative project  (nestled comfortably between StarChild and the Imaginarium Geographica books) and we won’t be stopping until I’ve told all the stories I planned to tell. There are echoes—and more than a few direct ties—to my other works, and my readership has grown accustomed to my narrative style, so I hope that the stories within are to your liking. There are a lot more on the way!


PROLOGUE
The Raven

Jude waited.

He had been waiting a long time; in fact, he had waited much longer for this event than he had waited for anything in memory. It had not been passive waiting, but the patience needed for an arachnid’s weavings, the strands of which were, after many months of delicate spinning, about to coalesce into a web of remarkable complexity.  It was possible that very early in his life he had been forced or coerced into a state of being resembling such a patience, but Jude took neither blame nor responsibility for events he could not remember, and he could remember almost everything.

A few times over his span of years which did not yet number twenty, Jude had looked into the eyes of another human being and seen in the reflection not a man, but an animal; more, he knew that the vision was not merely their estimation of him, but his own of himself as well. What is significant is that to an opponent, it was the cold precision of his actions and the deep indifference in his eyes which marked him a beast; to himself, it was the realization that only the offspring of animals are able to fend for themselves and gain an awareness of their environment soon after birth. It was in awareness of self that humans differed from beasts, but as most people Jude encountered either ignored that awareness or allowed it to atrophy, he reckoned it wasn’t so bad to be grouped with the animals.

Clearly etched in his memory was the slum in the east end of London, where he was born to a woman composed of equal parts sloth and vodka, and a succession of fathers. It was the one who stuck the longest, a stout fish-gutter named Vaughn, who first noticed the three-year-old boy paying more attention to sodden newspapers than to the haddock they were wrapped around.

“Boy,” he said gruffly, for no one had yet taken the trouble to give a name to the child, “bring me that paper.” He did as he was told, having learned from experience how quickly inaction earned a cuffing about the ears, and Vaughn pointed to a word then looked at him expectantly. The child immediately read aloud the word “Royal”, as well as “procession”, and “house” and “Fawkes” and every other word his greasy stepfather pointed to, for he had not yet learned that his ability to read was an unexpected talent, or that reading at a level greater than that of his parents would earn not praise, but a beating.

He remembered being asked to read the word “eccentricities”, which he promptly did, then feeling a sharp pain behind his left ear, then nothing. His stepfather’s tolerance for multisyllabic reading apparently stopped at five.

Thus, for the next three years of his life, the boy became, for all that his parents knew, a mute illiterate—at least during the night, when he was shut into his nook behind the stairs to sleep. During the day, however, the garbage scattered around the streets of the city became his library; newspapers, magazines—even the few scraps of books which made their way to the east end inevitably found their way into the gutter, then to the boy’s secret stash under a loose floorboard. These scraps of minds on paper were his only joy, and his sister, born not quite a year after Vaughn’s arrival, was his only passion. She didn’t have the abilities of her brother, but she had mercifully avoided inheriting the inhuman lethargy of their mother.

Each midday, as Vaughn went to work and their mother collapsed amongst a scattering of half-full bottles, the two children sat and read stories of a world that to them would have been impossible to reach had it been merely blocks away—which it was, in terms of geography; in terms they understood, it was more distant than the sun. He loved to read, for he adored his sister; she loved to listen, because he was her hero. Both were careful never to let either Vaughn or their mother see them with the reading material; their parents fed and clothed them sparsely enough as it was, forcing rotted bread and rags upon them when it was convenient to do so. The boy didn’t mind, as he secretly supplanted their meager means with vegetables traded for sweeping out the stoops of the shop down the street; and he rationalized that it was simply easier for their parents to keep them alive than to let them starve.

Because he was rational, he assumed this was a basic human condition; he also assumed his parents were human; and he assumed that therefore, as humans, they would be rational. He would later discover that two of those three assumptions were wrong. Which two, he did not know; it didn’t matter anyway.

He had discovered a book; it was the first complete book the boy had ever found: Jude The Obscure, by Thomas Hardy. The writing was exceptional, the characterizations enthralling, the story, passionately told. Most affecting to the six-year-old boy was the emotional climax, wherein a very similar young boy, named Jude after his father, is told that he, his parents, and two young sisters will be turned out of their apartment into the street “… Because there are too many.” The following morning, the elder Jude and his wife, having secured a job that will pay enough to move into lodgings big enough for a family, arrive back at the apartment to find a cold silence, and a note pinned to the bedroom door: “because we are to many”. Inside, swinging slightly and casting a shadow over the still bodies of his sisters, the boy Jude hung lifeless from the ceiling, a thin cord biting deeply into his small pale throat.

That was as far as the boy read when the paperback was suddenly snatched violently out of his hands. He had been so absorbed in the story that he had not noticed when the shadows grew long, or when Vaughn came home covered in fish and stink. The stout man looked through the pages of the tattered book, then down at the still unconcealed stash underneath the floorboard, then fixed the child with a mixed look of disdain and contempt. The boy looked back and, still chagrined from the loss of his book, allowed the fog he protectively forced to drift across his eyes to clear, and the utter awareness which was his own shone through like a flare. Vaughn looked into the child’s eyes and saw there an intelligence greater than his own; what’s more, he saw that the boy knew it too. He struck his stepson hard across the face, but the boy only shook his head and continued to stare, blood dripping from the corners of his mouth. The second blow brought no greater reaction; nor the fourth, nor the eighth. The now enraged man was casting about for a weapon, for some means to force a cry of fear or pain or terror out of the boy, when both of them heard a stirring in the next room.

The boy’s sister, asleep under the table in the kitchen, was not awakening quickly enough to see the look of malevolence in her father’s eyes, or the sudden look of alarm in her brother’s. It was not until Vaughn had seized her roughly by the arm and begun dragging her out the door that she began to cry in a high, keening wail. The boy cast all his pride to the wind, begging, pleading with his stepfather not to do whatever it was he meant to do.

In later years, he would remember wondering whether the fixed nature of his stepfather’s intent was the trait of a man or an animal—although the question never came up again, at least, not in any way which made him take the trouble to answer.

Dragging the children through the grimy streets down to the docks, Vaughn tossed them into a smallish, battered dinghy with an air that was at once careless and careful. Unleashing the rope from the mooring, he took to the oars and rowed them out into the darkening mists. How long a time passed, the boy could not tell; the fog swept away all marking of time. His stepfather looked back on occasion with a malevolent sneer, while his sister wore the expression of a hunted animal that knows the killing shot has been fired, but has simply not yet found its mark. The boy’s expression was blank; he merely waited, as if saving his emotional responses for a thunderclap of reaction to an event which had not yet occurred, but was looming on the horizon.

An hour later, when the boat returned to the dock, the man was its sole passenger.

When he returned home, his wife neither asked nor cared what had been done with the children; he had brought with him a full bottle of vodka. They finished it in short order, and thus were still in a drunk stupor when the small, shivering form padded haltingly through the door and stood there, looking.

For hours, unmoving, his clothes sodden and covered in seaweed, the figure looked on those who should have been conveyors of all that was needed for a child to learn how to make its way in the world, and slowly realized that no such support was forthcoming, nor ever had been or would be.

It took a great effort to manage, the second-greatest exertion of the child’s life, but when he was finally finished, the two creatures he had called his parents were hanging from cords attached to the light fixtures in the ceiling, cutting off blood and air and life and removing everything from them except the souls which had been absent to begin with. Swaying a foot above the carpet, they looked no different than when they’d been slumped on the couch; it seemed less an act of murder than of housekeeping; nevertheless, it was the only way the night could have concluded. No note was left; none was necessary.

When again it was morning, the boy left the apartment without a backwards glance. It was at this point that he knew he was Jude, and he was fully himself.

O  O  O

Jude sat cross-legged on the bench close to the center of the park in front of the Festspielhaus. The autumn rain of the night before had left a pleasant tang in the air, and a moistness that seemed to soften his vision; the people moving about in front of the massive wood and brick structure seemed hazy at the edges, as if not entirely in focus. Of the dozens of people in the park, the hundreds inside the structure, the thousands around him in the city, the millions walking the continent and the billions drawing breath on the planet, only Jude knew that the haze was not an illusion cased by the rain. No matter—the world would come back into focus soon enough.

He didn’t need to glance at his watch to know that only a few minutes remained before the chaos began. He did wonder how many moments it would take for the audience to realize what was actually taking place on stage—he amended the thought: to realize what appeared to be taking place on stage; which was different from what was supposed to be taking place on stage, and far removed from what was actually occurring. As if on cue, a few scattered shouts escaped the doors of the Festspielhaus—that would be the devotees, possibly the directors of the festival. They would be first to notice the opera was not proceeding according to Hoyle. It would only be moments, now.

Jude made a mental note to make certain one of the newswire reports that would inevitably ensue was directed at Van Hassel; after all, a game without an opponent was no game at all. Besides, should the New York-based Zen Journalist, (the only other being alive who could rightfully claim to be all that the title implied, no matter how insipid a label it seemed), actually come across a connection that he himself might have missed, the information could easily be appropriated and used on his own terms. Besides, he was already involved, if not (Jude acknowledged to himself grudgingly) the catalyst for all that had followed—but more importantly, he missed it. He missed the most important connection, and in a game where the stakes were so high, that would be his ruin, and Jude’s victory.

He reached into the pocket of his windbreaker and felt the reassuring crumple of the newspaper clipping, now more than half a year old, and marveled at how a pebble can indeed cause an avalanche, if it’s nudged in just the right way. Who would have thought that reading a quarter-page article about a mysterious murder in Silvertown, New York, would initiate a chain of events leading to a murder here in the Bavarian town of Bayreuth, halfway around the world? Or that given all of the millions of deaths that occurred every day, contributing nothing to the motion of the earth, the simple coordination (well, perhaps not so simple) of one death in precisely the right place, at precisely the right time, and under precisely the right conditions would … what? Stop the world? Change the direction of its spin? There was no way to be certain—but all that was needed was to wait and let the events follow the course he had set, and for Jude, waiting was not a problem.

His ruminations were interrupted by a precipitant rise in the shouts and screams coming from the building, followed abruptly by a sudden torrent of festival goers seeking to escape into open air; just as suddenly, everything in his field of vision flickered, then spasmodically snapped into focus with an unsettling clarity. It was time to go. 

Jude shoved the clipping back into his pocket, and stood, ignoring the cacophony of the horrified throng who believed that they had just been witness to a murder. They would have been half right; there was to be a murder, but the small death inside the Festspielhaus was only the beginning. When all was said and done, the entire world would die in a fury of ice and fire—and when the inevitable maelstrom was finally over, there would be a new world born from the ashes of the old, to be inherited by those lucky enough to survive, strong enough to endure, and patient enough to prevail.

With a small smile on his lips, Jude quickly ascended the steps of the Festspielhaus, and opening the door, stepped inside.


CHAPTER ONE
The Scholar

As unusual days go, Michael Langbein had seen more than his fair share, but this particular Spring day had capped off a full week of unusual days, every one of which would have skipped even Olympic-rank amateur status and moved directly to take spots in the pantheon of indisputable move-over-Michael-Jordan professional unusual days.

On Monday, he had rolled out of bed and made his way to the front stoop to retrieve the morning paper, only to discover that one-quarter of page three had been neatly clipped out. Sneaking a look at his neighbor’s paper, he not only discovered that they had been struck by the same vandal, but was then accused of attempting to steal the paper, which resulted in a flurry of protestations and a thwack on the head with an umbrella.

As the day progressed, Michael discovered that the letter-shaped hole in his morning read was not an isolated incident—every paper in every newsstand and coffee shop between his apartment and the University was missing at least a portion of one page: page three in the German papers, page seven in the British ones, page twelve in the French, page twenty-three in the American, and page one of the Ontario Daily Sun, which was waiting in the mail drop at his office, and which he imported because his daughter occasionally worked for them as a freelance photographer. He hoped the article clipped had not been one of hers—it had been more than ten years since they’d spoken, and he looked forward to the slight if incomplete contact keeping up on her professional work afforded him.

On Tuesday, twenty-eight students from various schools at the University of Vienna (where Michael was the visiting Professor of Ancient Literature and Historical Studies) were discovered experimenting with trepanning, which is to say they were drilling holes in their skulls. Apparently, someone had put the notion in their heads (among other things) that the ancient belief of unlocking one’s consciousness by poking holes in themselves would somehow be a valid study aid. The faculty disagreed, as did the authorities, who arrested the lot of them—then had to release all twenty-eight after no specific law could be found which forbade the grisly practice.

Immediately thereafter, the newly-freed trepanners threw an impromptu parade celebrating students’ rights, during which some seventy-odd other students, not wanting to miss out on what was apparently becoming the Hot New Thing, promptly drilled holes in their own heads.

On Wednesday, thirteen bodies were found at various points throughout the University, victims of apparently unsuccessful attempts at trepanning.

On Thursday, purely by accident, an assistant administrator for the faculty of the Economic and Information Science school was discovered in the act of pounding a thin steel bar into the skull of a co-ed who had been jogging to class. The quite irate and foamingly mad staffer was apprehended, during which it was revealed he had always harbored aspirations of being a serial killer, and had found in the students’ recent fascination with trepanning the perfect opportunity to broaden his horizons. Pending the outcome of the formal investigation, he was suspended with pay.

On Friday, two of the department heads of the school of Catholic Theology suddenly found themselves in trances and channeling the spirits of twenty-thousand year-old Mages claiming to have lived in Atlantis. They set to arguing, whereupon one of the Mages departed from his possessee and promptly took up residence in the Vice-Rector who oversaw the school of Protestant Theology. The Vice-Rector/Mage then declared open hostilities against the Catholics, and for a few tense hours it seemed as if the whole campus would self-destruct, until a third Atlantean Mage possessed one of the Social Sciences professors and threatened to bring in the Mormons, which brought the entire conflict to a halt in a matter of minutes.

On Saturday morning, every item in Michael’s apartment shifted a sixteenth of an inch to the left, and he spent the rest of the day dusting and moving everything back.

On Sunday, every item in his apartment shifted to the right, and he suspected that rather than a mirror image of the previous day’s event, it was more likely that the first incident had merely reversed itself. The tracks in the dust revealed the first movement, which he had not seen; the second time he witnessed it while in the act of replacing a teacup in its saucer. The resultant spill caused a large stain to form on his pile carpeting, that when viewed from the front door looked like a cow, or a large dog with a gland condition. 

On impulse, Michael decided to phone his estranged daughter, only to discover after a very brief and characteristically tense conversation with her grandmother, that she had suddenly chosen to move to the United States. Michael hurled the telephone through the window and went to bed.

Now, here it was Monday again, and apparently (if in a much less conspicuous fashion) it seemed the weirdness of the last week was going into overtime. The day’s classes had gone without incident, but arriving home he found in the study at his apartment, sitting patiently among the off-white overgrowth of paper foliage on his cluttered desk, a small, plum-colored envelope, addressed simply to Professor Michael Langbein, no other writing evident, no return address. Michael set down his overstuffed briefcase just behind the open door and pocketed his keys, then picked up the stationery intruder. He turned it over in his hands, and slid a fingernail inside the flap, tearing along the edge. Inside was a simple notecard of the same paper as the envelope, folded once. He opened it and began to read the brief message within:

 

Professor Langbein -

A matter of the utmost importance, both academic and historical, would benefit greatly from your advice and counsel. If you would be so kind as to attend my performance this evening (ticket enclosed), I will afterwards present to you the situation at hand, at which point you may take your leave at your pleasure.

 

It was signed with an indecipherable scrawl, and neither the notecard nor the envelope bore any other identifying marks. Michael chuckled and tossed it aside, then took a look at the ticket. It was a common orange concessions ticket—the kind sold in rolls of five hundred to be passed out at charity functions for raffles of items that no one would actually exchange money for if it weren’t for charity. On the backside were scribbled the words Rutland & Burlington’s—Monday, 8:30.

He knew the place—a nightclub just a few blocks away that had become quite popular among the students. However, he had much more serious matters to attend to, and there was little time to spare for entertaining a mysterious invitation which was in all likelihood a ruse for a sales pitch selling timeshares in Switzerland.

On the desk underneath the plum envelope was a thin letter on very expensive stationery which bore the University’s seal and the office address of the Rector. Michael sighed and flopped down in the battered overstuffed chair facing the windows as he fingered the letter. Thin letters from universities never meant good news. If you were an applying student, you hoped for a thick admissions packet; a thin letter always began, “We thank you for your application, but …” followed by a number of sugared lies designed to make you believe that another school will find you a great prize —notwithstanding the fact that a few lines earlier you’d been told you were gum on the bottom of their shoes. A thin letter to a faculty member was usually only one of two things: a paycheck, which this wasn’t, as payday had been last Thursday; or some form of bad news which no one had wanted to tell him directly, but which was too insubstantial to be handled by a mid-level committee.

Michael scratched his nose with the envelope for a moment, then ripped open one side and unfolded the letter.

 

Dear Professor Langbein,

While we have greatly appreciated your contributions to the curriculums of the University, we regret to inform you …

 

The remainder of the letter outlined a proposed meeting with the Rector, two Vice-Rectors, the Administrative Director, and three faculty members of the school’s representative Senate, during which he was to present his case for continuing the funding of his department—Michael did a double-take, there: he was to argue not just for his own job, but for the future of the whole of the department.

Ah, me, thought Michael. I should’ve listened to my mother and become an accountant.

O  O  O

Michael Langbein was tall, the sort of tall that could be called lanky without making it come across like an insult, and was muscular enough that no one would call him lanky to his face no matter how it was taken. He had a pleasant, clean-shaven face, a thick shock of curly brown hair, and a propensity for going everywhere on a bicycle. Considering he could do a two-hundred-mile round trip in a day and still have time for a leisurely dinner and attend a lecture after, no one made fun of him for that, either.

For the better part of his professional career, he had been teaching philosophy in high schools, but as fulfilling as that was personally, it didn’t compare to the kind of give and take he got at a teaching college, or the chance for field work or publishing he got at the University of Vienna. The official title—which he made up on the spot when they asked him which department he was applying to, which didn’t actually exist yet—was Visiting Professor of Ancient Literature and Historical Studies, but no one ever called him that. Michael never had a great love of formality; most of his students called him by his first name; the ones he was closer to, “Long-legs.”  

The University, the oldest in the German-speaking world, was composed of eight Faculties which were broken down into one-hundred and seventy-two departments, and the reason that the proposed meeting involved several more administrative officials than would normally be consulted in a departmental review was that with the exception of the Natural Sciences and Medical schools, Michael had in three years managed to outspend and out-requisition every other department in the entire institution.

The department of Ancient Literature and Historical Studies (named by default) tended to concentrate the use of its budgets towards the acquisition of manuscripts—very, very, old manuscripts; not merely old and brittle Victorian novels that looked as if they’d been bought at Christie’s auction house in a rash of bidding type manuscripts, but rather those found through research and field work that made Indiana Jones look like a slacker type manuscripts—most of which were in the vein of Noah’s to-do list or zoning plans for the tower of Babel, which of course had to be smuggled (exported) out of countries governed under martial law and at a cost approaching the annual budget of a decent-sized third-world country.

The main problem with acquisitions of this type is that they fell under the heading of Basic research, which would be fine if they hadn’t been acquired for sums approaching the mid-seven figures; at best, they would be explainable as subject-specific research, but the budget constraints for that were even worse. To actually support his argument for continued funding, Michael would have to at the very least demonstrate that the purchases were going to be used as aids to Applied research, or even better, that they could be utilized by another department in Transdisciplinary research. Unfortunately, he had no idea how he was going to do either of those things.

Michael had been receiving warnings and cautionary notes regarding his playing fast and loose with the University’s filthy lucre, everything short of formal reprimands, but he supposed that the apple which finally upset the cart was probably the Æthelbert Document.

O  O  O

Æthelbert was the West Saxon King of England for the first half of the seventh decade of the ninth century, following the rule of his equally aesthetically-name-challenged father Æthelbald, and his grandfather, Æthelwulf (sadly, as is often the case with unfortunately named children, Æthelbert felt the need to inflict the patriarcally-passed torture on his own son, whom he named Æthelred. Æthelred, however, would have none of that, and in defiance of family tradition named his son Alfred).

What Michael had begun referring to as the Æthelbert Document was actually a roll of vellum made from sheepskin, which had been discovered in the ruins of a mosque in Cyprus. From what the archaeological team supervising the excavation had been able to surmise, the document had been taken to the island approximately three centuries after Æthelbert, just a few years prior to the Third Crusade. What was difficult for historians to accept, particularly the British ones, was that according to fragments of other documents at the site and correlating historical data, the document was left on Cyprus deliberately, and by no less a luminary than Richard the Lionheart.

The reason for the outrage among the scholars was established at a symposium in Vienna Michael had hosted, soon after the discovery and his subsequent purchase of the document. The translation revealed it to be concerned with the lineage and biographical details of a quasi-historical figure who was quite literally the archetype of English royalty: Arthur Pendragon—King Arthur of Camelot. Needless to say, it was less than flattering. According to the document’s author (who was unidentified, but revealed information allowing it to be dated to the mid-ninth century, hence the nom-de-plume the Æthelbert Document) Pendragon did gather a collection of men to Camelot, but his purposes for doing so were less than chivalrous and more than a little unsavory. It also described a far different relationship with the knight historically known as Lancelot DuLac. The document further describes someone who could be interpreted as the much-romanticized Guinevere, but considering the next passage in the narrative described the knights roasting and eating her, she really didn’t enter much into the discussion.

The fact that Richard tried to hide it far from England’s shores supports the document as authentic—the Lionheart was a historian himself, and would not have destroyed such a work, especially if he believed it to be true; he also could not let it remain within reach of any scholars, especially if he believed it to be true. Thus, he abandoned the document on Cyprus, which he had captured as a stronghold against the Muslims, and then negotiated a right of passage to Jerusalem along a narrow coastal strip—which eliminated the need for any English, scholars or otherwise, to ever want to go to Cyprus.

Were it merely for the long-post-mortem slander directed at a cherished cultural myth, the British scholars could have possibly forgiven Michael for bringing it to the attention of the world; but it was the fact that he had done the proper thing and consulted them privately first, that they could not bear to countenance.

They had rejected the document as a fraud, without bothering to test it chemically, examine the site report, or even do a complete translation.

Michael then took it to a group of scholars in Denmark who could have cared less who was sharing King Arthur’s bed, and they ran a chemical analysis, picked through three separate site reports, and ordered a full translation—after which they declared it to be genuine.

The British were furious, as were, by association, the French.

Turkey and Greece, who jointly governed Cyprus, demanded the extradition of whomever had smuggled the document off of the island, until it was revealed that a minor Turkish Government official had actually authorized the export papers in exchange for three minutes alone in a broom closet with one of the female assistant archaeologists.

In America, Turner Classic Movies re-released the film version of Lerner and Lowe’s Camelot as Arthur and Lance, and the videocassette promptly outsold Titanic and all four Star Wars films combined; although a minor scandal was caused when the producers of those films contested the sales figures, and it was discovered that ninety percent of the tapes had been bought up and destroyed by representatives of British Parliament and the Prince of Wales.

And in Vienna, there was a tremendous explosion—the sound of the top of the University’s Administrative Director’s head blowing off when the total expense receipts for the whole debacle arrived from the Department of Ancient Literature and Historical Studies. All told, the balance of underwriting an eight-month archaeological dig in Cyprus, arranging not-strictly-legal export papers, commandeering a Danish chemical laboratory for three weeks, and hosting a full-blown international symposium came to approximately three million and twelve dollars—the twelve, because the British had returned the document to Vienna by mail, postage due.

There were official pronouncements and apologies and all of those diplomatic things which are done whenever it is demanded they be done, but the end result of all of the hullabaloo was that the University of Vienna had in its possession a very expensive, probably wholly authentic, completely scandalous document, which had already become a great embarrassment to the one culture which could mitigate the costs by legitimizing it as an object of study.

During the symposium, the Æthelbert Document had been secured in a strongbox in the University Library’s restricted section. Sometime in the month since, the key was lost, and last week, the box itself disappeared. Thus, the letter Michael had received was not, to be honest, that much of a surprise.

O  O  O

It was the completion of a broad circle of years that the object which may have ended up becoming Michael’s personal Hindenburg was named for a Saxon king; he had been born in Saxony, in the city of Dresden. He liked to believe that his city was the center of the universe, although just about anyone who lived there and was over the age of thirty would admit that Dresden’s long gone golden age was early in the eighteenth century, when Saxony also ruled most of Poland. True, there were many treasures: treasures artistic and treasures architectural; but then again, the same could be said of Budapest, Prague, and half a dozen other cities in that region of Europe. Once, as a young man, he had hiked the length of the Elbe River to the Atlantic, and had come to the conclusion that there truly was no better place to extend his roots than in Dresden. But that was before Vienna. That was before Elena.

They had met and fallen in love when his family first relocated to Vienna, but his academic career had beckoned, and Michael was trundled off to Oxford. He exchanged letters with her for a time, but her replies eventually began to decrease to a mere trickle, then ceased altogether. When he had managed to return to Vienna, he found her married; not long after his return, she also became pregnant.

Michael saw the chance to reclaim the lost track of his life the night Elena’s daughter was born—that same evening, Elena’s husband vanished from Vienna, unaccountably, untraceably, gone. Some months later, Michael Langbein married Elena Strugatski.

The two moved briefly to Oxford, so Michael could finish his education, then returned one final time to Vienna, where he began teaching high school philosophy courses. When they had saved enough money, Michael and Elena moved into a three-hundred-year-old villa in the picturesque woods on the northern outskirts of Vienna. Nothing was ever seen of Elena’s first husband, although Michael suspected he may have communicated infrequently with his daughter via letters sent to her through her grandparents, who had accepted Michael only grudgingly.

Michael’s own parents, who had never condoned the marriage, died only a few years after the union, and for a few years, Michael, Elena, and Elena’s daughter, whom they named Meredith, lived a very rich life, all of which would’ve made an excellent story if it had ended there, which it didn’t. The richness began to tarnish one night before Meredith left for college at Oxford, on a scholarship her father had helped her to attain.

She had gone to visit her grandparents, to say her good-byes, but when she returned just minutes before midnight, the only goodbye she said that night was to Michael, and it was said with a cold, angry look in her eyes, and the fact that she had chosen not to speak to him—a covenant she had kept in all the years since. Even last year, when after a long, arduous struggle with pneumonia, Elena died, Meredith didn’t speak to him—the trip from Oxford took long enough that she missed the funeral. And although Michael later discovered that she had chosen to return to Vienna, and had in fact already begun her career as a photojournalist, she never once returned to the villa, or sought him out at the University. Several months after Elena’s passing, he cleared out the home he had so loved and returned to the city proper.

The apartment in the heart of Vienna just north of the University was a spectacular find, with not much less space than the villa, but for Michael, it was much larger, for there were fewer ghosts.

O  O  O

Traveling abroad had a great appeal for Michael, and the very real option of just dropping his trousers and showing the University the sunny side of his personality was greatly tempting. Leaving the University of Vienna meant no curriculums, no justification, no budgets; none of the necessary irritations that had a great deal to do with the business of teaching and practically nothing to do with teaching itself. It also would probably mean the end of his career as a respected academic, given that a wide swath of his credibility came from his University letterhead, and after the Æthelbert Document fiasco, employable only by a research lab in Denmark and the Greek State Department.

It was more than his reputation which kept him in Vienna, however—he believed that there were some places to which one’s heart belonged, and that those places formed bonds stronger than fear, stronger than love, stronger even than death. Other than Vienna, the only place where he had felt even a stirring of emotion that strongly was in Bayreuth, during his annual pilgrimage to the festival there. 

There was also the issue of the acquisitions he had made during his time at the University—if the school’s officials were lax enough to allow a three-million-dollar document, in their possession less than a month, to vanish, then the rest of the collection had all the assurances of a hen in a fox house (although he suspected that the disappearance of the Æthelbert Document would likely coincide with the receipt of a substantial donation to the University by an unnamed British benefactor whose check bore a Royal seal). If nothing else, the range, scope, and unabashed quality of the books and documents Michael had amassed was enough to guarantee him a footnote in every research journal published for the next fifty years.

The United States knew of at least three preliminary copies of the Declaration of Independence, but only Michael Langbein had discovered the parchment, annotated by Thomas Jefferson, which outlined the well-known document, and appeared to have been written by a Dutchman living with Iroquois Indians in the sixteenth century. That was the transaction which convinced the University of Vienna to fund the department of Ancient Literature and Historical Studies—the sum paid by the United States to ‘reacquire’ the thin paper made from beaten tree bark was sufficiently large enough for the school to build the entire Central Library for Physics.

In the three years of Michael’s professorship, that had been the only divestment; everything else had remained in the library.

There was an early copy of the Magna Carta—presumably the only one which advocated the invasion of Egypt as a basic right of the English Barons. This was probably just an effort on the part of King John to placate the gentry and maintain his hold on the country, but it didn’t survive into the final version, which he had no intention of implementing anyway, which is why the Barons invited King Louis VII of France to boot John from the throne. Michael thought that if the version he’d found had been kept, then perhaps the entire sordid history of bad British cooking might have been avoided.

About eighteen months ago, he found a parchment written by a previously unknown student of the philosopher Parmenides, in which he proffered an early version of what would eventually be known to the world as Einstein’s Theory of Relativity. Since the viewpoint of this student, whose name was Thiassus, brought a heretofore unexpected layer of comprehension to Parmenides’ argument that reality must necessarily be changeless and uniform in contrast to the shifting diversity of the everyday world of appearances, the older man had him executed. Had Thiassus lived only a few years more until the rise of the atomists, the application of his methods of thinking to theirs could have accelerated the advent of Cosmology by two thousand years.

If those documents could be considered the main body of Michael’s collection, the item which was both the head and heart had to be the Uppsala Dance.

Named after a loosely connected and very significant document called the Uppsala Codex, the Uppsala Dance was the smallest, most expensive, and most studied item in all of Michael’s trove. A scrap of parchment not six inches across and eight inches long, the Dance—called so because it employed a form of poetry which had become popular in twelfth-century Iceland—consisted of six sets of four lines of minutely scumbled text, the content of which had been seen in only three other documents known to exist. The one Michael had the greatest access to was known as the Uppsala Codex. Written on parchment sometime during the first few decades of the fourteenth century, the Codex was one of the more important manuscripts of Snorri Sturluson’s Prose Edda, which was significant for two reasons: one, the Edda was considered to be the refining account of the mythologies of the Icelandic, Norse, and Germanic peoples; and two, it was the nearly-all-consuming passion of Michael Langbein.

The reason he had better access to the Codex as opposed to the other two existing documents was that he hadn’t actually tried to touch it before he had his academic credentials and a formal invitation. It was sheer luck that when he came across the Dance he recognized it as being in the same hand as the Codex; unfortunately, the amateur archaeologist (read: smuggler) who presented it to him for sale was educated, and knew as well as Michael just what it was he had.

It took less than a heartbeat for Michael to agree to the transaction, a few seconds more to sign the check, and several days, even with assistance from colleagues at the University of Reykjavik, to explain to the University of Vienna’s Administrative Director why he paid six point two million dollars for bad poetry on a tattered sheet of parchment the size of a Kleenex.

The significance was in the form as much as the content. A dance was a four-line improvisation using everyday words set to a loose rhythm, in which all metrical rules and disciplines were utterly disregarded. Sturluson hated dance poetry, and even went so far as to compose a section in the Edda which carefully specified the proper use of poetic forms, along with a warning that if those forms were set aside and fell into disuse, then much of the historical writings and the people’s understanding of their own mythologies would be lost.

The inclusion (or adaptation) of material from the Prose Edda in the Uppsala Dance could be interpreted only when it was discovered at what point it was written—if it was written at the same time as the Codex, then it would represent a significant shift in how Sturluson was actually perceived not far removed from his own time. If it was written before or after, then it could simply be dismissed as the efforts of another poetical wanna-be—except for the fact that the writing on both the Dance and the Codex were identical, and further, that chemical analysis revealed them to be written on identically-made and similarly-dated parchment.

Michael had fully expected, even with the astronomical cost, that the discovery of the Uppsala Dance would be the catalyst for permanently establishing his department at the University, but less than a week after he found it at the beginning of the school year, the University signed an employment contract with a mathematics prodigy who was not yet even old enough to drink, and as they had been looking for a reason to garner press attention for their new Central Library for Physics, the new professor became the glamour boy of the moment and Michael, with his seven-figure Kleenex, was quickly forgotten.

O  O  O

That was several months ago, and the overall conditions regarding his future had not brightened. Michael was committed to teaching through the end of the school year, and had hoped to get both Summer sessions as well, so he could better afford the trip to Bayreuth in August, but before he could take a step in any direction, he had to decide where he was going. Abroad, he could pursue his research freely, but he would lose the resources of an institution backing him, and although he had traveled often, he had never been without some sort of permanent place to return to. In Vienna, he was settled if not entirely happy, and he loved his work.

Michael sighed and slumped deeper into the chair. There were too many good reasons, too many motivations to want to stay to risk blowing a tenure position—and if he wanted to stay long enough to be considered for tenure at all, then he had better make certain there was a department in which to teach, and the best opportunity to make his case for that was at the meeting requested by the Rector. He picked up the letter and scanned it quickly for the scheduled time, then let out a loud groan. The meeting had been set for this afternoon—four hours ago.

The view from the battered old chair was his favorite—a sweeping panorama of the city and the Vienna hills, and over to the far right, a glimpse of the Danube. He crumpled up the letter from the University and flung it against the glass.

Eventually, he got tired of drumming his fingers and stewing in his own juices, and looked at the desk where the plum-colored invitation and orange ticket still lay. He decided. 

Snatching up a jacket and the invitation, Michael opened the door and left before he could change his mind.


CHAPTER TWO
The Soloist

The note hung in the crisp, early-evening air, sweet and clear; it was a purity of sound which was unmatched by the cacophony of street sounds wafting into the open balcony doors. In the tasteful residential section in one of Vienna’s southern districts, those walking below who could hear it ringing into the approaching night may have wondered if it was some great applauded voice, preparing for a concert that was not advertised; or an undiscovered virtuoso, on the cusp of a wondrous career. Only a few had the capacity to discern the quality in the sound that marked it as a recording, not an actual voice; and fewer still would recognize that it was a recording more than ten years old.

Mikaal Gunnar-Galen shut off the turntable, then, thumbs twitching, switched it back on, and the clean, beautiful melodies again broke out into space.

O  O  O

In a city where musical virtuosity was practically encoded in the genes of its children, Mikaal Gunnar-Galen was a cultural phenomenon without precedent. Awarded a position in the renowned Vienna Boys Choir at the age of three, Galen dominated every performance in which he sang, and two things became quickly evident: the usual venues of performance, however notable, would not sufficiently showcase his talent; and his ego would not allow him to ever be a true ensemble performer. 

As he grew older, concessions were made to his abilities, and many strictures of youth set aside so that he could more fully focus on developing his voice. Housing was a given, and a University education was practically delivered to his doorstep before he’d even taken steps to enroll. Essentially, the Viennese had decided that the same lightning-in-a-bottle which had created Mozart had struck again in the form of this young fair-haired prodigy, and they determined as a collective that if he could be used to forge a new identity for Austria as the undisputed cultural capital of Europe, then they would make the path to that goal as obstacle-free as possible.

The prodigy, however, while he had no objection to the Viennese handing him the world on a silver skewer, had other plans for his career goals.

Galen had rejected the offers of some of the traditional opera companies, all of which he considered to be stale and immovable in their adherence to tradition. Instead, he formed a company of his own, and promptly blazed a cultural trail across Europe with the skill of a Caruso and the moxy of the young Orson Welles. Much as Kenneth Branagh had taken his theater company and revolutionized Shakespeare, the Gunnar-Galen Opera Company presented the finest operas ever written in lavishly designed productions, to be performed in the venues of Emperors and Kings, and Galen performed all of the great roles—all, that is, save one.

By any standards, the tour was an astonishing success; by Galen’s standards, it was merely the warm-up act to what promised to be a career of unparalleled accomplishment. Recordings of his performances had made him wealthy, and he had the freedom to choose when, where, and how he performed. An unprecedented invitation was subsequently extended for Galen’s company to orchestrate, design, and perform one of the annual productions of Wagner’s Ring Cycle at the Wagner Festspielhaus in Bayreuth—an invitation which Galen accepted. Over recent years, the various productions of The Ring had run the gamut from innovative to scandalous, some equaling the choice once made by Welles to write a version of Shakespeare’s Hamlet to be performed entirely in modern dress. Nevertheless, any direction Mikaal Gunnar-Galen wished to take the performance would be welcomed with open arms and prideful smiles: the annual festival in Bayreuth was a symbol of national heritage and identity, and Galen was, at the moment (and to the great chagrin of the Austrians), Germany’s most favored adoptive son.

The company had one final performance in Switzerland, after which the remainder of the year would be dedicated entirely to preparing for The Ring.

Due to a mistake in scheduling their performances in Brussels, the opera company had arrived early in Lucerne, and by Monday evening had made all of the necessary preparations for the first performance on Wednesday. Thus, there was a full day for the performers to relax and rehearse, or, if they so chose, to take in the sights. Having seen several of the sights clustered around the entrances of the performance hall, all long legs and smiles, straining to connect with one of the newly-arrived celebrities, Galen decided on the latter. After all, what is the point of being a celebrity-in-the-making if one cannot use one’s status, fame, and allure to do something to be properly ashamed of?

Her name was Ella, and she was the ideal image of the virginal young maiden—although a few minutes alone with her at her father’s stables convinced Galen that she was not virginal at all, and would do her level best to make him deliriously glad of the fact. He also thought it prudent not to inquire exactly how old she was.

She was fully as tall as he was, her breasts were large and shapely, and she smelled faintly of orange blossoms. She giggled as he moved against her, and crossed her legs over his back, clutching him tighter. 

It was not the sort of situation where he would have suspected, feared, or even had the imagination to conceive that he was proceeding rapidly on a track that would mean the end of his career, nor would he foresee the form it would take.

In his mind’s eye, he could imagine that he had seen it, tines pointing upwards, sticking out of the hay, that he had twisted in midair, missing it by inches, that both he and the girl had laughed in relief at their good fortune. Perhaps, that would have happened if they’d fallen, or if they’d been in a hayloft, or if there’d even been any hay. As it was, the pitchfork was real enough, and in the end, that was all that mattered.

He could recall a slight expression of alarm crossing her features just before the blow was struck, but at the time, he read it as an expression of an entirely different kind. It was his most fervent regret that he had not been more attentive to his surroundings, that the opportunity for the incident to have been averted was there, fleeting, and passed. He could not, however, ever recall regretting having initiated the situation to begin with.

The girl’s father was a cultured man, a banker, not one accustomed to the use of common farm implements; but in stumbling onto the scene before him, he suddenly found the ability and the inclination to do so, not to mention a certain creativity in its use. When he shoved the pitchfork into the intruder mounting his daughter, piercing the back of his neck, Galen was still nuzzling her chest. This was the mistake—the tine drove straight through Galen’s throat and into her bosom, piercing her heart. 

She died. 

Galen didn’t, but he might as well have.

O  O  O

The catastrophe which ensued nearly destroyed Galen, and completely devastated everyone around him. The grieving banker, a well-known mainstay of the community, was arrested, tried, and given a suspended sentence in the attack on Galen. The death of his daughter was ruled a tragic accident. Galen himself spent almost four months in the hospital—luckily, the tine had missed his spinal cord and the major blood vessels. Not so luckily, it pierced and badly scarred his vocal cords. Galen would never sing again.

With the loss of their center, the opera company almost of necessity dissolved—which was just as good, for the publicity surrounding the attack, the trial, and the scandal resulted in a flurry of rescheduling by every city in which they were to perform. No one was willing to have them—not without Galen, anyway. And as bad as it was throughout the rest of Europe, in Austria the once-promising virtuoso had been declared persona non grata: officially, he no longer existed. Within a year, Galen was without friends, his professional reputation was in tatters and already fading from the public’s memory, and he was nearly penniless. He had found only a minor position teaching music at a grade school in Portugal, where the quality of his voice was irrelevant, and no one cared to ask him about the whitening scar at the base of his throat.

Amidst all of the fallout, only one non-event continued to plague Galen’s mind in dreams both waking and asleep: he had not performed at Bayreuth. He had not sung Siegfried. And now, he never would.

O  O  O

The road back to respectability was as hard as his ascent into the pantheon had been easy. Galen moved farther into the world of academia, refining his innate but unexpressionable skills into a very respectable talent for musical theory and analysis. He wrote as he taught, generally under an assumed name, and when he had published enough, replaced the burden of being Mikaal Gunnar-Galen, musical virtuoso, with Mikaal Gunnar-Galen, musical authority.

His teaching responsibilities had stair-stepped from the grade school in Portugal to a small college in Madrid, to a respected music conservatory in Flanders. Gradually, he began to work his way back to Bavaria, and, eventually, home to Vienna.

The Viennese are not tolerant of their mistakes; as a performer, Galen was virtually unknown and forgotten. As an academician, however, he had become very respected, and thus was able to secure a part-time position as an assistant choir director in the Music department at the University of Vienna. This was not to last long.

Whatever the mistakes of his youth, and regardless of the damage to his voice and soul, Galen still possessed a considerable ego and an equally formidable drive to excel —not all of his earlier success had been inborn talent or gifts from the state. Within six months, he was a full-time assistant, and before the year was up, he was the choir director. At the end of his second year in Vienna, he chaired the Music department, and four years later he was respected enough to attain the post of Vice-Rector. His return to Vienna it seemed, if somewhat quieter than his departure, was complete.

O  O  O

As part of his administrative obligations to the University, Galen had been forced to attend a hearing earlier that afternoon regarding whether or not to continue the funding for an associate professor’s post and the department he sponsored; the academician in question never showed up, and the entire committee spent almost two hours doing very little other than stare blankly and fume. The future of the department and the absent professor, was not, in Galen’s opinion, an altogether rosy one.

He was considering spending the evening writing a memo to the Rector, advising the expansion of the powers of the Vice-Rectors to encompass many responsibilities currently handled by the University Senate, but for some reason, he couldn’t seem to stop playing his old recordings. One after another, though all the performances he did and the one that he didn’t, which when he came to it he sang silently inside his head—for some reason, the evening seemed to be ordaining itself a night of performances both seen and unseen. It was this thought that was on his mind when he heard the envelope slipped whisper-silent under his door.

Brow furrowed, Galen quickly strode to the door and opened it. No one was in the hall in either direction, and no doors were closing suddenly. He frowned and buzzed the usually dependable doorman—but the older Swiss man told him that no one had entered or left the building for the better part of an hour.

Galen shook his head and picked up the small plum-colored envelope. It was addressed to him, but bore no other identifying marks. It was possibly for some social function—the invitation was not unlike many he’d been sent throughout the years, although in his second incarnation in Vienna he’d been less inclined to attend as during his first—but gatherings of that kind were not the sort of occasion which resonated in Galen’s soul; not anymore.

Out of curiosity, he thumbed open the sealed flap and removed the matching plum card which was inside. It was not an invitation to a party, but rather an invitation to attend some sort of performance at a nightclub. It appealed to him by name, and made some rather transparent efforts to flatter him into coming, but as invitations go it was no great shakes. His conclusion that it was a low-rent affair was confirmed when he turned the envelope over and a cheap orange ticket fluttered to the floor.

Galen crumpled up the invitation and tossed it to the ashtray near the door, then bent to retrieve the ticket. As he did so, he glanced again at the envelope and was suddenly struck by an odd feeling, as if an unusual odor had entered the room. He looked more closely at the envelope, then flattened out the invitation and suddenly saw what had bothered him: they were both addressed to him, but they were addressed differently. 

The invitation addressed him simply as Professor Gunnar-Galen; but the envelope itself addressed him as Mikaal Gunnar-Galen, Rector, the University of Vienna.

Had he not been so focused on the discrepancy and possible reasons for it, intentional or otherwise, he might have noticed that his hands were shaking. As it were, Galen couldn’t accept the thought that it was a mere error; nor could he deny the fact that he had not noticed the incorrect means of address on the envelope. He couldn’t deny it, because that was how he saw himself—the envelope just happened to be the first time he had ever seen himself addressed as Rector outside of the plans in his own mind.

The Rector and Vice-Rectors who acted as the academic heads of the University served for a four-year term, and this was the last year of that term. One of the other Vice-Rectors, a Linguistics professor whose main abilities seemed to center on the manipulation of microfiche, was no threat at all, and unlikely to be re-elected. Another was fairly competent but, at eighty-three years of age was just as unlikely to be any competition. And the last Vice-Rector had, just a few days before, apparently suffered some sort of spiritual possession, and was expected to spend the balance of the year weaving baskets at a very comfortable hospital in Linz.

By his estimation, Galen had the support of the Senate, but the Administrative Director, who could sway the balance of the faculty, supported the current Rector, Andreas Raeder. Thus, there were three options available to clear his path to the Rector’s office: gain the Director’s support; gain Raeder’s support, or eliminate Raeder from the running altogether. All were difficult, but any one would do the trick, and once Galen was in the position he desired, any tactics used or egos trod upon in the process could be easily covered or bought.

More importantly, once Galen was Rector of the University of Vienna, he would be in a position well suited to influence a number of prominent Europeans, and thereby rectify the mistake which had cost him his most regretted lost opportunity.

The Rector had influence among the directors of the operas in Berlin, Munich, Vienna, Hamburg, Stuttgart, Frankfurt, and Cologne; and the collected directors had influence on the foundation which selected the director of the Wagner Festival at Bayreuth.

He had influence over the University’s alumni, which included executives of companies such as Volkswagen and Siemens and Terminal Entertainment, all of whom were financial supporters of the Wagner Festival at Bayreuth.

The Rector had the dominant vote on the uses of any surplus from the University’s annual budget, which totaled nearly four hundred million dollars; and the election was to take place during the second summer session, just prior to the dates for the Wagner Festival in Bayreuth.

In short, someone in the position of Rector at a University as powerful and respected as the one in Vienna could do an awful lot of things—in Vienna, and elsewhere. Thus, should such a person exploit all of his resources and connections to establish a foothold in a festival with a creative and financial baseline that was shaped like a roller coaster, no one would be likely or even able to stop him.

And, if such a man were to suggest a scandalous casting choice during the preparations for said festival, who could deny him? Especially if he were signing the checks?

Granted, there was still the matter of his not being able to speak for extended periods of time, much less sing, but Galen was confident that if he could simply manage to get onstage at the Festspielhaus in Bayreuth, then somehow, he would simply be able to overcome any obstacles barring his way.

If he could just get on that stage, just once, he felt that he could rule the world.

O  O  O

Still, there was the curious matter of who had sent the mysterious invitation, and why they would have possibly chosen to address him as Rector. Galen examined the notecard and envelope closely, then turned his attention to the ticket. On its reverse was the name of the nightclub and the evening’s showtime, not an hour away. He considered it for a moment longer, then picked up his phone.

A few minutes later, a young courier, the son of the building’s manager, appeared at Galen’s door. After a brief instruction, the boy bolted down the hall and out of the building.

Trying not to be apprehensive, Galen went to the turntable and put on a recording of Orlando Furioso, then poured himself a drink and sat in the open window. He tried to tell himself that he was merely enjoying the evening air, but caught himself glancing at the street from time to time, awaiting the boy’s return. The first side of the record was nearly complete, cymbals clashing, horns trumpeting in a triumph of sound and energy, before he spotted the young courier hurrying up the street below the window.

Galen met the boy at the door, where he exchanged several bills from his wallet for a single yellow sheet; a promotional handbill for the club—the sort placed under windshield wipers and stapled to telephone poles. The boy left, thanking him profusely for the money, but Galen no longer knew he was there, nor did he notice as the record ended and began a static-filled skipping that echoed across the room. He was staring at the handbill, a mixed look of awe and disbelief and no small confusion registering on his face.

It bore a name he had heard, though not in this context, and was attached to a person who only added to the conundrum, as he had been a conundrum himself for as long as Galen had known of him. As far as he knew, this person had no reason to invite him to a nightclub, and perhaps less to address him as Rector. Still, the combination was intriguing enough that Galen considered whether or not he should actually attend. He glanced up at the mantel clock and noted that he still had time to walk to the club; on the other hand, if he avoided it altogether, the temptation would be past in a few hours, and he would have spared himself from whatever experience it was he’d been invited to—but also could lose the opportunity to address the person who may or may not know of his plans to become Rector, and that was perhaps a matter best dealt with as soon as possible.

Galen stood staring out the window for a long moment, then, almost as if compelled, he turned and looked at the notecard on the burnished mahogany desk.

Suddenly, in one brusque movement, he whirled about and grabbed it from the desktop. Pulling a cape off of the coat rack, he shoved the invitation and the ticket in a liner pocket and stepped out the door.


CHAPTER THREE
The Prestige

Rutland & Burlington’s was a multi-purpose nightclub—which is to say the space was almost wholly unfinished, and could accommodate practically anything short of a sporting event. It was situated smugly in a restaurant district which was frequented by the University’s nearly ninety thousand students. The exterior was nondescript, and the signage nonexistent; the owners apparently subscribed to the notion that obscurity equals popularity, and the fact that there was already a line of patrons stretching past the adjacent three storefronts (in both directions) waiting for admittance did nothing to dispel the theory.

Michael arrived at the club at a quarter past eight, fifteen minutes before the noted showtime, and took a spot in what he hoped was the shorter line. The expected assortment of humanity clustered around the cobbled sidewalk, inhaling or surreptitiously swallowing what could charitably be described as ‘experience enhancement aids.’ Michael recognized the joints by the smell without needing to see them, but he was at a total loss in identifying most of the pills. Years earlier, when he was traveling for several months in the United States under a teaching fellowship, he happened to have sub-let a room in Albuquerque from an artist named Mike Bomba. Bomba was a colorful fellow, and generally all that could be expected in a quality roommate: clean, considerate, and disinclined to wander around the apartment naked. He also was a big moviegoer, and frequently dragged Michael along whenever he could coerce him to go.

The first time they saw a movie together, Bomba sat alone in the car for a moment, then emerged with a broad, loopy grin on his face. He explained that he was merely partaking of a ‘movie enhancement device’, and then, concerned he had offended his roommate, offered the still-smoldering joint to Michael.

Michael had never actually used drugs—not directly, anyway; he had discovered early in his life that he had an extreme sensitivity to narcotics of any kind, and that the mere proximity of pot smoke was likely to give him a light buzz and then a shrieking headache. Still, the movie they had gone to see starred Sylvester Stallone, which meant that at best it would seem like they’d gone to see Kurosawa instead, and at worst he’d have a shrieking headache, which was always a fifty-fifty chance with a Stallone movie anyway. He accepted the joint and took a long, slow, drag.

For hours after the movie, he and Bomba sat in the car in the empty parking lot, tears streaming down their faces. “Man,” said Bomba, “I never knew Stallone could be that beautiful.”

“Neither did I,” replied Michael. “He is a beautiful, beautiful … Hey—what happened to my thumbs?”

He never smoked pot again after that—but wondered why recalling that particular memory at that particular moment gave him an odd feeling of foreshadowing.

Michael leaned away from the line and wondered when they were going to begin admitting people when he saw walking from the other end of the block an elegant, smartly dressed man whose bearing and manner belied the very neighborhood he was walking in; he was dressed in formal evening wear, with a high, starched collar and a dark trench coat that probably cost more than the annual salaries of every person he was passing. It was not the clothing alone which set him apart—it was Vienna, after all, and a number of passers-by were dressed to the nines—but also the manner in which he walked, as if a cape were billowing out behind him, and he expected everyone to take notice.

He paused at the door, then looked both ways before turning in Michael’s direction and making his way down the line. As he approached, his eyes met Michael’s and he saw something enough there to give him pause.

“I’m sorry,” said Michael pleasantly, “do I know you?”

The man hesitated slightly, as if unaccustomed to not being recognized on sight. “I believe so. I am Mikaal Gunnar-Galen—a Vice-Rector at the University…?”

“Of course, of course,” said Michael slapping his forehead and extending a hand. “Michael Langbein. I’m sorry I didn’t recognize you—I suppose I’m one of those teachers who is content to stay in the confines of my own peculiar rat’s nest.”

“Indeed,” said Galen. “Ironic that we should meet tonight, considering I spent a great deal of time this very afternoon in anticipation of meeting you.”

“What do you mean by that?”

“Never mind,” said Galen. “What brings you out and about this evening?” he asked, eyeing the still immobile but growing line. “A constitutional, or perhaps meeting companions for dinner?”

“No,” said Michael. “I’m flying solo tonight. And I guess I’m going to see some sort of performance, if they ever let us in.”

“Mmm. Forgive the presumption, professor, but this sort of event in this kind of venue doesn’t exactly seem like your particular brand of recreation.”

“I was invited.”

“As was I. This wouldn’t have something to do with ‘a matter of great importance, academic and historical,’ would it?”

Michael stared, his mouth agape. “Exactly that. How did you …?”

Galen held up a plum-colored envelope identical to the one Michael had received, which was poking out of his jacket pocket.

“Well,” said Michael resignedly, “I wonder what sort of dilemma our mysterious host has that requires the attentions of a Professor of Ancient Literature and a … what exactly was it you teach again?”

A faint scowl crossed Galen’s features before he replied. “Music Theory. But our host is not so mysterious.”

“How do you mean?”

“It’s here on the club handbill,” said Galen, handing him a stiff yellow sheet covered in gaudy black print. “He’s a Zen Illusionist, whatever that is supposed to mean. He’s called Obscuro.”

O  O  O

The thin layer of sawdust which covered the floor was the first sign that it was no ordinary nightclub; a conclusion signed and sealed upon a glance at the menus, which were tabloid-sized, and bore a portrait of a jovial Mexican man in a sombrero on the front cover, even though nothing in the menu could be considered even remotely Mexican. The selection seemed to consist mostly of alcoholic drinks of uncertain lineage, Viennese pastry, and according to the back cover, various personal care and hygiene products. 

After what seemed an interminable wait, the club finally began admitting everyone in the left line, much to the growing irritation to those in the right. Michael and Galen, having presented their identical orange tickets to a surly, mustached man with a swarthy complexion and wearing a low-slung hat, moved through the curtained area at the front and into the main room. There were some twenty tables situated in threes across a rectangular space. At one end was the bar and kitchen; at the other, a small, curtained, makeshift performing stage built of two sets of steps and a riser.

To the left of the stage was a beautiful antique easel, intricately carved with looping scrollwork and sculpted cherubs, which bore an aluminum-framed black sign of the sort used for menus at coffee shops and convention centers hosting Shriners’ banquets. On it smallish white letters spelled out the highlights of the evening’s show, although with a questionable degree of fidelity: The master Zen ilusionist OBSURO, performing feats of wonder and astonishment - tonite only.

The tables were draped with a coarse, gray-green fabric, and they were being bussed by a slow, smallish man who, save for the addition of a beard, was the twin of the ticket-taker. Michael and Galen chose a table on the left, about ten feet from the stage, and waved down the waiter.

“Yah?” he said gruffly. “Vat you vant?” He spoke German, but with an odd inflection, as if he’d learned it from cereal boxes.

“I’ll have a vodka and orange juice,” said Galen.

“And I’ll take a … umm, a gin and tonic,” said Michael.

The stubby little man shook his head vigorously—not unlike a mangy cat shaking off a dunking in the river. “Nah—ve got no vodka, und ve got no gin.”

Galen let out a barely suppressed sigh of frustration and rolled his eyes heavenward, while Michael began to closely scrutinize the menu. The waiter began tapping his foot impatiently; other patrons were taking their seats for the show, and were looking for service—which was, apparently, just him. 

Michael looked up at Galen. “Do you mind if I just order a pitcher of something? I’ll treat.”

Galen shrugged noncommittally, and Michael pointed to a listing in the menu. The little man scribbled something on an order pad, then scooted away. A few minutes later he returned with a pitcher of creme soda and two tubes of mint-flavored toothpaste. Galen looked at the fare, then looked questioningly at Michael.

“Don’t look at me,” Michael protested. “I ordered beer.”

“You asked for beer, and he brought us soda and toothpaste?” Galen said in irritation as he craned his neck, looking around for the surly waiter.

“Ah, the toothpaste is mine,” admitted Michael. “I’ve been out for days, and thought while I was here…. Anyway, creme soda?”

Galen muttered a silent curse under his breath, and pushed his glass forward.

O  O  O

 “I’ve been hearing about this ‘Obscuro’ for months,” said Galen, “Ever since he started at the University last Fall. I understand his performances are quite unorthodox, even by illusionists’ standards.”

“Mmm,” said Michael. “And he’s a student, you say?”

“No,” replied Galen with a touch of smugness. “He’s faculty. You may have heard about him at the beginning of the year—the child prodigy who only goes by one name?”

Michael looked up at the still empty stage with a renewed interest. “Am I to understand that the magician we’ve come to see …”

“Illusionist.”

“Whatever—is actually the new celebrity head of the Mathematics department at the University?”

“The very same.”

“Interesting. Do you have any idea why he wanted to invite us? I mean, I can’t see a lot of correlations between the three disciplines, or even any cross-interests, to be honest.”

“Agreed—though I did find several points of interest in your treatise on Anglo-Saxon bardic forms.”

Michael smiled, flattered and more than a little surprised. “You read my work?”

“The occasional piece that overlaps my own interest,” replied Galen. “As a Vice-Rector, it is my responsibility to remain cognizant of all of the academic publications of the faculty, but a few of your writings have not been without a certain grace.”

“Ah, thank you,” said Michael. “Do you publish?”

Galen stirred his drink and glanced up at the stage, then back at his companion. “No, not so much anymore. When I quit performing, I largely quit writing as well, so most of my efforts have been constrained primarily to my lectures.”

“You used to perform?”

Galen’s eyes widened, as if he could not believe what he was being asked. Then, they darkened again, lids dropping heavily as he replied. “I used to perform. Not for several years, though.”

“I’m sorry I missed it,” said Michael encouragingly, having also missed the changes in his companion’s countenance. “Perhaps if you …”

He paused as the lights around them flickered once, then again. The performance was about to begin.

The lights in the small club dimmed, leaving only the warm, wan glow from the scattered cupped candles on several of the tables. Then, from the darkness, a voice, smooth and supple, began to speak.

“All that there is in the world, is contact, and interpretation.”

As the unseen speaker said this, a single spotlight was projected on the closed curtains upon the stage, where two hands appeared through the divide, palms held towards the audience. Michael glanced back at the source of the light and was astonished to see that there was none. The voice continued.

“Contact is the instant when we are made real to ourselves, and the world to us. Contact solidifies, confirms, reassures. Contact gives us the base upon which we build our understanding of the universe around us.”

The hands folded about themselves, as if in the act of washing, then positioned themselves for that familiar child’s illusion wherein an index finger positioned over both thumbs, one folded, one open, appears to separate a single thumb from one hand. Several patrons in the club, many jaded intellectuals, emitted loud groans.

“All interaction, all true understanding, takes place at the moment of contact—without contact, nothing can be proven. Thus, contact is essential.”

At that instant, the hands performed the thumb trick—with both thumbs—and then promptly tossed them into the stunned audience.

No one screamed or moved, but there were more than a few gasps, and several patrons crossed themselves. One of the thumbs, its stump rounded and bloodless, had landed on an unoccupied table at the front of the room; the other had bounced off of the same table and was leaning against the bottom step on the right side of the stage. The now thumbless hands rotated slowly, so as to allow a full, unobstructed view to all, who saw that there were no discreetly tucked digits, nor were the thumbs covered. They were simply gone from the hands.

A stout fellow at the table to the left of the one with the thumb stood and was about to voice what everyone in the room felt, which was that it was a childish and amateur trick for someone who advertised himself as an illusionist not merely a magician to start a performance by hurling some fake plastic thumbs at his patrons who paid good money to see him even though he had a lousy sign and no interesting props or animals and didn’t even have an assistant with nice breasts like every other self-respecting performer in his field. 

At least, that was what he meant to say. What he actually said was unclear, but came out sounding a little bit like “Urk”, or “Gurk”, and no one else said anything at all, because they had all seen the same thing he did, at exactly the same instant; and to be fair, “Gurk” was not entirely shameful as responses go—not when the sky turns green or water turns into carrots or a dog turns into a cranberry quiche or thumbs believed to be plastic suddenly begin to squirm with life.

As the room watched, mute, the thumb on the table wriggled about for a moment, then turned over and began creeping, a thick inchworm with a shiny carapace, to the edge of the table and over. A few people in the room gave a small start when it hit the sawdust covered floor, then began to carve a trail, arrow-straight, towards its companion near the steps, now itself writhing about.

At the steps, the thumbs began working in tandem; Obscuro was apparently right-handed—the right was the stronger of the two, balancing then thrusting upwards the weaker of the digits, before itself jumping to the edge, where the other would nudge it to safety. Then, the dance would start again.

Eight times, repeating the motions over and over, the seventy-odd witnesses in the audience watched breathlessly as the crawling stubs of flesh made their way to the stage, then across to the center, directly beneath the hands. The thumbs paused, as if seeking permission, then disappeared underneath the faded velvet fringe of the closed curtains. In the pool of light four feet above, the hands, which had neither moved nor disappeared, suddenly balled into fists. A moment later, they opened, palms out—eight fingers, two thumbs, all attached, all in working order, no blood, no fuss, no muss.

The circle of light slowly began to expand, broadening to a size large enough to allow the owner of the hands to step through onto the exposed stage. “Greetings and salivations,” purred the lithe, intensely prescient young man who stepped forward, arms spread in a gesture of openness. “You’ll please take note, that at no times did my fingers ever leave my hands,” he said somberly. “My thumbs, however, have a different and more wide-ranging set of goals. I am Obscuro, and if the evening goes well, we may learn something while I entertain you. If it does not, at least those of you drinking the cream soda will not remember the experience in the morning.”

“What is he talking about?” whispered Galen, who hadn’t touched his drink.

“The soda,” replied Michael. “It’s got to be at least 70 proof.”

They both looked inquiringly at the waiter, who showed his bottom teeth and gave them a thumbs-up.

Obscuro continued. “For my next demonstration, I need a volunteer—have we anyone in the audience with an artificial leg? Wood is preferable, but any leg will do.”

There was a brief tittering among the crowd, and a few utterances of disbelief, but after the trick with the thumbs, no one was really inclined to speak up too loudly.

“Aha!” exclaimed Obscuro, pointing triumphantly to a dark corner at the rear of the room. “Do we have a leg?”

“Yes,” said the woman who had stood, blushing. “I have a wooden leg.”

“Wonderful, wonderful!” said Obscuro, “And it’s wooden as well! Dear friends, tonight is indeed a night of marvels! Come, come dear woman,” he said, gesturing her to the stage. She made her way to the front of the room, smiling in shy apology as she brushed Galen’s side in passing. The illusionist took her hand and guided her up the steps, then reached above his head and pulled a stool out of thin air.

“Christ,” exclaimed Michael. “Where’d he hide that? There are barely any light fixtures up there, much less a place to conceal a chair.”

Galen merely narrowed his eyes and watched.

Seating the fortyish woman, who was slightly round and darkly pretty, on the stool at dead center of the stage, Obscuro looked at her with a piercing gaze, then placed one hand on her chest and the other on her right leg.

“I wonder how he knew which leg was the wooden one?” asked Michael.

“Shh,” hissed Galen, “I want to hear this.”

Obscuro stared intently into her eyes; she was not moving, hardly daring to breathe. Those seated in the front could see the faint rise and fall of her blouse as she inhaled, and the light flutter of her heartbeat where his hand lay upon her breast. His other hand slowly traced an invisible tattoo across her thigh, then made its way down to her knee, then her calf. He knitted his brow in concentration, then moved his hand further down to her shin, her ankle, then her foot—and suddenly, a spark lit his eyes and he gifted her with a smile of dazzling brilliance.

“Your foot—toes, to be more specific. This is what you miss, isn’t it?” He whispered, softly, but firmly enough that it could be heard clearly throughout the pin-drop quiet club. “Walking through the grass in the Wienerwald, to the waterfalls—that was the sensation you most missed when you lost your leg, isn’t it?”

She nodded, tears beginning to streak her face. “Yes,” she whispered. “When I was a child, my father used to take me on long walks in the woods, and when I lost my leg in the accident, I …”

“Shh, shh,” said the illusionist. “Concentrate. Focus solely on me. Now, I want you to listen—I cannot give you your leg back, but I can help you regain what you lost, the thing you miss. I can do this thing because contact is stronger than interpretation, and cannot ever be truly lost. Can you trust me on this? Will you trust me?”

A nod. A hesitation. Then, another nod, this time more firmly.

Obscuro smiled in acceptance, then closed his eyes and dropped his head to his chest. For a moment, it seemed as if nothing had happened. Suddenly, the woman’s eyes snapped open and she flung herself upwards and out of the chair. The illusionist stood back out of the primary light, his face bathed in sweat, and watched.

She stood, trembling, looking down at her feet as if in disbelief. The audience had begun to murmur, as they still had no idea what was taking place on stage, or indeed, if anything had taken place at all. Then, she slipped off her shoes, and pulled up the cuffs of her slacks, revealing two healthy human feet, and ten wiggling toes.

“Aw, that’s a crock!” the stout man in the front said loudly. “She’s a plant. How’re we to know she ever had an artificial leg at all?”

In response, the woman, moving as if she were in a trance, continued pulling at her pant legs, revealing pink flesh on the left …

… and on the right, above the ankle, the polished sheen of walnut.

Dispelling any other claims of fraud, she unselfconsciously sat on the stool and began removing her slacks, first the left leg, then the right, then stood exposed to the room, a tearful Venus, reborn before their eyes. Below the lace fringe of her panties on the right was what could have been an Iron Age garter belt, holding a heavy wooden prosthesis in place. The dark wood was occasionally shot through with bright streaks of metal, where it was hinged for movement at the knee and again at the ankle—but below that was living flesh and bone.

Obscuro remained in the shadows, silently watching the reactions of his audience. In particular, he was watching his two invited guests, but they, along with everyone else in the room, were too flabbergasted to notice.

“Astonishing,” stuttered Michael.

“It could be a cast of some sort,” said Galen. “I don’t see how, but …”

A similar sentiment had begun making its way around the room, but no one had given voice to it before the woman, now standing, reached down, unbuckled the harness …

… and removed her leg.

At this, Obscuro stepped forward and helped her hop back to the stool. She held the leg against her, like a child, and he placed one hand back on the sleek wood and the other back on her breast. 

“Close your eyes,” said Obscuro, “and think about the woods you walked as a child. It’s not a story, or a fable—you were there, you felt the grass, dewed and pungent between your toes; the crackle of leaves fallen, but not yet turned in their colors.”

As he spoke, the toes at the end of the leg began to slowly curl inward, then flexed and rolled, as if walking an unseen trail. Obscuro’s eyes flickered downwards for an instant, and he leaned closer, whispering in a breathy monotone that carried the width and breadth of the room. The candles were casting shadows into the air that seemed to thicken and darken, and it seemed as if the scattered sawdust was taking on a green tang. No noise filtered in from outside, and even the sounds of the kitchen had ceased. Nothing existed at that moment save the memory of a contact, channeled to dozens of people through the whispered urgings of a slight, earnest illusionist, and the common motions of a phantom foot made real in the trance and the smoke.

The whisperings were inaudible now, as Obscuro moved closer to her ear, pressing gently with his hands. She was whispering in return, and some of the patrons began to feel faintly uncomfortable, as if they were witnessing a very intimate moment, which, in a sense, they were. He continued tracing the subtle patterns on the wood, ebony in the dim light, and her hands where she gripped it tensed and relaxed to an unknown tempo. Perspiration stood out in bright beads on his face and exposed forearms, and he was leaning closely enough that his tongue occasionally flicked lightly against her skin. Against her chest, his fingers shifted almost imperceptibly, and he felt her swell in response. She was breathing more quickly, and the toes on both her feet were curling ever more tightly. He lifted his chin and spoke, his voice sharper now, and her eyes rolled back as she sat up more stiffly; her thighs flexed together, and her breath came in short, quick gasps. It was as her feet suddenly arched that those watching saw the metallic blue polish on the nails of the left—and pure, clear nails on the right.

After a few moments, her eyes slowly opened and looked at the illusionist, who held her gaze; he carefully removed first one hand, then the other, and stepped away. He knelt and picked up her crumpled slacks, then helped her reattach her leg before pulling back the curtain so that she could dress in privacy.

Including Obscuro, only three people in the room noticed that the woman’s right foot was again wood, dark and seamless.

He looked about at the tables, then bowed, slowly and regally. Michael began the heartfelt and wild clapping, followed closely by Galen and the stout disbeliever at the front. Then, the room exploded in thunderous applause.

O  O  O

The lights came back up as the ticket-taker announced a short intermission. Michael ordered another pitcher of cream soda, which Galen was now downing rapidly, and a couple of pastries.  The woman who had gone onto the stage appeared from behind the curtain, face still flushed, although she seemed much more composed than during the performance. She took her seat near several other patrons, who were oddly reticent to speak to her about the unusual experience, which in the light and resumed bustle of the club seemed days past rather than minutes.

His thoughts a whirlwind of speculation and conjecture, Michael was going to speak to Galen on some conclusions he was forming about the extraordinary spectacle they’d just witnessed, when a courteous voice addressed them both: “Professor Gunnar-Galen, Professor Langbein—thank you for coming. I’m pleased you could make it.”

Obscuro, the Zen Illusionist, was standing at their table with a tray holding a pitcher of creme soda and two Twinkies, his eyes reflecting the orange candlelight.

“Call me Galen,”

“And I’m Michael. Thanks for inviting us,” Michael said, pumping the smaller man’s hand as he placed the tray on the table. Galen was about to say something, but had begun peering at the snack cakes with an undisguised expression of disgust.

Obscuro nodded in understanding. “Mr. Rutland and Mr. Burlington buy all of their supplies from the same distributors that service convenience stores and gas stations,” he said as he refilled their empty glasses, “and it seems to go over well with the college crowd.”

“In Vienna?” Michael snorted. “Not fifty feet from a dozen of the finest bakeries in Europe?”

“I’ll tell you a story,” said Obscuro, turning a chair backwards and sitting. “Once, when I was in Portland, I was visiting an author whose main claim on enduring popularity was a comic book, which had been turned into a cinema vehicle for one of those blonde starlets who seems more silicone than flesh and blood, and covers the fact with only two dots and a dash. At his studio, however, I saw his other, lesser-known works—tales and images of remarkable insight and complexity, revealing him to be a creator of great and subtle gifts. When I asked him how someone so obviously talented could waste the time and effort needed to create the breasts-and-bullets lowest-common-denominator material when he could be devoting himself to more substantial works, he looked at me, smiled, and said, “Hey—sometimes you just want a Twinkie.”

Michael laughed, snorting his creme soda; Galen simply blinked.

“Have you been enjoying the show thus far?” asked the illusionist.

“To tell you the truth, we’re both pretty amazed by what we’ve seen,” Michael said honestly. “Absolutely amazed.”

“Are you?” said Obscuro, with a touch of surprise which seemed genuine, “I’m not certain why—I haven’t yet gotten to the part that I invited you to see.”

“Well,” said Michael, “just the bit with the thumbs was worth coming for, but what happened with that woman …”

“That had little to do with me,” Obscuro said modestly. “I never walked where she walked, and I never lost my leg, as she did. I had contact with her tonight, briefly, it’s true—but any magic that took place on that stage came in the door with her.”

“For her it was magic, you mean,” said Galen. “For us it might just as well have been an illusion.”

Obscuro arched an eyebrow at Galen, then smiled as if pleased. “I see my point was not lost on you, professor,” he said, his tone respectful. “If you remain as perceptive for the rest of the evening, then I think I can guarantee it will not have been a waste of your time to attend. Ah, but I see I must resume the show,” he said, standing up in response to a waved signal from the sullen bearded waiter. “If you gentlemen don’t mind staying a bit longer, I should like to talk with you after the performance.”

“Certainly,” said Galen. “We’ve not yet discussed this matter of ‘historical importance’ which you noted in your invitation.”

“Rest assured, dear professor, we shall.”

“I have one more question, if you don’t mind,” said Michael. “Why ‘Zen Illusionist?’”

Obscuro looked at him, curious. “Because sometimes illusions are what they are, and no amount of magic can conceal that reality.”

“Like the woman’s foot?” Michael asked, glancing over at the table where she was sitting, trying not to sneak shy glances at the illusionist. “What was the reality there? Was it real, or wasn’t it?”

“Exactly,” said Obscuro. With a slight bow, he turned and moved quickly up the steps where he disappeared behind the curtains.

O  O  O

The lights dimmed once again, and this time when Obscuro appeared on stage, he was sitting on a plain wooden chair. “All that there is in the world, is contact, and interpretation. Unfortunately, for true contact to occur frequently takes commitment and an inordinate amount of time for those of us destined to live out mortal lifespans …” —as he said this, Michael felt the odd sensation that it was spoken with deliberate emphasis, and that the illusionist had also deliberately avoided looking at himself and Galen as he did so—“thus, the rest of humanity must make do through the more fleeting means of interpretation, occasionally subsisting on actual contact, like a stone skipping over the surface of a lake. But there is one grace in interpretation—its powers are broad, and can affect many people at once; and each in their own way may make a contact of the experience, be it a simple evening of entertainment, or …”— said with a wink to a table in the left rear —”a walk in the Wienerwald.”

He paused. Then, eyes glittering, Obscuro leaned forward in his seat, so that the spotlight cast a wan shadow across his features. “Illusions are formed,” he continued, voice as delicate as a mist, “when a reality is specifically presented for interpretation.” As he spoke, his chair lifted off of the stage with a lurch, then rose several inches off the floor.  “But should just one—any one—of the interpretations see the reality for what it is, then the illusion is lost.”

The chair rose higher and higher. Suddenly the quiet was broken by the harsh, braying laugh of the stout man in the front, who pointed at the stage. “Hawhawhaw! It’s a bar! There’s a frickin’ bar holding up the chair!”

On cue, the lights brightened momentarily, revealing a thick, velvet-black bar attached to the back of the still rising chair. Through the curtains, a motored winch, purring softly, could be glimpsed still creating the illusion.

“Hawhawhaw!” laughed the man, “I knew it! I knew he couldn’t …”

He stopped laughing, because the chair had stopped—and was slowly starting to rotate. In seconds, it had turned a full one hundred and eighty degrees, and the illusionist’s head was now pointing at the floor. Obscuro continued speaking, as if nothing had been said.

“It is also during that moment of interpretation when magic may happen—for if any interpretation is strong enough, it can become a reality in and of itself—and those are the moments wherein worlds are made.”

Saying this, Obscuro stood up—down—from the chair, and began to casually stroll across the ceiling above the audience.

Amidst the gasps and delighted whispers, the illusionist wandered about the scattered path formed by the fights, occasionally stopping to blow a sheen of dust from the sculpted glass globes, hanging just below his head.

“Now, does anyone know what they are seeing? Can anyone tell me that I am not walking on the ceiling?”

“You’re not walking on the ceiling,” Galen said drolly.

“No?” said Obscuro, feigning surprise. “Very well—I am not walking on the ceiling.” He bowed deeply, and before another heartbeat had passed, the room completely turned upside down.

Several women and more men than would later admit it screamed; most of the audience, jewelry and eyeglasses dropping from open pockets to the ceiling below, now clutched desperately at their tables, trying not to fall to the where the illusionist stood staring up at them with a hint of amusement in his eyes.

Michael, a little dizzy and trying not to vomit, peered at the floor above his chair. “Hey,” he asked, chewing on his lip, “what’s keeping the chairs down? I mean, up?”

Galen answered him coolly, “They remain because he is walking on the ceiling. His interpretation is strongest.”

“That’s right,” said Obscuro. “My interpretation, thus, my magic.” He snapped his fingers and suddenly the room was reoriented. Still reeling, the patrons scanned the ceiling, now in its proper place, for the illusionist—who was now seated back in the chair onstage.

“And now,” he continued, arms open, “For my final illusion, I’d like to ask for some volunteers—not to participate so much as contribute.” He reached into the air above his head and pulled down a stovepipe hat; it was a bit beaten, much as if it had come directly from Lincoln’s head. The illusionist turned it over and blew off the top, producing a small tempest of dust.

“Forgive the hat,” he said, a dapper smile on his face, “it’s not seen much use lately—no proper use, that is. But I’ve found that the things which come out of hats are often more interesting than what went in—or are, at the very least, more enlightened.”

Obscuro gestured broadly to the crowd. “Now what shall we put in first? I have it—does anyone have a silver comb? Anyone? Ah, yes, here we have it,” he said as the item was passed to the stage. “Thank you. Now, I need a man’s watch—preferably a very expensive one? Do we have…? Ah, yes … thank you.”

This went on for nearly a quarter of an hour, until the illusionist had obtained an object from everyone in the room, with the exceptions of Michael, Galen, the woman with the wooden leg, and the stout heckler in the front. “Very good,” said Obscuro, pleased. “This is a fine mix, an excellent mix.”

He began to reach into the hat, then paused, hand upraised. “But,” he said, “this is also a magic show, is it not? And how can I perform proper magic without the right magic words? Does anyone know a magic word I might use?”

The crowd, enthusiastic to participate since the show had become interactive, eagerly volunteered the usual suspects: “Abracadabra!” “Open, sesame!” “Ala-peanutbutter-sandwiches!” but Obscuro waved them all away. It was obvious he was not going to proceed until he had satisfactory magic words. Members of the audience began shouting out names of favorite pets —”Molly!” “Thurber!” “Ginger!” “Mocha!”— and common items —”Carrots!” “Doorknobs!” “Windowpane!” “Seawater!”— and even nonsense words —”Fermal!” “Micsel!” “Arrabord!” “Flurkle!”— but the illusionist was having none of them. 

Suddenly, he slapped his head as if he’d realized the error of a novice. “Of course! Of course none of these words work—interpretation is an illusion, and through your contributions I’ve made contact with too many of you who might see past it. No, to make the magic work, I need words from someone who will see nothing but the illusion—you!” he exclaimed, pointing at the stout man. “A word! Quickly!”

The man looked about for a moment, then said “Portrait!”

“Good! Excellent! Another! You!” This time pointing at Michael.

“Ah, primeval?”

“Wonderful! Marvelous! Another!”

“Backwards,” offered the woman with the wooden leg.

“Remarkable! Fantastic! One more!”

“Beginning,” said Galen.

“Aha,” said Obscuro, pointing at him. “One of the best, most wonderful of magic words. Now, let us see what these words have wrought,” he finished with a flourish, plunging his hand deep into the smoke-gray hat.

The first item he pulled out was the first item that went in—the silver comb. “Who does this belong to? Speak up, please.” An older woman seated near the bar raised her hand. “Thank you, madame,” said Obscuro, flinging the comb into the air, where it spun and shone in the dim light as it arced gracefully into the outstretched hand of the woman whom it belonged to …

… who suddenly became Obscuro, Zen Illusionist.

The speechless crowd stared at the spot where the woman had been, where the illusionist now sat fingering the silver comb. The change had been instantaneous—one moment she was there, the next she was Obscuro …

… who continued his act onstage. Where there was one, there were now two.

“Next,” he said as if nothing extraordinary had occurred, and it was perfectly natural for one self to be performing while another ordered a drink at the bar, “we have the gentleman’s gold watch.”

“And fob,” offered the large Bavarian merchant who had contributed it.

“And fob,” said Obscuro, tossing it underhand to the merchant, who, the moment he touched it, transformed into Obscuro.

Again and again, the stage Obscuro continued pulling objects from the hat, each of which he endowed with arcane pronouncements, before throwing it back to its owner who invariably turned into another Obscuro. When nearly an hour had passed, the room was full of identical illusionists, all drinking creme soda, eating Twinkies, and generally being a very appreciative audience.

Finally, the last item was returned, the last Obscuro transformed, and the room grew quiet waiting to see what would happen next. The four who remained from the original audience sat transfixed, with more than a little trepidation and the beginnings of fear. The illusionist onstage looked about, the fatigue and strain of the performance beginning to show in his features. “Very interesting,” he said quietly as he surveyed the room, “so much here that I thought to be interpretation, when it was contact after all. Look around, you four—what have you seen tonight?”

“I saw a miracle,” said the woman with the wooden leg, “and a part of me I didn’t know I could still have.”

“I don’t know what I saw,” the stout man admitted honestly.

“Well,” said Michael, “I think I’ve seen the difference between illusions and magic.”

“I see,” said Galen, stressing the tense and glancing about the room, “a Zen Illusionist.”

“Well done,” said Obscuro. “And that is the end of our show.” With a twist of his hand, he donned the hat and in an instant, the lights dimmed to near darkness. When they flickered up again a few seconds later, every person, every duplicate Obscuro in the room, vanished. Michael, Galen, the woman, and the man sat alone among twenty empty tables.

The lights dimmed a second time, then flared, and all was as it had been—a roomful of people eating, drinking, and trying their best to enjoy a performance that was at once confusing and terrifying.

Michael and Galen looked at one another with equal expressions of stunned shock. Before either of them could speak, the spotlight appeared once more on the center of the curtains, and the illusionist’s now familiar hands reappeared holding the hat. “Ah,” came the smooth voice, “but we have not quite finished, have we? Every good performance requires an encore, and I think this has been a night that will not be soon duplicated.”

The curtains parted and Obscuro moved to the front of the stage, then to one side and down the steps. Hat atop his head, he wove through the tables directly to the woman in the corner, who was smiling bravely, but was visibly trembling. The illusionist smiled gently and locked her eyes to his, then again placed his hand on her chest and one on her leg—but this time, instead of tracing gentle letters, he gripped it with an intensity and a strain that made his teeth clench and cords stand out on his forearms. She cried out and there was a sudden, splintering sound; The others seated at the table scooted back in their chairs, and Galen and Michael were just about to leap to her aid when her cry of fear turned to a shriek of surprise and delight.

Obscuro stepped away from her and slumped against the wall; she jumped to her feet—both of which were real. Her right foot was pale and pink, and far thinner than the left, but it was flesh. Hesitatingly, she inched away from the wooden shards and splinters now piled around her table in the sawdust, reeling in shock and disbelief. She looked at Obscuro, her eyes filling with tears, then hobbled from the room when he nodded his acceptance of her unspoken gratitude.

Wordlessly, he removed the hat and moved to the man who had heckled him throughout the performance. On Obscuro’s approach, he rose from his seat and the illusionist looked him up and down, estimating. Obscuro raised one eyebrow, a direct question, and the larger man nodded, biting his lower lip and twisting his hat in his hands.

Michael craned his neck, peering carefully at the big man—why did he seem so familiar? Michael was sure they had met, but it could not have been a significant occasion, else he’s have rung a clearer bell in Michael’s head. He finally dismissed the itch—the fellow had probably been a pick man on a dig, or some such thing.

The illusionist measured the man a moment more, then reached into the stovepipe hat and withdrew an iron bar, which he promptly shoved into the stout man’s forehead.

“Dear God!” Michael screamed, a half-instant after he saw Galen jump up and grab Obscuro by the arms, “What the hell have you done?” The patrons began shrieking and clambering over tables and chairs to escape, and for a few moments, the illusionist stood in the eye of a human hurricane.

In answer to Michael’s frantic query, Obscuro simply spread his hands and nodded at the impaled man, who was still standing next to his table. There was an unusual lack of blood; only a slow trickle running down the bridge of his nose. The bar had gone cleanly through the skull, sticking a full eight inches out the back of the man’s head, and almost a foot in the front. Other than his concern for the fuss being made, he seemed utterly unshaken about what had just occurred. In the rear near the kitchen, Rutland and Burlington had begun cleaning up with large, flat, brooms.

Galen loosed his grip on the slim young man’s arms—given the evening’s events, he would not be surprised if this were more illusion. Michael stood hunched over a chair, breathing hard, his eyes wild.

Obscuro reached into the hat and pulled out a handkerchief, which he handed to the stout man. “Here,” he said mildly, “sorry if there’s a mess. If you’ll go to the back, I’m sure Mr. Burlington will have something to put on that.” 

The man took the proffered kerchief and with a look of gratitude, turned and disappeared behind the bar.

“I must be more tired than I’d thought,” said Obscuro. “That bar was supposed to have gone all the way through. Perhaps if it was at a different angle….”

“Different angle?” said Michael. “Are you out of your mind?”

“You’re right,” said Obscuro resignedly. “It’s just a matter of inadequate force, plain and simple. Better luck next time, eh?”

Galen began gathering his coat, his face a stone mask. “Enough of this. I’m done with this madness.”

“But professor,” said the illusionist, “I haven’t given you the answer to your dilemma, yet.”

“My dilemma?” Exclaimed Galen, astonished. “You and your dilemma and your matter of historical and academic importance and your swill soda and snack cakes and this whole place can just go straight to Hades,” said Galen.

“I think I’m with him,” said Michael. “Thanks for an interesting, ah … well, just thanks.”

“But gentlemen,” said Obscuro, “my hat is not yet empty.”

Galen had begun to stalk out and Michael had turned to head for the door when they heard the soft thump of the parcel the illusionist had pulled from his hat and dropped to the table.

“The hat,” Obscuro said theatrically, “is now empty, and the show is truly ended. All that remains is this mystery, which may contain within it the answers you seek to mysteries of your own.”

Michael turned back to the table and looked curiously at the longish object, which appeared to be a bundle of parchments wrapped in linen, and bound between thin boards. On Obscuro’s nodded permission, he undid the wrap and peered closely at the coffee-colored sheets.

Galen had already reached the door when he heard Michael’s hoarsely muttered oath. “Christ—is that what I think it is? This can’t possibly be real.”

Obscuro shrugged. “You’re holding it in your hands—the reality may not be in question. But the authenticity is something which requires a greater knowledge than my own to judge—and judging from your quick assessment, you, Professor Langbein, may be the very authority I need. But if this is truly what I suspect it is —” he said turning and extending his arm to encircle Galen, who had been overtaken by his curiosity —”then its successful application will also require the expertise of Professor Gunnar-Galen.”

“Application? Application of what?” Galen said irritably, scowling at the parchment. “What is this, Langbein?”

Hands trembling as he ran his fingers lightly over the grayish-brown runes inscribed on the fragile sheet, Michael turned to his companion, eyes wide, almost at the edge of either rapture or madness. “It’s a little unclear, and of a dialect I don’t know well, b-because no one’s ever read an entire document written in it.”

“What is it?”

“Icelandic—ancient Icelandic.” said Michael. “According to the little I can translate, this is the Prime Edda—a mythology of Icelandic, Norse, and Germanic peoples which …” He paused, frozen, almost unable to move, and simply stared, his mouth hanging open.

“I was wondering when you’d get to those,” said Obscuro.

“Sturluson?” asked Galen. “It’s not really my field, but the document’s probably a fake.”

Michael choked, then continued, his speech trancelike. “It’s real. It is the Prime Edda—it predates every other known writing of Sturluson’s, and this copy is the most complete collection of his work in existence.”

“How can you tell that?” asked Galen. “You said yourself it’s hard to translate, and you’ve only had it for a few moments.”

“Because,” Michael said, hands shaking as he grabbed Galen’s arm and pointed to a dark line of script on one of the pages, “it’s annotated, and the annotations are in 19th century German.”

“Annotated by whom?”

“Surely you of all scholars would recognize that hand, Galen,” said Obscuro with a touch of sarcasm. “Look closely.”

Lips pursed, Galen bent closer, then swore. He lifted one page, then another, then another, then began to page through the stack with a barely controlled frenzy.

“The other shoe drops,” said Obscuro, “and I’ll assume we have a confirmation.”

Galen and Michael, both clutching the pages, looked in tandem at the wryly grinning young illusionist, who spread his arms in the now-familiar gesture. “This, as far as I can tell, is the Prime Edda—a completely unknown work of Snorri Sturluson’s. What’s more, this manuscript apparently belonged at one time to Franz Liszt, who worked on the translation before giving it to a young companion of his whom he referred to as ‘Dearest Friend’. That companion began on these pages a retelling of the stories within, which he eventually completed from other, less-complete source material.”

“Wagner,” Galen breathed, “it’s Wagner.”

“Correct,” said the illusionist, “and if our other assumptions are correct—as I think they are—what you are holding is not only a priceless historical document, but also the first, the truest version of the greatest cycle of operas ever written.”

“Dear God,” said Michael. “But, Obscuro, how did…?”

The young man waved his hands and pointed to the surly club owners waiting at the bar. “We’ve closed the place down, gentlemen. I suggest we retire to someplace a bit less conspicuous and a great deal more comfortable. And,” he finished with a sardonic twinkle in his eyes, “this was Obscuro’s last show—I’ve retired him. From now on, call me Jude.”


CHAPTER FOUR
Thrice-Told Tales

Of possible retreats, Michael’s apartment was closest—it was also the most discreet place at which they might more fully examine the unusual document. Any of the open-air restaurants or coffee shops along the way would have been out of the question; the recognizability of two professors from the University, much less that of the recently-retired illusionist, would have been cause for numerous potential interruptions, not to mention the fact that all three of them would rather not open the parcel again in an unguarded location.

Michael desperately wanted to hold the Edda manuscript, but when Jude declined to pick it up and motioned for one of them to do so, Galen snatched it up with a zealot’s fervor, and was now clutching it to his chest as if it were a sick infant, or a Ming vase on the verge of shattering.

The short, brisk walk to the apartment was done in  silence: Michael was formulating and organizing several thousand questions he had for the young man who had engineered their party’s assemblage, and he suspected Galen was doing the same. As to Jude, he seemed to be content to merely take in the sights as they strolled. The evening was not too chill, and it was not yet late enough for the sidewalks to be empty of people. Jude wore a small grin, knowing but not quite smug, and his eyes darted back and forth with a disguised but ravenous intelligence. Michael wondered what someone with such an apparent depth of aptitude was doing working as a stage performer, before suddenly recalling that the slender young man was a mathematician, and the youngest University-level department head in more than four centuries. When you factored in the undeniable charisma, it’s no wonder, Michael thought, that his arrival in Vienna overshadowed an obscure historical discovery. He could, however, take some small pleasure in the knowledge that were it not for his earlier discovery and the subsequent sale to the Americans of the Jefferson Document, the Physics Library where Jude was tenured would not have been funded.

Michael looked over at Galen, clutching the parcel to his chest, and at Jude, who seemed to be looking at both everything and nothing all at once, and decided that no matter the final result, it had already been the most interesting evening he’d had all year. At best, an outcome he hardly dared to consider, he had had the means for saving the Department of Ancient Literature and Historical Studies dropped almost literally in his lap; and at worst, he had managed to restock his toothpaste supply. Not a bad summation for what, on the whole, had been a lousy day.

O  O  O

 “Where did you get this book?”

Jude had settled into a deep, plaid-patterned couch near the double doors leading to Michael’s study, while Michael, ever the good host, removed himself to the pantry to retrieve coffee for the trio, and a bottle of absinthe, just in case the circumstances called for a stronger drink. Galen on the other hand, remained standing and had not even bothered to remove his coat. He held the linen-wrapped package at arm’s length and asked the question again, his voice tense and gravelly.

“Where did you get this book?”

Jude smiled and leaned his head back, taking Galen’s measure. “I thought that might be the first question you’d ask, though I rather expected Professor Langbein to be the one asking. If you will avail yourself of his hospitality, I will attempt to answer all of your questions as best I can.”

Galen stood a moment more, the obvious tension in him making his standing an effort of kinetic energy, as if sitting would stop the motions he could not decide to make. Finally, he relaxed, shoulders slumping, and pulled an armchair from the writing desk near the front door. He placed the parcel on the desk, seeming not to want to let it out of his grasp, but also a little apprehensive of opening it again.

Michael appeared at the door to the kitchen, a steaming pot and three sets of cups and saucers balanced precariously in his hands. “So, uh,” he said nervously, pouring a good measure of coffee for each of them, “Where did you get the book?”

Jude chuckled, and even Galen raised an eyebrow, biting back a grin. 

“What?” said Michael.

“Never mind,” said Jude. “Let’s take another look at the book, and I’ll tell you what I can.”

Galen unwrapped the manuscript while Michael cleared a low table of debris and pulled it to the center of the room. Jude sat up in the couch, but made no motion to move closer. Galen scooted to the edge of his chair, and Michael turned his wingback from its spot facing the window to alongside the table where the stack of parchment lay.

In the more substantial light of the apartment, they could see more clearly the age and delicacy of the document. Whatever its ultimate provenance, it was an object worthy of detailed study, and something to be handled with the utmost care. Galen smoothed out the linen underneath, then ran a finger lightly across the edge of the top sheet. Michael made a polite gesture of at least sipping at his coffee before setting it aside and doing the same.

“To understand the origins of this volume, you must first understand where and how I acquired it,” Jude began, “and I must caution you that it may seem at times a tale too incredulous for belief.”

“After the performance tonight, I think I may be inclined to believe just about anything,” said Michael honestly.

“Indeed,” said Galen, “although I remain a bit disturbed by the apparent transfiguration of wood to flesh.”

“What disturbs you? The transfiguration, or the fact that it was apparent?” asked Jude.

“Illusions or not,” retorted Galen, “that woman experienced something which profoundly affected her, and certainly went beyond the bounds of mere entertainment.”

“And your judgement,” said Jude, “is affected and weakened by the use of too many adjectives. Sometimes, things are what they are. Was there a transfiguration?”

Galen paused, then: “Yes.”

“Was it entertainment?”

“To whom?”

“That’s a better insight,” said Jude. “To most of the patrons, it was—to the woman herself, it was a practical experience.”

“And to us?”

“What do you think?”

“Why wood?” asked Michael, interrupting. “I mean, you specified that it would be better to have a wooden leg. Why not plastic?”

“Plastic is a dead thing—wood is alive,” said Jude, “and the kinetic energy resident in living things is easier to transform than are other materials.”

“Where did you learn to do that?” asked Galen.

“A good illusionist never reveals his secrets.”

“There is also the matter of the man into whose skull you drove that crowbar,” said Galen.

“That was more science than magic, although properly done it makes for a stunner of an illusion.”

“Then it was real? Do you think he’ll survive?”

“Did he looked at all distressed to you?”

“No,” said Galen, puzzled. “He looked … grateful.”

“Never let it be said that I failed to satisfy my audience,” said Jude.

“But,” said Michael, still a few steps behind the others, “you’re retired, so what’s to stop you from spilling the beans?”

Jude tipped his head back and a rich, throaty laugh burst from his lips. “All right, all right—you have me there. As it happens, the answer to that question is part and parcel of the answer to your first.”

O  O  O

 “The immense arcs of history, mythology, and religion are inexorably intertwined,” Jude said, setting aside their digressions to continue his story, “and at any given point at least two of the three can be seen sending great cracks throughout the foundations of the world. Those foundations can shift, changing the landscape. In instants, continents change; cultures vanish; and it is in those instants when mankind attempts to use one of those grand arcs to explain the new landscape and his place in it. However, even those spheres combined cannot truly capture the fabric of existence; there is more of the world that has been lost than we can ever know.

“But, consider this—what if there were a place, a secret repository of this lost knowledge, where centuries of scholars have gathered together and preserved the unredeemed histories of the world?”

“History,” Galen corrected.

Jude turned a sharp eye to him. “I beg your pardon—did I use the plural?”

“Where is this place?” asked Michael, eyeing the Prime Edda. “The Vatican has an extraordinary sealed Library, and there are several private ducal collections in Europe. For America, there’s the Huntington, but the kind of collection you’re speaking of … Is it the Library of Alexandria?”

“Somehow preserved and expanded?” Jude said, shaking his head. “No, I’m afraid that facility would have been too small for the needs—and regardless, is more myth than history. I’m talking about something less conspicuous and far less notorious. To achieve the stability necessary to shelter their work from the tectonic stresses of the world, such a library would have to be located in a place where the lines of myth, history, and religion converged into a vanishing point.”

“Shangri-La,” said Michael.

“Oh, of course,” said Galen, rolling his eyes and thrusting his jaw forward.

“Actually, he’s right,” said Jude, much to the others’ astonishment, and not a little surprised himself. “Not Shangri-La precisely, as in the Hilton novel, but a hidden … Monastery, much like Shangri-La was written to be.”

Unconvinced, Galen threw a look at Michael that was at once both questioning and exasperated—not an expression which Michael was unaccustomed to seeing. “Were you shooting into the fog, or was Shangri-La a measured response?”

“A little of both,” said Michael, setting down his coffee and leaning over the smallish table where the book lay. “To begin with, the language and letterforms are the Old Icelandic, but the manuscript has been printed, not written—as far as I can tell, it was printed in Tibet.” He said this with such open and clear authority, that the others didn’t respond, but merely sat back in their seats—Jude with a small smile, Galen with a look of interested respect. Michael Langbein may seem to be a bit scattered at times, but anyone making such definitive judgements after such a cursory examination was either a genius or an imbecile, and Galen was disinclined to think he was the latter.

Taking their silence as a concession to his expertise, Michael continued. “Take the letters themselves—they’re very close, but not quite standard Icelandic forms. These bear traces of a form of Tibetan lettering used in block-printing known as U-chen, or ‘headed letters’, which the Tibetans based on Indian alphabets and letterforms. The paper is another indicator—Tibetan papermaking was an art they lifted from the Chinese. Tibetan paper is manufactured directly from plant fibers, primarily those found in willow bark. The fibers are soaked, beaten for several days, pulverized, and then spread out on a piece of cloth which is stretched across a wooden frame. After the mixture is dried in the sun for a few days, it’s ready to be cut as paper.”

“Not to question your facility in this,” said Galen, “but don’t you think that’s a rather rash assumption without a chemical analysis?”

“There’s one way to tell for sure,” said Michael. He leafed through the pages until he saw a loose flake of parchment on the upper edge, away from the text. He flicked it off, being careful not to tear or damage the sheet, then popped the fragment in his mouth.

Jude and Galen looked at each other, entirely at a loss as to where this was going.

Michael rolled the paper around in his mouth, as if sampling a fine wine, then turned and spat on the floor.

“Oh, really …” began Galen.

“Sorry,” said Michael. “It was turning nasty. At least we know, now—the paper is definitely Tibetan.”

“And you know this how?” asked Jude.

“Arsenic,” replied Michael. “Tibetan paper is sturdy—it won’t decay easily—and generally poisonous, because it’s usually treated with an arsenic-like substance that prevents it from being damaged by mildew or hungry insects with good taste in books. As a matter of fact, I’ll give even odds that if any of us spends too much time looking at this thing in a closed room, we’ll have a screamer of a headache before long.”

“Yes,” said Galen. “I’d wondered about the smell.”

Jude refilled his coffee and sat back in the couch. “I’m interested in how you knew that a taste of Arsenic indicated the paper’s origin.”

“Well, when I’m in the field, there are usually budgetary restraints that must be adhered to,” said Michael, spreading his hands in explanation, and apparently not noticing the suddenly upraised eyebrow of the Vice-Rector sitting next to him, “and I have to be able to make judgement calls without the benefit of extensive—and expensive—testing. A lot of priceless documents have been lost to poachers and accidents because of delays needed for identification. Conversely, a lot of dreck has been purchased with the use of scholarly funds that could have been left in the dust if a few more researchers had been inclined to taste and spit. And incidentally,” he added, turning to look at Galen directly, “I never spend money for dreck.”

Galen met his eyes and nodded slightly, a respectful underscoring of the unspoken subtext—Michael was not the spendthrift many at the University believed him to be, and he knew that whatever their shared interest in this document, Galen was evaluating him as a researcher.

He is good at this, Galen realized with a start; and he might be good enough to be worth what he costs. He made a mental note to reschedule the Rector’s evaluation of the Visiting Professor of Ancient Literature and Historical Studies—at worst, the gesture would keep him around long enough to pick apart the Prime Edda, and Galen was beginning to feel that notations aside, he would not get far with the book without the help of the gangly professor.

As Galen mused over the odd situation he found himself in, Michael continued his analysis. “Most European books and manuscripts utilized only one side of the paper. Tibetan block-printed books, especially those of great antiquity, consist of separate, and often very long sheets of paper printed on both sides …”— as both Galen and Jude could see when Michael lifted the first page, setting it to the left of the stack—“… and each sheet usually bears the abbreviated title of the work, the chapter and volume, and the page number in the margin.”

“I don’t see anything like that on the sheets,” Galen said, peering over his arms.

“I think that’s because this is not written as the Tibetans normally wrote. A Westerner wrote this, and was mixing …” he squinted more closely at the text, “… Yes, he was mixing the Skaldic and Eddic forms, and so there were no benchmarks for the block cutters with which to indicate anything about the work. They simply didn’t know what to do with the forms themselves.

“The printed sheets are stacked one on top of the other, wrapped in a cloth, and then tied tightly between two covers made from some kind of wood …”— again gesturing to the pages on the desk—“… although in the case of a particularly special work, or one produced in several volumes, a strip of material with a protective flap of decorative brocade, that indicates the volume and title, is also included. It’s generally placed between the cloth wrapping so that it can hang loosely from the narrow edge of the text, making it ready for accessible cataloguing and easy storage on library shelves.”

Michael carefully removed the cover boards and began unwrapping the linen. “As with the margin note, I don’t really expect to find this …” He stopped, eyes crinkling. “Hm,” he mused. “There is a marker, here …” He looked at it a moment more, when suddenly his eyes grew wide and he swore softly under his breath.

“What? What is it?” asked Galen.

Michael looked up at him, then at Jude. “Did you know about this, Jude? About the marker?”

Jude shrugged noncommittally. “You’re the expert.”

“What is it?” Galen said, crowding alongside Michael next to the small coffee table. “What does the marker say?”

“I can’t be entirely certain,” said Michael, “because it’s in Tibetan, rather than Icelandic, apparently added by the block-makers rather than the author—but it says that this is the second to last of an eighteen-volume set.”

In one motion, the two men looked at each other, then at Jude, who seemed pensive. “That may be true,” he began, “the particular grouping from which I took this volume could have contained that quantity. They were arranged by age in descending order, and as this was the last one in the batch, I’m assuming it’s also the youngest of the volumes.”

Michael and Galen’s jaws moved, but no sounds came forth. They were stunned into a stupor. First the Vice-Rector then the Historian collapsed into chairs on either side of the table which bore the apparently not-so-unique book.

After a protracted silence, Michael spoke. “You’re going to have to explain that one, Jude, and in great detail.”

“Agreed,” put in Galen. “I’m as used to fantastic tales as he is—and just as astute at recognizing when they’re about to collapse into farce.”

Jude dipped his head with a regal slowness. An expression of arrogance, Michael wondered? An acceptance of a challenge? Or merely an acknowledgement of the incredulity of the story he had yet to share?

“As I said,” Jude began, his voice smooth and unstressed, “it appeared to be the youngest of the volumes; youngest by quite a wide margin, actually. If there were eighteen in all, as the marker seems to indicate, then it was perhaps mis-shelved—there’s no way to know—although the markings on the shelves, the remnants of some rudimentary archiving system, indicated that they were grouped in subsets of about twenty, all of which comprised a much larger set of approximately more than six hundred thousand volumes.”

Michael nearly sat up with a derisive snort of laughter. “Uh-huh. The stories in the Eddas were set down anywhere from the ninth century to the fourteenth, and covered periods almost as long. To estimate that the book you brought us is the most recent of even a thousand volumes is a supremely naive sentiment.”

“That is itself a supremely naive sentiment, Professor Langbein,” said Jude, “considering your own education and inclinations. As ancient documents go, the Prime Edda is only a moderate contender, if a uniquely interesting one—and it’s quite possibly older than the codexes which are widely known. Take the Bible, for instance—there’s one for you. It has within it a close approximation of what Westerners consider to be the first six thousand years of civilized human history—and yet, other than several crumbly tomes of questionable lineage and a scattering of parchment found in shepherd’s caves, there is no traceable proof. And yet, if all of the writings from the period covered were somehow maintained, undamaged and unaltered, just how many volumes do you think they would fill?”

“Are we talking historical writings, or religious ones?”

“What’s the difference? Was Jesus a religious or an historical figure? If I teach a history course involving events dating to the fourth century, just whose birthdate do you think initiated the scale that provided the dates?”

“I see your point,” Michael conceded. “You said there were perhaps seventeen to twenty books other than the Prime Edda…?”

“Yes. Of the set, I was only able to peruse the first seven in ascending order of age, and this was the only one in Icelandic—or German.”

“How were you able to do more than give them a cursory glance,” asked Michael, “given that they were all probably written in languages either dead or unfamiliar to you?”

“Obviously, I would be unable to actually translate, but my studies and my travels have given me enough of a general grounding in language to glean at least a smattering of information from a number of languages I may not be familiar with.”

“Okay,” said Michael. “We’ll give you that one, for the moment. Why did you only look at the first seven?”

“Because,” said Jude, “after that, there were too few markers with which to extrapolate syntax from the languages I didn’t know.”

“Extrapolate syntax? You were learning languages as you translated? Wouldn’t it have been easier to make some sort of copies and compare them?”

“Sure,” said Jude, “if you’re dealing with existing languages—which I wasn’t. After a certain point, there was nothing recognizable to them, and I had to extrapolate, and in a few cases, invent, what I could from the available material.”

“Invent?” gasped Michael. “How old were the books?”

“It’s difficult to say, though a reverse review of the first seven gave me a rough time frame, and extrapolation of common linguistic elements found in decreasing quantities in the others allowed me to estimate a thumbnail projection of their historical coverage.”

Michael coughed. “How … how long?”

“Around two million years, give or take. And that’s not counting the Gregorians.”

Galen merely raised an eyebrow, but Michael looked as if he’d been shot. Jude would have laughed at the expression on the historian’s face if it hadn’t been one he was entirely prepared to receive. “Shall I go on?”

“Please.”

“The next youngest volume, speaking of things Biblical, was written in Aramaic, and was a Judaically-contemporary copy of the five books of the Law; the Pentateuch of the Hebrew Bible, which everyone supposes was written by Moses.”

“It wasn’t?”

“Oh, actually it was,” said Jude brightly, “but the volume I saw was approximately forty percent longer than the most exhaustively-interpreted set of scripture—and most of the excess material was pre-Adamic.”

“How could it be pre-Adamic? What in any interpretation of the Bible would allow for that?”

“You see the paradox,” said Jude, “and you’re once again confusing history and religion. Moses wasn’t writing for publication—he was writing for posterity. This was the one thing Jesus had down pat—if you’re going to teach, you’re better off creating parables, and leave history to the historians. If any version of this material actually made it through the centuries to the Jewish Elders or the Vatican, it’s not hard to see that neither group would have benefited from a public proclamation that Adam not only had a father, but was also sixth son in a family of eleven.”

“Adam wasn’t the first man, then.”

“He wasn’t anyway—unless you want to tell the Chinese that their migration patterns are off by a thousand years,” said Jude. “But I digress. I should continue.

“The third and fourth volumes predated Moses, and were indistinct in terms of a chronological frame of reference; they were in Akkadian …”

“You’ve lost me,” Galen admitted.

On cue, Michael spoke up. “Akkadian is the oldest known member of the family of Semitic languages, which succeeded Sumerian as the common tongue of Mesopotamia. It was spoken by the Babylonians and Assyrians for nearly two thousand years.”

“Well said. The text was written in the cuneiform script invented by the Sumerians,  and constituted the history of a tribe of giants which dominated the landscape from the Tigris-Euphrates Valley up to what is now the Afghani Desert.” 

“Interesting. What happened to the giants?”

Was there a brief hesitation before answering? Michael couldn’t be sure.

“I don’t know,” said Jude, “The volumes were quite far apart, but both were written early in the culture’s rise. Where they went to is a mystery not likely to be solved without more specific text from the era.”

“I have only two problems with this,” said Michael. “The Sumerians wrote with a stylus on wet clay tablets—doesn’t it seem logical that if the books you saw were authentic, that they’d have been written in the same way, on clay instead of paper? And as much as I can believe that your travels could allow you to fudge a working knowledge of ancient Semitic languages, I can’t believe that you’d have had the same exposure to cuneiform.”

“The book you and Professor Galen are hovering over wasn’t written or printed in any manner previously known to Sturluson, Wagner, or Liszt, yet you are more than eager to believe in its authenticity as a chronicle of Norse poetry. And as to the pictographically-based language skills—I think my position at the University as head of the Mathematics Department should be confirmation enough of my ability to comprehend signs.”

“Well, I’m not convinced about the book—not yet,” said Galen, quite unconvincingly.

“Uh, you were saying?” said Michael, a blush rising to his cheeks.

“Excellent,” said Jude, heartened to continue. “The fifth book was Sumerian in origin, and pre-dated the Akkadian scripts. It was also written in a numerically-based syntax—probably based on the word-pictures originating in Uruk—that took quite an effort to master.”

“I’d’ve liked to have seen it.”

“I’d’ve liked to have shown it to you, but I only managed to acquire the Sturluson.”

A brief glance between Galen and Michael noted the unanswered question of how the book came to be in Jude’s possession, and simultaneously set it in the to-be-asked-before-this-is-done pile.

“What did it describe?” asked Michael.

“It was a business ledger of sorts,” said Jude. “In fact, it was an accounting of a venture of a commercial nature, a pan-Oceanic agricultural venture which spanned the entire Northern Hemisphere.”

“Pan-Oceanic? Atlantean?”

“The original version from whence come our ideas of Atlantis, actually, which may or may not have been called Ys. And it pre-dated any estimates of that pseudo-culture by almost a hundred millennia. As a matter of fact, it even intimated a foreshadowing of what caused the downfall of the entire culture.”

“My God,” said Michael. “What happened?”

“Same thing that always happens,” said Jude. “You just can’t mix a Democracy and a Republic and still have effective free enterprise.”

“I knew it,” said Michael. “Wh-what about the sixth?”

“An odd one. It had traces of the Sumerian numeric language, but—and this is the paralogical part—was interspersed with Mayan. It was a combination of phonetic and glyphic symbols. Very odd.”

“One hundred thousand year old Mayan?” Galen asked.

“It could have been Olmec,” Michael suggested. “The Olmec writing is unique, and might have predated the Mayan. The signs are similar to the writing used by the Vai people of West Africa, and the Olmecs spoke an aspect of the Manding language spoken in West Africa, which some have argued could be the oldest spoken language on earth.

“Both the Olmec and epi-Olmec had primarily hieroglyphic writing systems,” Michael continued, feeling a calmness which comes with an expression of authority. “Traditional Olmec was a syllabic writing system used in their heartland from the ninth century B.C., but unlike the Mayan, the Olmec script also utilized a logo-syllabic script, comprised of both a syllabic and hieroglyphic script, although the hieroglyphic signs were simply Olmec syllabic signs that were used to make pictures. There are basically just two forms of Olmec hieroglyphic writing. The pure hieroglyphics, which are the picture signs,  and the phonetic hieroglyphics, which are a combination of both the syllabic and logographic signs. That sounds an awful lot like what you saw in that book.”

“Or an approximation thereof,” said Jude in acquiescence. “The text dealt with the Ur-city; the first city that could be called such, as did the last translatable volume, which contained information about the city’s founding some four hundred thousand years ago. In that one, however, the vestiges of the cuneiform were gone, and the Mayan—or Olmec—was bastardized with a minimalist language I couldn’t place at all—no base of reference. This language had a syntax which by all rights should have predated every other phonetically-based language including the Mayan, but the Mayan of a few thousand years ago—not a Mayan of multi-millennia ago.”

Michael shook his head. “You must’ve read it wrong,” he said. “Writing didn’t even begin for any culture until around thirty-three hundred B.C.—and that was only in the Fertile Crescent. Even speculating that a Mayan or Olmec script could be older than about five thousand years is just … it’s a common amateur mistake—you just misread the settings, and that’s throwing off your whole projection. Or perhaps you mis-recognized the forms entirely.”

“Considering I knew enough Icelandic to know to bring the Prime Edda to you, and your knowledge of my, ah, rather exceptional academic prowess, do you doubt my capacity to approximately date ancient manuscripts?” asked Jude.

“Date them, no,” said Michael, “translate, yes.”

“Then I suppose that you’d simply see it as a translation mistake if a portion of a document which I had confirmed as being nearly half a million years old was translated as describing the founding and rise of a city called Londonium?”

A light flared in Michael’s eyes, then just as swiftly, faded. There was no possible way this was correct—Londonium was the name of the Roman settlement which became the British capital, and was no more than two or three thousand years old at the broadest interpretation. Add to that the jumbled mishmash of Sumerian cuneiform, Mayan pictography,  and Tibetan printing, and the whole line of discussion becomes less Joseph Campbell and more Rod Serling.

Galen snorted. “That’s the end of the illusions, then. The documents you read were obviously fictions, and I don’t know what sort of scam you’re trying to pull off here …”

He was rising to leave, but stopped when Michael put an arm across his shoulders. “Hang on a minute, Galen,” said Michael placatingly. “I agree, there’s a lot here that sounds bogus, but one thing I’m certain of—that book he brought to the nightclub is absolutely authentic. It is at least a thousand years old, and contains cultural information at least that old, if not older. Whatever else Jude has to tell us is worth listening to, if only for that reason. When he’s done, then we can evaluate how much is garbage and how much is going to turn the world upside down. Agreed?”

Trembling with frustrated anger, Galen was about to say something rude and storm out of the apartment—then his eyes fell on the open leaves of the book in front of them, and the faint, spidery handwriting in High German which lined its margins. He would bet his life that the writing was Wagner’s; he would, because he had made the study of the legendary composer a major part of his life’s efforts, and the writing would have to be authentic, or the greatest forgery he’d ever seen. He also felt a strange affinity for the lanky historian who was looking at him with such a controlled steadiness. They both had reasons to want to believe in the reality of the manuscript—enough to believe past all rationality, which was the position Jude’s wild story had put them in. But, if Michael was willing to see it through to the end, then he could do no less—especially if there was still a possibility that the book was indeed all it seemed to be.

Galen’s shoulders relaxed, and he turned and sat down. “All right,” he said, his voice carrying the steely reserve of an authority figure—which, in fact he was, as Vice-Rector; Jude and Michael were both mere professors—“I want the rest of the story. All of it. Or this ends right now.”

“My dear Professor Galen,” Jude said sitting up and leaning his chin on the pyramid of his fingers, “it was never my intention to do otherwise. And in all fairness,” he added, eyes glittering, “I did warn you beforehand that the story was a remarkable one.”

“That’s the understatement of the year,” remarked Michael. “There is one thing I’d like to clarify, before you continue—whatever the information in the books, there is no possible way that they could be of the age you’re speculating them to be. Even Tibetan paper under pristine conditions won’t last more than five or six thousand years, so your estimates that the latter books were seventy times that is—no offense—erroneous.”

“No offense taken,” said Jude, “and I hope you’ll not be offended when I tell you that I think you may be wrong. I have a working theory, but no proof as to how it might work, so I’ll defer to your judgement—for now.”

“All right,” said Michael. “Then from what you’ve said, let’s assume we know the following: somewhere in Tibet is a monastery where you estimate are two hundred thousand volumes similar to this one. At least seventeen to twenty were of a nature that you could translate them to a degree, and as this book which we are examining is from that grouping, and I can assert that it is at least a thousand years old, we can assume that the others were of like vintage.”

“That’s as good a baseline as any.”

“Were the other books you examined printed in the same way as this one?”

“Yes. Identically.”

“So your estimation of the books’ relative age was based entirely on the translated content?” asked Galen.

“Not entirely,” said Jude, “as I’d said, I have my own theories, but I cannot substantiate those claims at the moment, so I will defer to the judgement of the room.”

“Well there you go,” said Michael triumphantly. “The books are obviously a mythological trove, gathered by the founders of the monastery a millennium ago. The materials were apocryphal in nature—perhaps tales set down by travelers who encountered the monks, or gleaned during travels of their own.”

“If that were true,” offered Jude, “then how would the block-makers have been aware of the distinct cuneiforms of Sumerian? Or the Mayan?”

“Samples accumulated over the years, as I just described. Actually, that’s a good rationale for why the languages were mixed in places, and why you’d be reading a document in Mayan describing the founding of a Roman village.”

Galen laughed. “Of course. What were we thinking, considering a half-million year old book? I let my temper get the best of me—inexcusable, to express anger at the judgements of someone working outside his field. Please, forgive our rashness,” he said in apology for himself and Michael.

Jude hesitated a moment before the familiar smile creased his face, and he leaned back into the couch. “Of course—why else would I bring such a manuscript to you, except to authenticate what my meager estimations suspected?”

“There’s still another thing I don’t understand,” said Michael, his nose about an inch from the single sheet which he’d placed alongside the book. “If we take all that as our baseline, then how did Wagner and Liszt’s handwritten annotations come to be here? I have no recollection of either of them ever making a pilgrimage to Tibet.”

“Yes,” said Galen. “Let’s bring the discussion full circle—where did you get this book, Jude?  You mentioned a monastery, Shangri-La?”

“Yes I did,” said Jude, “but from here I suppose I ought to call it the name by which we came to know it—Meru.”


CHAPTER FIVE
The Mystery School

“What were you doing in Tibet?” asked Michael.

“Have you ever been to a place that was utterly alien, atmospherically inhospitable, totally challenging, and in every way a place which all of your previous experience left you ill-equipped to explore?” Jude said, folding his hands into a pyramid and resting his chin on them.

“Well,” mused Michael, “Yes. In Libya, actually. They shot at me, it was never less than a hundred degrees in the shade, and I got a rampant case of the trots. Not a nice place at all.”

“Were you on a dig? A research trip? A cultural exchange?”

“No, none of those.”

“Then why did you go?”

Michael shrugged. “It seemed like a good idea at the time.”

“Do you regret the experience?”

“No, not at all. I don’t think I would go again without a good reason, but at the time, I thought I might never have the opportunity again, so off I went.”

“Exactly. Such was my thinking as I traveled across the continent and found myself at the borders of Nepal and Tibet.”

“When was this?” Galen asked.

“About two years ago, just after I graduated from Cambridge,” said Jude. “I decided a little more travel was in order before I settled down to a more sedentary life of teaching and research.”

“That was a good choice,” said Michael. “I’ve never been to the Himalayas myself, but I imagine it’s quite a marvelous place.”

“Vulgar would be a better word,” said Jude with a trace of regret. “Tibet is not the place it was before Mao: revolutionary graffiti has obscured the frescoes, Chinese and Hindi pop songs obscure the chanting of monks, and brothels and casinos have obscured the palaces. Twentieth-century modernization has come to Tibet, and it’s dressed in Han Chinese uniforms. I thought I’d go take a look before obscurity became oblivion.

“I had been in Tibet for almost a week when I happened to find myself eating a meal in the company of an American journalist who had been there for almost a month longer than I. He was at the moment a bit of a local scandal, having only recently graduated from the rank of local crackpot. It seems he was in Tibet looking for a creature called a Rakshasha….”

“The Abominable Snowman,” put in Michael. “Interesting.”

“I see,” said Galen skeptically.

“… Which he found about five weeks into the expedition.”

“You don’t mean to tell us he actually found such a beast?” Galen said incredulously. “Not really?”

“Yes, really—insofar as what he found was actually an heretofore undiscovered branch of the polar bear family. The huge, long-haired animals lived in an isolated area at an elevation ill-suited to men, and so were only sighted when they came down the mountain in search of goats or cattle to feed on. My companion, for all his eccentricities, had a willingness to go the extra mile that demanded respect.”

“What kind of eccentricities?” asked Michael.

“Among other things, the fact that he referred to himself by a single letter —’H’,” said Jude. “Beyond, that, I suppose it was his capacity for lateral thinking—a trait the mathematician in me admired—and his unusual drive.

“After almost a month of fruitless exploring, he sent his porters back to the village and hiked alone up a glacier. There, H stitched a goatskin to his clothes and spent eleven days milling around with a wild herd of goats until the bears showed up for a grocery run. He barely escaped with the skins on his back and I believe he lost a toe to frostbite, but I’ll give him this—he got his story.”

“Mmm,” said Michael. “If that was what he was after, then why was he still there when you arrived?”

“I asked him that, too,” said Jude. “He told me that the bears—there were five of them—were the monsters the villagers had seen stealing their animals, and the discovery satisfied all of the main journalistic, scientific, and sensationalistic aspects of his story. But, he discovered something else that he couldn’t explain, and couldn’t stand to leave unresolved—up near one of the summits, where their habitats had been carved out in a system of caves, he found the carcasses of two more bears and the remains of many more, some decades old. Something had been feeding on them.”

“Why is that strange?” asked Michael.

“Think on it,” said Galen, turning to him. “At that altitude, where very little can survive, and even the bears had to descend the mountains to feed, what could possibly be vicious enough, strong enough, to attack and eat a three-ton polar bear?”

“Exactly. Unfortunately, he had caused enough of a problem with the announcement of the polar bear discovery that the locals were on the verge of tying him up and running him out of the Himalayas on a rail.”

“Why is that?” asked Michael.

“Because,” said Jude, “although the Rakshasha have never actually been captured, and seldom even seen, the various molds of discovered footprints and a supposed skull fragment, not to mention the occasional interest of luminaries such as Sir Edmund Hilary have made the beast, or ‘Yeti’ the single most important tourist attraction in the Himalayas. The lack of evidence did not keep the Nepalese government from officially declaring in 1961 that the Yeti did indeed exist, and shortly thereafter it became their national symbol.”

“They even made it into a stamp,” Michael offered helpfully.

“Correct,” said Jude, “and given all that, how interested do you think they were to have a journalist actually discover that their national symbol was nothing but an extremely shaggy bear?”

“I’m surprised he made it to your dinner,” Galen said drolly.

“He nearly didn’t,” said Jude. “The only reason H hadn’t been lynched was that he happened to be there with the support of the Tibetan government, and as the spot where he discovered the bears was at the Melung Glacier, which borders both Tibet and Nepal, no one could settle on the proper jurisdiction in which to deal with him. It was finally decided that he should simply leave the region while there was still some degree of ambivalence, and so two days after we met, a cargo plane arrived which could transport us to China.”

“So, you chose to tag along?” Michael asked.

“It seemed the prudent thing to do,” said Jude, “considering my camaraderie with H had made me kith and kin to the Yeti-slayer—at least as far as the Nepalese were concerned.”

“Let me guess,” said Galen, “you left in the plane amidst a hail of hurled bottles and stones from your recent hosts, and once in the air, your intrepid friend convinced the pilot to alter his course to search for the real Yeti.”

“Yes.”

“How did you know that?” exclaimed Michael.

“It’s also a close parallel to Lost Horizon,” said Galen darkly, “and I’m starting to feel quite the fool.”

“You shouldn’t,” replied Jude. “Sometimes, life does indeed imitate art, and in this case, it’s almost a stereotype. Just about every flight out of the Himalayas is sent off in such a fashion. I actually think my friend would’ve been disappointed if we hadn’t been.

“We flew north, to access a line of ridges shaping naturally-formed air passages, which would lead us west and over the top of the glacier, when …”

“A storm hit,” Galen suggested dryly.

“Actually, no,” said Jude. “H and the pilot, who happened to be Afghani, fell to arguing about whether China’s annexation of Tibet mirrored Afghanistan’s struggles with the Soviets, and both got so involved in the discussion that neither one noticed we had drifted off course until we smacked into the mountain.”

“You actually hit?” said Michael, pouring then spilling a fresh cup of coffee. “Ow! Curse it… A mess, sorry,” he said apologetically. “The plane didn’t have a proximity alarm, or an auto-pilot?”

“In the Himalayas, planes are lucky to have propellers,” said Jude. “We didn’t strike it dead on, or I wouldn’t be here. We struck a glancing blow on the right, shearing off the wing; a few seconds later, the left was sheared off as well, which left us a hurtling cylinder rocketing across the snow. Mercifully, we managed to miss the various outcroppings, though it was by luck rather than design. After almost a full minute of blinding speed, we reached the edge of the plateau and shot out into open space. The journalist and I were almost apoplectic with indecision and shock, but the pilot kept his head, and once we were past the lip of the mountain and going into a free fall, he grabbed us both, snatched up the sole parachute which he had stashed behind his seat, and shoved all of us out the door.”

“You jumped?” Michael said incredulously. “Out of the plane? With only one chute?”

“It wasn’t my idea,” said Jude. “I’d’ve stood in the plane till it flattened on the valley floor. But his quick action saved all of our lives, at least for the moment. We hit, roughly, and then became entangled in the parachute, rolling several hundred feet down the mountain, all a jumble of canvas and arms and legs. Amazingly, none of us seemed to be seriously injured. The plane was lost to us, but we had a rough idea of our bearings, and so I took charge of our little expedition and we began to make our way in the direction that would best lead us to some sort of settlement.”

“Did you just expect that there are villages and monasteries dotting the mountains, just waiting to be discovered by unfortunate wayfarers?” asked Galen, a skeptical tone in his voice.

“Yes, I did,” said Jude flatly. “There have been peoples in the Himalayas since time began, and it stood to reason that they’d have built wherever they found the space to do it. Of all of us, I was the one who was best suited to judge where such places might be, given my expertise in mountains.”

Galen blinked. “You’re kidding, surely. What kind of imbecile would actually believe they could walk away from a plane wreck in the Himalayas directly to an inhabited settlement?”

“The kind who believes there are only two varieties of Himalayan-plane-wreck-survivors: those that walk directly to an inhabited settlement, and those that don’t. I’m one of the former, and faced with the alternative, my companions chose the same mode of thinking. And don’t call me Shirley.”

“Wait a minute,” Michael put in, frowning. “I thought your specialty was mathematics.”

“My first doctorate was in Mathematics,” said Jude. “My second was in Orology. As you probably know,” he said, tipping his head to Galen, “my teaching credentials came from Cambridge, but I like to think that my travels had better prepared me for the position I was in than three years of lessons and a sheepskin.”

“Three years?” said Michael. “For two doctorates?”

“Four, actually—in Mathematics, Orology, Applied Cosmology, and Public Relations.”

“No kidding,” said Michael.

“Orology?” asked Galen.

“The study of mountains.”

“Mmm-hmm.”

“I’m impressed,” said Michael. “I never knew someone could earn even just two doctorates in three years.”

“I did it in one,” said Galen.

Michael’s jaw dropped to his chest, and Jude leaned forward, amused. “More coffee, professor?”

“No thanks,” Michael said, waving off the pot. “I think it’s time for the absinthe,” he finished, bolting for the kitchen.

Jude turned to Galen. “You got both of your doctorates in two years?”

“Actually, the first one was handed to me, and the second took five years—but I wanted to see the look on his face.”

“Here are some glasses for … hey, what’s so funny?” Michael asked, sitting down in the wingback. “Don’t tell me you guys are plotting against me.”

“Not yet,” said Jude.

O  O  O

 “So,” said Galen, a glass of absinthe resting in his hands, “how long did it take you to reach a settlement?”

“Almost nine days,” said Jude, sipping from his own glass of the potent greenish liquid. “The second day we actually spotted some goats and hoped to kill one for food, but there was no way to match their nimbleness on the steep crags. H made an attempt, but only succeeded in breaking his ankle. We managed to subsist on a few scrounged plants,—lichen, mostly—and melted snow. It was also luck that no storms of any import swept through our path, or we’d easily have perished.”

“How did you make any progress at all, if the journalist had a broken ankle?” asked Galen.

“As I’d said, H had a remarkable resolve. We tied up his foot with strips of cloth torn from our clothes, and the fool walked. As a matter of fact, it was because of him—not me—that we found Meru.

“We had been walking across a broad grassed plateau, and had actually begun descending to a respectably low elevation when we came across a stone cairn about fifteen feet high. There was a pole of sorts with strips of cloth wrapped around it sticking out of the top; it was obviously some sort of religious shrine. I walked right past it, hardly giving it a first, much less a second glance—but H and our pilot, who I had learned was called Hammurabi, stopped several paces back.

“I assumed they had stopped because H was having difficulty with his ankle, but they had actually stopped because they couldn’t decide which was the proper way to pass the cairn.”

“‘Proper way?’“ Galen asked. “I would’ve though ‘as fast as possible’ would be the proper way.”

“As did I—but H had an unusual respect for other cultures, which was the crux of the argument. Hammurabi was Muslim, and thought that a religious monument should be traversed on the left, while H was convinced that it was Buddhist, and ought to be traversed on the right.”

“Good grief,” said Michael. “Lack of oxygen, that’s the problem. How was it resolved?”

“In typical H fashion. He proposed that they each go around the monument in their chosen direction, but backwards—which was a form of obeisance—and then, circling, cross paths. That way, both options would be covered, and done in as humble a fashion as possible. So, I sat on a rock and watched these two thin, starved, respectful idiots walk—in H’s case, hobble—around this Buddhist cairn when I was suddenly struck from behind.”

“Mmm,” Galen sounded. “Raiders, I expect.”

“Actually, it was an old peasant woman who was carrying a sackful of something over one shoulder, and in the other hand a walking stick, which I can attest was quite sturdy.”

“Had she been hiding in the grass, perhaps, or behind the cairn?” Michael asked.

“No. The grass was only inches high, and both of my companions were tripping over themselves going around the monument. She simply appeared—one moment she wasn’t there, the next moment, she was.”

“A Zen Illusionist,” Galen said with a touch of sarcasm. “Is that where you learned it?”

“Yes.”

Neither of the men expected that answer, particularly Galen, who had only been joking—and Jude’s steady gaze and the simple honesty of his answer implied that he wasn’t.

“She struck me again with the stick, then turned and stalked off. Ham and H hurried over to me, curious as to where she had come from, and why she was hitting me. I had hardly begun to answer when she turned and brusquely asked if we were going to follow her, or if we intended to just sit out in the open air like yak dung.

“Of course we followed her—she obviously was going somewhere, and wherever that was would likely have heat, shelter, food, or all three—and after several miles, it became obvious that we were again gaining altitude. We crossed through a narrow valley, passing by several more monuments—all far enough away to avoid the clockwise/counterclockwise argument—and eventually saw our destination: a tall, snow-encrusted peak just beyond several striated peaks which ringed the valley.

“I was about to dash ahead and ask the beggar woman—who was moving with greater speed and agility than any of us, I’m embarrassed to say—when exactly we might hope to reach a settlement, when she stopped at a massive boulder that was lodged into the rising valley floor ahead. She muttered curses and rolled her eyes waiting for us to catch up, as if we were wasting her day by stumbling along behind her. As we approached the boulder, she instructed us—in flawless English, I should mention—to scale the rock. I thought it pointless, but considering that she was at the time our only breadcrumb on a trail already far too long, I wasn’t about to blanch at the request. Ham and I climbed up first, then pulled up H, and finally, the beggar woman.

“On top, just to the left of the rock’s center, was an indentation about ten inches long, much like a footprint set in cement. She told each of us to remove a shoe, and to place our feet one by one in the depression. We acquiesced, figuring it was some obscure religious rite or similar nonsense. I went first, hoping to get on her good side, and got for my troubles a cold foot and a whack across the ear. Hammurabi was next, and didn’t fare much better, but was apparently properly reverential, as he got no thwack. Then H, steadying himself on our shoulders, put his right foot in the indentation, and her expression went from a sullen scowl to slack-jawed astonishment, as a moment later, did ours. H’s foot fit the space to a fraction, and I wouldn’t have believed what happened next if I hadn’t been touching him when the current flowed upwards.”

“What kind of current?” Michael asked.

“I don’t know—I just know that something passed through him; something unusual, something magic, because when his foot came into contact with that stone, his ankle healed—instantly.”

“Are you sure it hadn’t merely improved as you walked? A sprain can heal over that many days,” offered Galen.

“It wasn’t sprained—it was broken,” said Jude. “And if there was any question, his jumping off of the boulder and landing square on the leg he’d been limping on cleared up our doubts very quickly.

“We climbed down and then helped down the beggar woman, who had gone from pissed to an expression I can only describe as relieved. She began to chat with all of us—mostly H—and asked if we would like to have something to eat, and perhaps a warm place to sleep; suggestions which could hardly have been met with more enthusiasm. She motioned for us to follow her, and she began walking to the left, around the massive stone. We followed, and then realized she meant to circle it—which she did, again, and again, and again, thirteen times in all. 

“On the last circuit, however, she went around the south face of the stone, and disappeared.

“We stopped, looking at each other in confusion—then an all-too familiar stick struck me across the shins. An opening had appeared at the base of the stone, and she was several steps down, cursing us with a renewed vigor.”

“And hitting,” said Michael.

“And hitting. When she saw she had our attention, she turned and disappeared into the darkness. H leading, we followed.”

O  O  O

 “The walls of the underground passage were made of unmortared stones, which were occasionally shored up by solid wooden beams. The steps were seamless, as if they had formed naturally out of the mountain rock, or had been carved all of a piece.

“We passed several chambers branching off from the main passage, all of a similar prehistoric nature, all unoccupied. We walked for what seemed like hours, and as the steps occasionally undulated upwards, we had no measure by which to gauge the depth of our travels—if we had kept to a reasonably level path, we would still be several hundred feet deep, as we were traveling generally westward, towards the mountain.”

“How did you see?” Michael asked. “You obviously were not walking in darkness.”

“There were tallow candles floating in copper bowls placed every few yards along the stairway,” said Jude. “Although who or what was maintaining them, I’ve no idea.”

“What do you mean, ‘what?’“ Galen asked.

“I was getting to that,” said Jude, a nervous smile twitching.

How odd, thought Michael—what in the world would make Jude nervous? Especially after all the tales he has told? A quick glance at Galen told him that the musician had the same question, and that it was one they had best not ask directly. As it was, they didn’t need to.

“We came onto an opening which had been covered with a heavy wooden door, which our guide was surprised to find standing ajar. She hopped forward and pulled it closed, but not before all three of us had a good, well-lit, unobstructed view inside.

“Arranged along the walls like a procession of dead regents in King Solomon’s mines were several skeletons. Other than their reverential arrangement, there was no ornament, and no sign that they were anything more than human, or the place anything more than a mausoleum. Except …”

“Yes?” Galen pressed.

“The skeletons were arranged in ascending order, and ranged in size from five to almost twenty feet tall.”

Michael shook his head. “You were starved, weary, and in all probability, oxygen-deprived. You were seeing things, that’s all.”

“If you say so,” said Jude. “We weren’t so certain ourselves—not then. Eventually, the tunnel broadened into a wide, cavernous room, which was probably the size of a gymnasium. There were fires burning at various points throughout the room, which was divided here and there by long curtains of woven reeds. Near one of the fires was a stack of wooden boxes, and it was here that our guide finally stopped and put down her stick.

“Grateful mostly to be warm, we huddled around the fire and gratefully accepted the offering of rice cakes and bits of dried fish she pulled from one of the crates. Then, as you might expect, we fell asleep on the skins scattered about around the fires.”

“Sheepskins?”

“No,” said Jude. “Bear—large, white, and very shaggy.”

“Oh, that makes perfect sense,” said Galen. “The beast feeding on the mystical Yeti was a humpbacked beggar woman with an attitude.”

“Don’t laugh,” said Jude. “You didn’t see her swing that stick.”

“And H’s foot was still fine?” Michael asked. “Even after all that hiking?”

“Fit nor a fiddle. We couldn’t explain it, but we weren’t going to question it—we were quite content to be out of the elements, and warm, our bellies full. I don’t know how long we slept, but when we awoke, she was sitting at a fire some feet away, deeply absorbed in an old book, which she had been carrying in the bag.

“We hadn’t intended to intrude on her privacy, but when we moved towards her she snapped it shut like it was full of state secrets. H got a good look, though, and confided to myself and Ham that it appeared to be written in French.”

“You said she spoke fluent English,” said Michael. “She was obviously European. What was she doing in a cave in Tibet?”

“That was a story still to come. For the moment, she waved us back to our fire, but before she joined us stacked several crates atop one another and placed the book on the topmost.”

“Why would she do that?” Galen asked in surprise. “It’s not as if you weren’t able to just walk over and take a look at it—placing it a few feet off of the floor certainly wouldn’t safeguard it.”

Pouring himself a fresh glass of absinthe, Michael broke in. “It’s a wholly Tibetan action. Tibet possesses one of the most ancient and respected literary traditions in all of Asia, and they handle books with great reverence. Even if a text doesn’t contain holy scripture, it’s still approached as the verbal body of the Buddha—sort of a provisional foundation of eternal truth. Thus, in Tibet, books are never allowed to be placed in any impure space, which to them means any low-lying surface, or the level of one’s feet.”

“Ah,” said Galen as understanding washed over him. “That makes sense.”

Nodding thanks to Michael for the refreshed glass of the potent drink, Jude continued. “We thought that we ought to start with introductions, and she nodded politely at myself and Hammurabi, but when it was H’s turn, she looked as if she’d been stepped on by an elephant. Flattened. Absolutely flattened. She then introduced herself as A, stood, and hurried from the room.”

“Introduced herself as a what?” Galen said, a beat behind Michael.

“A. A is A, and A was her … she,” said Jude.

“It’s so nice when a long-lost mother and son get together,” Michael said wryly.

“That ended up being closer than you know,” Jude said in all seriousness. “We sat there bewildered, sucking on rice cakes, and wondering what to do next. After a while, H grew restless and decided to wander back up the tunnel to have a look around. Ham and I, still quite exhausted, chose to stay in the main chamber and rest.

“H wasn’t gone ten minutes when he came running back into the room grinning like an idiot. ‘C’mere, you guys,’ he said, breathless, ‘you have got to see this.’

 “We put up a mild protest, but in the end were more intrigued by whatever it was that would set him off—keep in mind, this was a fellow whose idea of a normal day was masquerading as a goat to catch the Abominable Snowman. For him to get excited meant he had found the Ark of the Covenant, or the Holy Grail or something similarly spectacular.”

Michael nodded. “He went back to look at the giant skeletons, didn’t he?”

“No,” said Jude. “Although that was probably his original goal. That cave was a long ways back in the tunnel—farther than he could have walked to and returned from in the few minutes he was gone. He had instead popped into the first offshoot he came to, a room about eight feet square, which was a sort of storage locker—their pantry, most likely.”

“More rice cakes?” Galen asked, leaning over to fill his own glass with more absinthe.

“Hardly,” said Jude. “It was full of fish, hanging from the low ceiling. Some were dried, but others were fresh enough that they were still glistening.”

“And this excited him how?” Michael asked. “That’s a pretty common food in Asia.”

“Fish, yes—Coelacanth, not generally.”

“Say again?” Michael said.

“What?” Galen said. “What’s a seelaconth?”

“It’s a fish itself,” said Jude, “but with the exceptions of two caught off the coast of Madagascar in the thirties, a species which hasn’t been seen in around twenty million years—and there were four dozen of them drying in that cave.”

“Amazing,” said Michael. “What did it taste like?”

“Have you ever eaten rattlesnake?” Jude asked.

“Sure.”

“It was a bit like that, but saltier.”

Galen waved his hand and shook his head. “The fish tasted like a snake?”

“It works,” said Michael, turning to explain. “They probably shared a common ancestry in prehistoric reptiles, so they would taste similar.”

“Actually, the Coelacanth was supposed to be the ancestor,” said Jude with a smirk. “‘I am my own grandpa’, taken to the extreme, I suppose. H was over the moon with this find—particularly since we actually got to eat one.

“We went back to the main chamber, still excited by our inexplicable discovery, and found that A had returned—this time in the company of a dozen anchorites.”

“Holy hermits,” Michael explained to Galen.

“They were seated around our fire and arguing in Tibetan. A was deferred to enough that we surmised she was the leader, but a couple of the others were old enough to give her a run for her money. What was interesting was that only four of them seemed to be Tibetan: three men ranging in age from around fifty to who knows how old, and a woman in her seventies or eighties. The fifth and sixth were Indian, a middle-aged man and a woman in her thirties; the seventh was a huge Scandinavian, perhaps fifty; the eighth, ninth, and tenth, dark skinned males, perhaps Egyptian, and of indeterminate age. The eleventh man was distinctly Oriental, obesely fat, and more pleasantly countenanced than anyone else in the cavern. The last, an elderly redheaded European woman, was engaged with A in a heated argument, which, judging from the frequent gestures in our direction, was about us.

“Suddenly, H stepped forward and circled them to the right, then threw himself on the ground in front of them, prostrate. That shut them up. A beamed as if vindicated, and the twelve looked at her, then down at H, who had not moved, then, without a word, stood as one and exited through a doorway at the back of the chamber.

“Prodded by A’s stick, H got up and dusted himself off. Waving Ham and I over to the fire, A indicated that we sit, and, her face cracking like a wrinkled sheet of parchment, smiled in true greeting.

“‘Welcome to Meru,’ she said. ‘I am Alexandra David-Neel, and I have been waiting patiently for you for a very long time.”


CHAPTER SIX
The Library of Heaven

Galen leaned forward and slid to the edge of his chair, brow furrowed. “Alexandra David-Neel … That sounds very familiar to me, but I can’t place it.”

“You may have known of her as Alexandra David,” said Jude. “She was an opera singer in France during La Belle Epoque.”

“Of course!” Galen said, snapping his fingers. “Jules Manesset’s Manon. She was a bright if brief light in the field.”

“You know,” said Michael, “wasn’t Alexandra David-Neel the journalist who was the first European woman to enter the sacred monastery in Lhasa? Were they related, possibly?”

“They were one and the same—and both were the woman seated before us in the cave.”

“Uh, isn’t she, ah, dead?” asked Michael skeptically.

“Are you dead?” Jude asked.

“Why would you ask that when you’re obviously sitting here talking to … uh, I see your point. Go on.”

Jude smiled. “Don’t be embarrassed—lots of people are inaccurately reported as being dead for one reason or another, and her reason was that she wanted to return to Tibet.

“Alexandra, or ‘A’ as she asked us to call her, had won great fame and acclaim early in the twentieth century for her extensive writings on the Tibetan region, and only left when the Japanese incursions during World War Two became too great a danger. She was also at that point a woman in her seventies, and the stresses of such arduous travel was wearing on her mightily.”

“In her seventies,” said Galen, adding in his head. “So she’d be approaching the middle of her second century now—and this is the woman you claim was wandering around in the Himalayas?”

“She wasn’t wandering,” said Jude. “She was walking a Kora, a religious circumambulation around the mountain above, which was a holy place to several religions—Mount Kailas.

“To Hindus, it is the throne of Shiva, and one of the lakes below, a holy font created from the mind of Brahma; to the Buddhists, the Bonpo, and the Jain, it is the soul of the entire region, where for centuries the faithful have traveled for spiritual enlightenment and absolution. To most Westerners, it is, at twenty-two-thousand and some-odd feet, the third highest peak in Tibet. And to several thousand years of believers, it was the physical embodiment of Mount Meru, the great mountain at the center of the universe.”

Michael nodded as a few pieces of the story fell into place. “Meru—the ‘World-Pillar’, the “First of Mountains’. It’s a major element of Asian religious cosmography. I didn’t recognize it.”

“Not just Asian,” said Jude, “but Sumerian as well.”

“Back to Sumeria again. Is that significant?” Michael asked.

“It will be,” said Jude. “It became readily apparent that she was mostly interested in talking to H—Ham and I were nothing more than a necessary tolerance, I think.”

“Why was he special, other than the propensity for monosyllabic names?” Galen asked.

“Initially? Because we weren’t supposed to be able to see her at all—several thousand pilgrims per year walk Kora around the mountain, but few if any ever see one of the Meru anchorites, and no one ever sees A. It’s one of the privileges of being a Zen Illusionist.”

“They why…?”

“Why did we see her? Because the pattern H and Ham walked around the cairn was a mandala—a pattern of revelation. And what was available to be revealed was A. When she realized we could see her, the next necessity was to determine if it was an accident, or if it was fate—that’s what the business with the boulder was about. It was a shapje—a footprint made by the Buddha himself.”

“And when H’s foot fit the imprint,” Michael began, “that was the clincher.”

“Exactly. According to A, those were two of the current qualifications necessary to become one of the anchorites.”

“How many qualifications are there?” Galen asked.

Jude shrugged. “I don’t think there’s a limit.”

“That hardly seems fair,” said Michael.

“That’s Zen for you,” said Galen.

“Not the way the Meru practiced it,” said Jude. “There are many things about Zen Buddhism which I find both foolish and more than a little reprehensible. Nevertheless, there is still much to admire about the practice and its methodology of inspiring the intuitive grasp of abstract realities—a methodology which the Meru refined to a razor’s edge.”

“How so?”

“Through the absolute rejection of linear rationality in practice, not merely theory. 

“Zen may seem a very paradoxical system—those who can understand it clearly don’t need it. On the other hand, those who need it can never understand it, and therefore, clearly don’t need it either. 

“The primary message of Zen is that not only is there no ‘there’ there, there is no ‘there’ to be there—nor is there any ‘here’ here—nor is there any ‘thing’ to observe or be observed. Zen also teaches that the potential to achieve enlightenment is fundamentally inherent in all people, but that potential remains dormant because of their ignorance. It is best awakened not by scripture study, or practicing good deeds, or following a prescription of rites and ceremonies, but by a sudden breach of the shackles of common, everyday, logical thought. 

“The training in the methods it is necessary to master that leads to such an enlightenment is best communicated personally from master to disciple. The preferred methods, however, differ among the various sects.  One sect emphasizes sudden shock and meditation on the paradoxical statements called koan; another prefers the method of sitting in meditation.

“Zen Buddhists totally fail to either see, or understand, that ‘there’ and ‘here’ and ‘things’ are all entirely relative, and that all ‘realities’— all of them, and not merely one of them—is/are entirely relative.”

“Relative according to one’s perception,” said Galen, “and the sole criterion of whether or not those perceptions are based on contact, or interpretation.”

Jude glanced at the musician with a look of authentic respect. “That was the difference realized by the Meru, which they in turn taught to us. It took H and myself almost a full year to come to terms with what you have managed to grasp in a single night, Professor,” he said solemnly. “I had hoped you would take it all in with an open mind, but I must say, your prodigality is impressive.”

“Don’t rush to judgement,” said Galen. “Understanding isn’t acceptance.”

Michael cleared his throat, mulling over what was being discussed. “You said that they rejected linear reality in practice,” he said, chin in hand. “How is that done, exactly?”

“As I said, what the Meru practiced was not Zen as we know it, but a practice older than time, from which Zen itself was spawned ages ago. A was what I guess you could call the ‘leader’ or ‘master’ of the group—although ‘director’ or ‘teacher’ might have been better terms. The Meru anchorites consisted of a teacher and twelve disciples, and as the youngest and most recent initiate, A was automatically installed as the teacher when she joined their group.”

“The youngest is the teacher?” Galen said, astonished. “How does that work?”

“The others already know what they know,” Jude answered. “The only way to learn more is to be taught by someone who has had different experiences than they—and A was such a person, and the last to come along in decades.”

“But you said there were others much younger than A.”

“Based on appearance, yes. But if you learned nothing else from Obscuro’s show tonight, you should have learned that appearances can be manipulated.”

“Gotcha,” said Michael. “You said you and H learned from them—what happened to your pilot?”

“The first day, we were told A’s story, and how she came to be at Meru—which was how they referred to the labyrinthine network of caves beneath the mountain. The second day, we were awakened by O, the huge Oriental, and the Indians, M and K, with whom we spent the rest of the day. The third day, we were introduced to S, the Swede, the Tibetans, G, R, T, and Melvin …”

“Melvin? Do I even need to ask?” Michael said.

“Idiot Savants can achieve enlightenment, too,” said Jude. “The Egyptians came in that night—U, U, and U.”

“They were all called ‘U’?”

“Yes—which caused a great deal of confusion while simultaneously making them the most responsive of the disciples—‘hey, you,’ and all that. We didn’t see the redheaded woman again until the last few days we spent at Meru, but after the fourth day, that hardly mattered.

“The twelve came to us en masse that morning, and announced that since we had indicated ourselves as willing to be instructed, we could observe them at work in the center of Meru. They lit several lamps and led us more deeply into the network than we had gone in our tentative wanderings. I cannot say how deeply we walked, only that as we progressed, the air itself seemed to thicken and carry the weight of the mountain above. 

“Finally, we came onto a massive pair of wooden doors hanging on iron hinges. There was an immense mechanism attached which allowed them to open the doors, but it was an obvious addition to a construct which had been built by peoples larger than we. H, R, T, and O worked the mechanism, and slowly, the doors swung outward.”

“What was inside?” Galen said, leaning forward. “The library?”

“Oh, yes,” said Jude. “Oh, yes, yes, it was.

“Past the doors was a cylindrical chamber some forty feet across. The walls were lined with shelves, and the shelves were laden with books. H was so entranced by the sight that he moved forward, unblinking, and was only snatched from the precipice at the last moment by two of the U’s.”

“Precipice?” Galen said.

“There was only a small lip inside the doors,” Jude explained, “otherwise the walls were ringed about with shelves, and no apparent system of ladders or scaffolds—which was bewildering, because the chamber had no ceiling, and no floor. Both directions were an endless flow of shelves and books which vanished into darkness.

“M, K, S, and Melvin took copper oil lamps from a compartment adjacent the doors, lit them, and stepped out over the abyss—then walked as if across solid ground and placed the lamps in depressions between the seams of the shelves. Even with the additional lighting, we still could not see any end to the library, in either direction.

“The other disciples stepped into the chamber and assumed posts at various altitudes, all with no visible means of support—they simply walked about as if the air were as firm as granite.”

“Or an inverted ceiling,” Galen said smugly.

Jude acknowledged the remark with a wink. “Zen magicians are well known in the Himalayas for their ability to generate their own internal heat. This can be handy in a blizzard, and impressive to witness—but sometimes, you don’t want to generate heat; you just want to reach a book on the top shelf.”

“I’m assuming you and the journalist were impressed,” said Michael, “and your Afghani pilot …”

Jude bowed his head, regretful of the memory. “Hammurabi was a good enough man, and a devoted Muslim, but nothing in his experience had prepared him for what bore all the earmarks of blasphemy. While we stood looking goggle-eyed at the library, he disappeared, and we never saw him again.”

“From your description, it seems they were not unaccustomed to visitors,” said Michael.

“They were not unaccustomed to the arrival of new teachers, and the occasional pilgrim,” said Jude. “When a new teacher arrived, the previous teacher would indoctrinate them into the disciplines of the group, and eventually, the U’s would transcribe the narration of the new story. Melvin would sculpt woodblocks into letterforms according to the patterns used by the teacher’s native tongue, to preserve the fidelity of the story, and G, R, and T would begin the laborious process of printing and binding the new tale into a book, which would then be shelved and catalogued.”

“If a new teacher only shows up every century or so,” said Michael, “then what constitutes their other labors?”

“Maintenance. Books do wear out, and the inspection process must be ongoing to insure that any book in danger of disintegrating is immediately re-transcribed and reprinted. Obviously, they will never be able to replace or restore all of the volumes, but there are worse ways to spend a few hundred years.”

“That explains how you came to read volumes which could not possibly have survived,” said Michael. “The Edda could be contemporary with Sturluson, because a thousand years is not an unreasonable amount of time for Tibetan paper to last, but the more ancient volumes would surely have crumbled if not maintained in the way you describe.”

“Precisely. The method also preserved languages long dead, as it was not a process of translation, but one of simple transference—making a duplicate, so to speak.”

“How long has this been going on?”

“I’m not sure. Even G, the Tibetan who was the oldest among them had no idea how old the library was—only that it had been maintained by disciples such as he for thousands of years. He spoke of an old disciple who was there when he first arrived nearly six hundred years before. The ancient Nepalese, called L, spoke of an expedition to the bowels of the library cavern which took almost a year. The circular horizon never diminished, but he did say that they discovered a section of books which described human settlements dating back more than 800,000 years. They brought one back—a breach of tradition—and kept it near the doorway as a symbol of the significance of their work.”

“What was the book about?” Michael asked. “A record of the ruling class, no doubt, or an accounting record of some kind.”

“Actually,” said Jude with a smile, “it was an assemblage of children’s stories—there was even a nursery rhyme.”

Michael shifted uncomfortably. “If the first order of business when a new teacher arrives is to record their story, then why wasn’t this done with H?”

“H was a fluke. Normally, a new teacher appears when one of the disciples has died, which is seldom—and the old teacher then becomes a disciple. This time, however, three ciphers had arrived unexpectedly, and none of the anchorites knew why. It had only happened once before, and that was in a time before A. The anchorites said that they could not record H’s story, because it hadn’t happened yet.”

“So you were allowed free access to the library, then?” Michael asked.

“We were allowed to examine the books we could reach from the doorway, when it was open, and under supervision,” said Jude. “Once we’d been exposed to the whole of the mystery, there was little point in trying to bar us from further studies—though I suspect my interests were tolerated because I was with a teacher-elect. Besides, as the library was one of the primary centers of the entire complex, and since they only traded with the outside once every several years, there was no real contest between spending time in that treasure trove and walking Kora around a mountain at twenty thousand feet.”

“I take it you hadn’t mastered the Zen Illusionist routine, yet,” said Michael, “else you’d have been zooming up and down the corridor on a regular basis.”

“Illusion is one thing—magic is another. There are practical reasons why anchorites need great quantities of time and isolation to do what they do.”

“There was no contact with the outside? None at all?” Galen asked.

“There were some instances of contact,” said Jude, “but they were few and far between—mostly because no pilgrim had ever set foot on the slopes of the holy mountain. The anchorites traded with certain of the local monks for barley and fish, and A occasionally performed a Kora or two, but other than that, we were completely isolated.”

“Back up,” said Michael, scowling. “You said the library was ‘one of’ the primary centers. What were the others?”

“There was only one more,” said Jude, “and I’ve already mentioned it. There were a number of passages which branched off of the main tunnels—there were four, incidentally, one under each shapje Buddha left around the mountain—rooms for sleeping, food storage, recreation …”

“Recreation?”

“Melvin was nuts for Ping-Pong. There were also many, many unexplored tunnels, but only two were of any import—the one which extended vertically which housed the library, and a circular tunnel which housed the bodies of the dead.”

“The dead teachers were interred inside the mountain?” Michael asked in surprise. “Is that actually a Buddhist practice?”

“No, but you forget that this group’s beliefs and practices originated long before Buddha existed—their adoption of the term ‘Zen’ simply put a name to things they were already doing. The chamber was a huge ring some ninety miles in circumference. This was what we saw through the open door on our arrival—the remains of teachers past.”

“So the precursors to the anchorites were Giants?”

Jude shrugged. “Who can say? We weren’t allowed to wander the chamber unescorted, and the others were disinclined to go there themselves. I can’t say I blame them—knowing where your mausoleum is different than taking a stroll through it after dinner.”

“How did you come to leave Meru?” Michael asked. “I don’t think I’d’ve been able to do it.”

“It wasn’t really a question of choice,” said Jude. “None of the disciples had died in the time we were there, and one scab would’ve been a strain on their routine, never mind two. It was decided that we would be allowed to leave, with the solemn promise never to reveal the location or even the existence of Meru.”

“Ah, aren’t you botching that up right now?” Michael asked.

“I would be,” said Jude, “if it hadn’t burned to ash the day we left, and there were any anchorites left alive with whom I could break my promise.”

“Oh, Christ,” breathed Michael. “What happened?”

“The unseen disciple, a former Celtic priestess whom the others called Z, protested at the thought that we were to be liberated. She believed that like the disciples, we should be expected to live our lives in service of Meru, which was too unorthodox for most of the others, particularly A, to swallow. As for us, I was not unhappy there, but had other work I wanted to proceed with which I could not pursue in the bowels of a mountain; and H—well, I think he mostly was interested in going for a cheeseburger and fries.”

“How did the fire start?”

“I can’t say for certain. All I know is that A and Z had some sort of an altercation, which ended in flames—the library doors, usually sealed, were standing open, and a stream of oil ran down the stacks and set the books alight. H was dashing to the fore of the conflagration, but there was nothing he could do. One of the U’s and H had already succumbed to the flames, and the smoke was rapidly filling the corridors. I ran—but before I did, I reached into the bookshelf closest to the doors, where the most recent volumes were kept, and grabbed blindly. What I emerged with was a burned arm, seared lungs, that manuscript, and my life.

“The corridor I exited opened at a shapje near a monastery on the western slopes of the mountain. There was no sign of H, or the anchorites, but the pilgrims and monks I could see were either prostrate or fleeing in terror—smoke was billowing from a hundred points along the mountain above them, and a man suddenly appears from beneath the footprint of the Buddha. It was a good enough sequence of omens for me to request—and be given—food, shelter, and transportation to New Delhi. I returned to England, then applied for several teaching positions. The one I accepted was here in Vienna. And that, as they say, is the end of my story—for the moment.”

 That was as much a statement of finality as it was possible to make. All three were silent for a moment, then Galen spoke up. “The rhyme,” he said, tilting his chin at Jude. “How did it go?”

“What?”

“The nursery rhyme—the one from the million-year-old book. How did it go?”

Jude’s eyes narrowed—was Galen playing him? No—the question wasn’t one of doubt or spite, the mathematician decided. Galen was putting it together; he was seeing a pattern in the chaos, and that was exactly what Jude had hoped for; exactly what was needed.

“The rhyme was written in a tongue several languages removed from even G’s experience—but comparisons with other volumes gave a close approximation of what it was intended to express. I can’t duplicate it visually, but I can give you a phonetic recollection. If I remember correctly, it went something like this:

“Tigall, tigall, efram shine.
Divine long neetings have Y mine,
Vora endess sky and Ys,
Endess, endess, whiten tis,
Tigall, tigall, efram shine,
Y divine long neetings mine.”

Michael shook his head. “It’s beyond me. Do you recognize the meter, Galen?”

He did—in the adjacent chair, the musician had turned white. “My God,” he said slowly. “My God—it is a nursery rhyme.”

“Which one?” Michael asked. “I’m afraid I’m not up to date on my nursery rhymes.”

Galen looked out the window into the darkness of the night and, voice shaking, began to recite:

“Twinkle, twinkle, little star,
How I wonder what you are,
Up above the world so high,
Like a diamond in the sky,
Twinkle, twinkle, little star,
Now I know just what you are.

“That’s the one,” said Jude.

“Oh, dear,” said Michael.

O  O  O

Michael set his glass of absinthe on the low table and slid off of his chair onto the floor, where he lay arms akimbo. “Frankly, I don’t know what to think,” he said helplessly. “I thought I was prepared for just about anything, but I’ve never heard a story like you’ve just foisted on us told with a straight face.”

“I concur,” said Galen, rubbing wearily at his temples, “and I don’t think the mere effort of listening to a story has ever drained me so completely.”

“I understand,” said Jude, “although I’d like to think the lateness of the hour and the quantities of alcohol consumed have something to do with your state of being.”

“Blast,” Michael exclaimed, looking upside down at a mantel clock. “It’s after three in the morning—and we haven’t even taken a thorough look at the manuscript.”

Galen responded with an equally aggravated epithet. “I have two meetings before noon, neither of which I am prepared for, but I am loathe to leave this … Book, without a solid declaration of intentions. What do you propose?” he asked, turning away from the pages and towards Jude, who seemed neither fatigued nor distressed by the lateness of the hour.

“Gentlemen,” he said, rising from the couch for the first time since they had entered the apartment, “I was fully aware that the processes of verification and translation were not going to be instantaneous. When I invited you to my show, my intention was to prepare you for the story I had to tell, and perhaps for events to come …” What those events might be, Michael thought, would be a good question for a day when his eyeballs were not preparing to fall from his head. 

“… And I am quite prepared to leave the Prime Edda with whichever one of you would be the most appropriate to have deal with it. After all, we are colleagues, are we not?”

Jude could see Galen trembling—he wanted to take hold of the document and infuse it into his bones, and his desire for it was barely controlled and more visible then he would have guessed. Galen was struggling between his need to possess, and his academic and logical understanding that overall, Professor Langbein was the better qualified. He was on the verge of speaking, his choice still unmade, when Michael ended Galen’s inner stalemate.

“Why don’t we just keep it in the secured section of the main Library?” he suggested. “That way, we would all have access to it whenever we can find the time.”

“Mmm,” said Galen, “I like the idea of mutually equitable access, but I must ask—haven’t there been security concerns with that very section recently?”

“That wasn’t my fault,” Michael insisted groggily. “I don’t even know what happened to the key, much less the strongbox, and no one is willing to let an untenured professor look at the security reports. You’re Administration,” he said, nodding to Galen, “can’t you look into it?”

“Of course,” Galen answered. “I had to ask. I’ll look into it tomorrow.”

“Excellent,” said Jude. “Shall we wrap up the pages again, then? I’m sure we’ll be meeting to examine it again soon, and we all have an early morning approaching.”

“Yeah,” said Michael, sitting up and reaching across the table. “I’ll just put the top sheet back on, and …”

Time stopped.

The next seconds stretched into infinity, as Jude, Galen, and Michael all witnessed events occurring over which they had no control, beginning with the infinitesimal brushing of Michael’s rolled-up sleeve against the half-filled glass of absinthe, which progressed to the tipping of said glass, followed by the green liquid’s newly airborne state, and ending with the ultimate conjoining of the alcohol with the single sheet of the manuscript which lay to the left of the stack.

With a shriek, Galen returned time to its normal flow. “Curse you, Langbein! What have you done? What have you done?”

“Oh, God, oh my God,” said Michael, his face ashen, “quick, Jude—pull the sheet away, we must …”

Jude stopped them, hand upraised. He was peering at the absinthe-stained portion of the document with an odd expression.

Michael sprang to the kitchen, then bounded back into the room bearing several dishcloths, which he proceeded to use to sop up the spilled drink. Jude, in the meantime, had taken the sheet—half of it covered in absinthe—and was holding it up to the lamp near the window, while Galen rewrapped and secured the rest of the manuscript on the writing desk near the door.

Michael was muttering to himself as he mopped the tabletop, a combination of self-directed fury and sleeplessness. “Prime Edda … Oldest Edda document ever found … I soak it in alcohol…. Idiot, idiot, idiot …”

Galen moved to Jude’s side and looked at him queerly—the mathematician was not attempting to dry off the parchment, but was instead holding it near the broad lampshade and was examining it closely.

“What is it, Jude? What are you looking at?”

Jude motioned him closer. “Tell me, musician—what do you see? Is it a new reality, or just the ghost of an illusion?”

Galen stepped forward and leaned in closely. Gently gripping the fragile sheet, he looked towards the space where Jude indicated … Something. “Mmm,” he said with his favorite ruminating rumble, “I see what you’re seeing, but I can’t quite make it out. Michael?”

“What? Is it going to be all right? We really ought to get it into a cleaning bath right away …”

“Never mind that. Come have a look at this.”

Dropping the rags to the table, Michael hurried over to where the two men stood, an odd look on both their faces. As one, Galen and Jude pointed to where the liquid had stained the parchment, then stepped back. Michael looked at it, then drew a deep breath, furrowed his brow, and looked closer. 

Taking the sheet from their hands, the historian strode from the room, then returned with a jewelers’ loupe fixed to his right eye. Turning on several more lamps, he laid the sheet down on the table and proceeded to scan the entire page an inch at a time.

After five minutes, Galen made as if to speak, but Jude’s light hand on his shoulder and a subtle shaking of the head indicated that they should let Langbein do his work—whatever they had seen, it had instantly and completely sobered the professor, and drawn from him an attention as fine as a laser.

Ten minutes passed, then fifteen. Jude and Galen both sat on the couch, not willing to leave, and equally unwilling to disturb Michael’s examination. At twenty minutes, Galen was again starting to say something when Michael sat up, muttering, looked around, found the bottle of absinthe, and poured the remainder of its contents on the parchment.

Galen’s fingers clenched, and he looked at Jude in shock. “Tell me I didn’t just see that. Tell me he didn’t just destroy an irreplaceable document.”

“He didn’t just destroy an irreplaceable document.”

“How do you know?”

Jude shrugged. “I don’t. You just asked me to tell you that.”

“I didn’t just destroy an irreplaceable document,” said Michael. “We’ve discovered something extraordinary. Absolutely extraordinary.”

“Look here,” Michael said excitedly as the others crowded alongside him, kneeling. “The absinthe acted as a washing agent itself—it didn’t destroy the block-printing, or damage the annotations, but it did render the sheet semitransparent.”

“So what is this we saw?” asked Galen. “The faint hatching across the sheets?”

“It’s a Palimpsest—which means that other texts have been written on the surface, then erased. Usually, we use a special solution to bring them up without damaging the paper, but in this case, the toxicity of the absinthe did the trick just fine.”

“Well, it’s lucky you aren’t a scotch man,” said Jude.

“But the writing,” Galen pressed. “What is it?”

“Runes—ancient runes; offhand, I’d guess probably several hundred years older than the Icelandic writing of the Eddaic runes which were printed on top. But that’s not the amazing part.”

He paused, perhaps more out of his own disbelief than for dramatic purposes.

“I’ll have to verify this at the University,” he said, his voice cracking. “But the first lines refer to its being something called the Book of Alberich. Do you understand what this could be? Not a poetic cycle, or a mythologized history. This could be an accounting, perhaps only once or twice removed, of the actual father of Hagen—the very instigator of everything in the Prose Edda, the Nibelunglied, and … Wagner’s Ring.”

He took a breath to continue, then stopped and stood, looking out the window.

“Michael?” said Jude, “what is it?”

Wordless, Michael carefully set the still dripping sheet of parchment between the leaves of a spare Pennyroyal Caxton Bible, then placed the huge book on the crowded shelves to the right of the couch. He then moved slowly around the couch where he snapped off the switch on the tall lamp and waved them both to the open windows, before nodding down at the street. “We have company.”

Filling the sidewalks in front of the building and spilling over into the street, several hundred men and women of all shape and size stood motionless; every few seconds, another joined their number at the edge of the throng. Most of the silent figures wore bandages of some sort across their foreheads, and even in the faint illumination of the street lamps, Michael could see on many of them the dark stains of blood which had seeped into the fabric. Standing there, the motion of breathing causing a gentle swaying in the crowd, they seemed spectral, as if a bloodied platoon of Yankee soldiers had been straggling for home and overshot by several thousand miles.

They were all, to the last man, staring at Michael’s windows.

“Do you suppose they’re fans of yours?” Michael asked wryly, looking at Jude.

“What makes you ask that?”

Michael dipped his head at the front of the group below. “Because the last time I saw that fellow, he had eighteen inches of iron sticking out of his forehead, and you were the one who had just put it there.”

It was the stout heckler from the nightclub, his head now bandaged in a fashion similar to the others. His expression was stony, and gave no indication that he recognized any of them from earlier in the evening.

Galen’s eyes narrowed. “Trepanning. Trepanning. That’s what you did to him in the club,” he said grasping Jude by the shoulder, an accusing note in his voice. “I recognize some of them—they’re students at the University. Were you responsible for the incidents earlier in the week? Was that your doing, Jude?”

Before he could answer, the midnight calm was split by a piercing howl. One of the ghostly throng had tipped back his head and had erupted in a sound which shook the windows of Michael’s apartment. Then, one by one, the others in the street added their voices to the primal outpouring, until it seemed as if the building itself was going to come down around the academics watching from the windows above.

An instant later, they realized that the building would not, in fact, come down.

Instead, the howling students with the holes in their heads were scaling the walls.

Both Michael and Galen turned to Jude for an explanation, only to find him already at the door, the Palimpsest firmly tucked under one arm. “Well?” he said with finality, “I think we’d best repair elsewhere, don’t you?”

Jude was at the end of the hall when Galen hit the door, just as the first of the still-howling students breached the windows. Michael was last out. He didn’t lock the door.


CHAPTER SEVEN
The Church of Phineas Gage

If any religion can be said to be integral to the day-to-day workings of Vienna, it would be a religion based on the consumption of coffee, and its temples, the coffeehouses. Granted, there are coffee-consuming cultures all over the world, and places where it is done in greater quantity—perhaps even places where it is more integral to the general harmony, like Seattle, or research stations in Antarctica—but the one thing Vienna held as its catechism was that if you’re going to drink coffee, you must do it in style.

The first aspect considered when opening a Vienna coffeehouse is atmosphere; it must look as if the facility has been in continuous operation since Napoleon’s occupation at the latest, and once the doors were opened, the owners would never admit to the contrary. The preferred decor is Comfortable Decrepitude; the preferred clientele, literate. In the Viennese coffeehouse culture of the 19th-century, the writers, artists, and poets of Vienna, and sometimes of Europe, hung out in coffee shops when they got tired of the poorly-heated apartments—which was probably the same reason Kafka came to the city from Prague—and wrote, painted, and poeticized themselves into the wee hours of the night. Trotsky and Lenin played chess in coffeehouses, and Freud—well, he was playing a different game altogether.

On Tuesday morning, sitting at the Cafe Central, Michael and Galen were not writing, drawing, composing poetry, lamenting failed revolutions, or looking lewdly at other peoples’ cigars, but were instead spotting one another in a marathon to consume as much caffeine as was humanly possible before their heads exploded.

Galen sat slumped in his seat, occasionally glowering at Michael, who was making every effort to maintain a cheerful facade, even though his face felt like it was carved from granite. They had been sitting at the cafe for almost an hour and were beginning their fifth pot of coffee before one of them spoke.

“What was that … poison, you served us last night, Langbein?” Galen rasped. “I feel like I was hit by a train.”

“Absinthe,” said Michael wearily. “It’s a very intellectual drink.”

Galen responded with a venomous look which suggested to Michael that cheerful would not be the currency of the day. Michael had hoped for a better beginning to the morning—after the events of the evening before, and the John Woo movie they endured for the rest of the night, which for them had only ended a few hours earlier, a nice breakfast would’ve been a good sign that God did not indeed hate him. As it was, he couldn’t be certain just exactly how God felt about him, as opposed to Galen, whom Michael was sure was now ranking him somewhere between tax attorneys and child molesters.

As if to echo Michel’s thoughts, Galen cleared his throat. “What time is it, Langbein? You didn’t lose your watch, too, did you?”

“Ah, no,” said Michael placidly, pulling his watch from his pocket. “It’s ten-thirty two.”

“Holy Hades,” said Galen. “Where the devil is Jude?”

“Hey,” said Michael as he replaced the watch. “I’ve still got the toothpaste in my pocket. At least the night wasn’t a total waste.”

“Oh, shut up,” said Galen.

O  O  O

Getting out of the building Michael’s apartment was in was not a problem. Getting to a street where they would not be hemmed in by their pursuers was.

Slipping out the back entrance, Jude hit the ground first, followed closely by Galen, and then Michael, who quickly outstripped the others. His long legs taking huge strides, he pointed them to Grillparzerstrasse, which ran just south of the University and towards the Rathauspark.

Jude, breathing heavily but running with a smooth, effortless gait, drew alongside Michael. “What are you thinking?”

“The park,” Michael puffed back. “There are a lot of trees and shrubs scattered throughout the lawns. We might be able to hide there.”

The sky was black—no moon, and an overcast sky offered a degree of additional cover. Not pausing, Jude nodded and waved to Galen, several paces behind.

The park was divided by a wide square, making the sections fairly symmetrical. “Which section?” Jude asked, “Parliament, or University?”

“Parliament.”

Moving swiftly, the three fugitive scholars ran down the avenue and into the park, where they paused momentarily to reassess their situation. In the darkness behind them, they could hear the sounds of their pursuers: two hundred students with holes in their heads and a sudden penchant for howling and climbing buildings. Around them was the early Viennese morning, which was oddly subdued and quiet, even for four o’clock in the morning. And ahead of them they hoped to find some sort of refuge—though none of them was certain where their flight was ultimately leading.

Michael looked around at the shrubbery, and his heart sank. The lighting within the park was substantial enough that it would be unlikely they could avoid detection for any period of time—especially given the numbers of their pursuers. 

In the near distance, they could see the howling group split, many of them heading towards the Ringstrasse—which meant that they were not in imminent peril, but were also cut off from any possible refuge or aid they might have found at the University.

“Michael?” Jude whispered questioningly. 

“This way,” he said, breaking into a run.

“God in Heaven,” Galen puffed, having only just caught up.

Michael headed east, past the Burgtheater and into the burgeoning rose gardens of the Volkesgarten. Behind them, they could hear the sound of howling as the throng tracking them entered the Rathauspark.

“Where the devil are you leading us, Langbein?” Galen rasped.

“Across here,” Michael said, pointing to the plaza ahead. “I have an idea.”

Still running easily enough that the others appeared to be caught up in his wake, Michael recalled a cautionary tale an old Belgian had once told him: it takes both a carrot and a stick to move a mule with any haste, and you must use them both, because neither you nor the mule will ever know which one is making it move.

He looked back at the young mathematician who was keeping pace with little effort, and the musician, who was straining not to fall behind, and wondered just what it was that made them run. Was it for the carrot—the enigmatic manuscript which Jude clutched tightly under his arm? Or was it the metaphoric stick which was roaring down the street behind them promising all kinds of harm to life and limb?

Pushing past the rosebushes, the trio moved directly to Michael’s destination—the Hofburg complex, the former Imperial Palace of the Habsburgs. Galen shot a curious glance at Jude, who shrugged and kept his speed. They continued running past the soaring baroque buildings until they reached the entrance to the Nationalbibliothek—the National Library—where Michael fumbled around in his pockets for his keys.

Wheezing, Galen leaned against the archway next to the door and looked on in astonishment. “You have a key to the National Library? How on earth did you manage that?”

Michael grinned. “I have my sources,” he said, releasing the lock and opening the doors with a flourish.

Together they bolted through and closed the doors, and just in time—seconds later several dozen trepanned students swarmed through the plaza. “Let’s move deeper while we can,” said Jude.

Walking through the darkened rooms, Michael led them to the Augustine reading room and turned on a table lamp.

“Well,” said Jude. “If you meant to impress me, I’d say you succeeded.”

The Augustine reading room was opened in 1906, and the plan behind it was simple—to design and construct a reading room whose atmosphere could hold its own against the holdings of the library; and as the library contained imperial and scholarly collections from as early as 1368, including Egyptian papyrus, the famed Wenceslas’ Bible, and Maria of Burgundy’s personal Book of Hours, it was no small challenge.

The Viennese, however, like a challenge, and the result was the single most wonkingly baroque reading room in all of Europe. All dark woods and flamboyant design, the scrollwork had scrollwork; the curves had curves; and the symmetries were infinite. It was quite possibly the only room in Austria where an illuminated manuscript from a Gutenberg Bible would look bland and colorless.

Michael beamed at the looks on his companions’ faces. “I like to come in here and unwind,” he said smugly, “and now we’ve arrived, I suddenly can’t think of a more appropriate place to have the Edda.”

“You’re very right,” said Jude, handing him the parcel. “This is a very apropos place—if we weren’t fleeing for our lives, that is.”

“We ought to be all right for a little while,” said Michael as he sat the manuscript on one of the broad tables. “At least while we decide what to do.”

Galen sagged into a chair and glared at Jude. “What was that about, Jude? That man in the street was the same man you … impaled, at your performance—now, suddenly, he’s howling like a banshee and a hundred students have joined him in the apparent quest to rend us limb from limb. Is there anything you’d like to tell us?”

“Sure,” said Jude. “Guilty as charged.”

Galen looked at Michael who looked back at Galen, and then both of them looked at Jude, who was examining an engraved wooden plaque which was set on another engraved wooden plaque. He felt their boggled stares and turned his head, eyebrows arched in surprise. “What? You’ve never done research outside your field?”

“Research?” Galen sputtered. “You drilled holes into students heads! Is that even legal?”

“Yes,” said Jude, “if I have consent, which they freely gave.”

“Enter freely, and of your own will,” Michael quoted wryly.

“What, you think I’m some sort of reverse vampire?” Jude asked, irritated. “It was legitimate research. I …”

Before he could continue, the lights snapped out. From down the long hall, they could hear a pounding at the doors, and a moment later, a howl split the silence of the library.

“I think our break is over, gentlemen,” said Jude. “Michael?”

“Follow me,” Michael said. “I think we can get out this way.”

Feeling their way in the dark, the three moved quickly as a splintering sound announced the students’ entry into the complex. Finding an exit, Michael scanned the area for intruders, but finding it clear led the others out of the library and into the smaller cluster of buildings around the Burggarten.

“What do you think?” he whispered. “I don’t know which way to go.”

“In here,” said Jude, forcing a lock on a building surrounded by arching glass frames, “and quickly—I hear them coming.”

Ignoring the minor vandalism, Galen and Michael stepped past Jude and into a large room filled with flora. There was a faint glow from the lights in the gardens around them coming through the glass, and there was an odd humming sound, like the subtle noises of a fluorescent lamp.

“Where are we?” Galen asked.

“Here,” said Michael, feeling around on the walls, “maybe this will help.” 

He flipped the switch, and a dozen globes blazed to life. Just as suddenly, the humming became a cacophony of wings as a thousand butterflies greeted the sudden electric dawn with a whirlwind of flight.

They were in the famous Butterfly house of the Kaiser’s former private garden, and the sudden change from blackness to light and exploding color was staggering. Whorls of fluttering creatures no bigger than Michael’s thumb streamed past his face, and a massive moth lit on Jude’s head. A grouping of monarchs was threatening to envelop Galen, and all around them the plants were moving with a borrowed life of humming insects. It was an extraordinary sight.

“Beautiful, isn’t it?” Michael said, holding up his finger for a Costa Rican green. “Have you ever seen the like?”

“Yes, yes it is beautiful,” said Jude, not impatiently, “but I’d really rather that you hadn’t turned on the lights.”

In response, the lights suddenly cut out, and the butterflies’ vibrations fell to a hush. Michael bit his lip, thinking—was it darker that it had been when they entered?

“Cursed, cursed luck,” said Galen. “Look up.”

Where the soft glow of the garden lamps had come through the windows, there was a writhing blackness, cutting off the light.

The student mob had scaled the walls and was covering the building. They were surrounded.

O  O  O

 “Where are you going?” Galen said in disbelief. “Are you insane?”

Jude had moved to a maintenance bay at the rear of the building and had begun scaling a ladder. He was heading for a trapdoor which led to the roof.

“No,” Jude replied without turning. “I don’t think I am insane—but I do think we’ll have a better chance of escaping if we’re not surrounded on all sides.”

Michael and Galen looked at each other and realized the young man may have a valid point—better to fight in open air than in a pressure cooker. Together, they made a dash for the ladder just as three burly students broke through the door and the sounds of a struggle echoed from above.

When they pulled themselves onto the roof, they found Jude already climbing down the far side, and nearly two dozen unconscious men and women scattered between them.

“What in Hades…?” Galen said.

“You don’t think all I learned in Tibet was how to print books, do you?” Jude asked as he disappeared below the roofline.

“Well, I’ll be damned,” said Michael.

O  O  O

There were more scuffles with the howlers between the Burggarten and the Ringstrasse, but Jude handily dispatched them with a minimum of fuss.

“Gosh,” said Michael, running hard, “I hope I never tick him off.”

“Same here,” said Galen.

“Here, quickly!” said Jude, waving. It was one of the late running Night Buses just ahead, making its last circuit north to Kartnerstrasse. With a burst of speed, Michael dashed forward and caught the bus just as it was pulling into the street. Stopping, the driver waited until Jude, and finally Galen could catch up and climb aboard.

“Good call,” Galen wheezed. “How did you get him to wait, Langbein?”

“I told him you were the Rector of the University,” said Michael with a broad smile. “Sometimes it helps to have influential friends.”

Galen looked at Michael in surprise, then at Jude, who was staring absently out the window. Was the mistake intentional? Had Jude said something about the address on his invitation, or was it just an exaggeration to nudge the driver?

He decided that was it—there was no way for Michael to know of his plans, and, he admitted with an inward smile, Rector did sound more impressive than Vice-Rector.

Michael touched him on the shoulder. “Hey—are you okay?”

“He may be having trouble breathing,” Jude said neutrally, and Galen suddenly realized he’d absentmindedly been fingering the scar on his throat. 

Dropping his hand, he shook his head. “No—I’ll be fine. It’s not the run. It’s more the absinthe.”

“Yeah,” said Michael rubbing his temples. “If I’d have had any idea we’d be jogging across the city, I’d have stuck to the creme soda.”

Galen turned to Jude, his arms crossed authoritatively. “I think we’ve evaded our pursuers—we have a few minutes, and I want to know exactly what has happened here, or I’m going to summon the authorities as soon as the bus stops.”

Completely untroubled by the request, Jude relaxed in the seat across from the academics and crossed his legs. “What would you like to know?”

“The trepanning,” said Galen. “Start there.”

“Yeah,” said Michael, hoping his bulk made him as imposing as the image Galen seemed to project so easily. “Start there.”

“Fine,” said Jude. “Have either of you ever heard of a man named Phineas Gage?”

Blank looks from both men. They didn’t know the name.

“One morning in September, in the year 1843, Gage, who was a construction foreman for a railroad, was preparing a powder charge to blast away bedrock when it accidentally exploded, sending a three-and-a-half foot iron tamping bar straight through the front of his skull.

“Rather than be instantly killed, as a couple of thousand years of Barbarian research has demonstrated is the usual result of driving a steel implement through one’s skull, Gage survived, and lived for more than a decade longer. But, he was not the man he was—his personality had been irrevocably changed.

“Prior to the accident, he had been a respected, trusted, friendly, and capable man; afterwards, he became crass, antisocial, mean-tempered, filthy, and a terrible liar.”

“Not to question the comparison,” said Michael, “but if I’d had an accident like that, I rather think I’d be a little out of sorts myself.”

“Out of sorts was to be expected,” Jude replied, “but in Gage’s case, it seemed to be a complete severing of the parts of his brain which controlled morals and ethics.”

“I’m starting to grow familiar with conditions of that sort,” Galen said harshly. “What does that have to do with trepanning?”

“Well, trepanning is just a more precise form of what happened to Gage,” Jude explained. “Generally, trepanning stops before the brain is penetrated, but I’ve always thought that’s a little flaky, and not as effective as actually entering a lobe.”

“Where did you learn the practice?” Michael asked. “At Meru?”

“Yes—the U’s were particularly adept at it. Melvin let them practice on him all the time.”

“And your point in doing this to a group of your own students?” Galen fumed. “Were you trying to turn them into bad-tempered liars?”

Ignoring the barbed remark, Jude continued. “There was another aspect to Gage’s transformation that was largely unknown. About three years after the accident, Gage disappeared for several days. He was found about six miles outside of Moab, Utah, where he had been digging a great pit. When he was eventually questioned several weeks later, he claimed that he was digging to China.”

“Why did it take several weeks to question him?” Michael asked.

“Because,” said Jude, “when he was found, he was speaking a language no one understood, and it took the good fortune of encountering a passing Hopi Indian to even begin a translation.”

“He was speaking Hopi?”

“No—he was speaking Anasazi,” said Jude. “A language no longer spoken because the last peoples who spoke it disappeared more than six hundred years ago.”

“Anasazi?” Galen asked, confused. “I’m afraid I don’t know the tribe.”

“No surprise there,” said Jude. “Don’t take offense,” he added quickly as a scowl crossed Galen’s features. “Not many would know of them. ‘Anasazi’ is actually a Navajo word meaning ‘Ancient Ones’. They supposedly came into their own as a culture around 6000 B.C., and were pretty stable as far as Indian cultures go. They fished, farmed, invented canal systems, painted pictures on rocks, and built fairly civilized settlements. Then, around 1300 A.D., they disappeared. Just vanished off the face of the earth.”

“No wonder you’re interested,” said Galen. “You seem to have some experience with vanishing.”

“Some,” Jude admitted.

“What does this have to do with trepanning?” Michael pressed.

“It’s just a theory, mostly,” said Jude, “but the effects deep trepanning had on Melvin was to facilitate his ability to mimic letterforms of various rare languages—all of which he retained.”

“Okay,” said Michael, looking to the front of the bus as it pulled alongside the stop at St. Stephen’s Cathedral, “but that could just as easily be explained as his having an exceptional visual memory.”

“Perhaps,” said Jude, rising to exit the bus, “but then that wouldn’t explain how Melvin managed to acquire a facility for certain letterforms before he ever saw a manuscript in the language.”

O  O  O

 “So,” Michael began as they crossed the avenue to the cathedral, “you were trying to bring out of the students a subconscious facility for language?”

“Something like that,” Jude said, nodding. “Based on Gage, someone who had never learned anything other than English, I concluded that the ability had to be genetic—something akin to racial memory. I also concluded that Melvin’s abilities and Gage’s sudden aptitude for Anasazi were connected by the sole commonality of having had a hole drilled into their heads. So, the next step was to try it out myself. Fortunately,” he finished, grinning, “there are very few things a college student will not do for money.”

“And the man at Obscuro’s show?” Galen said. “What about him?”

“Oh, Bertram? He works for me,” said Jude, grinning broadly at the looks on their faces. “What surprises you? Every good magician worth his hat has a plant in the audience, in the event he gets a tough room. It’s all part of the show, really.”

Michael dropped back as they neared the cathedral and nudged Galen. “Geez,” Michael whispered, “I really, really hope he offers his employees medical coverage.”

“Dental covers it,” Jude said over his shoulder. “It’s really just a matter of how deep you drill.”

O  O  O

Vienna’s most famous landmark, St. Stephen’s Cathedral, was begun in Romanesque style in 1147 and reconstructed in Gothic style between 1304 and 1450. The church’s southern tower is 450 feet high and dominates the city’s skyline; the more ambitious northern tower, however, was never completed, but was topped off with a dome when a builder working on the tower fell to his death. The prevailing (and more romantic) rumor was that the builder, a young man by the name of Hans, made a pact with the Devil. The arrangement was that if Hans could build the tower on his own within a single year, he would win the hand of his master’s daughter in marriage, and when the task grew difficult and he despaired of prevailing, a stranger offered to help him finish on the condition that he never utter a holy name for the rest of the year. Hans agreed, and things progressed well until the lady who inspired the deal visited the site. Hans called her by name—Maria—which, as the name of the Mother of God, violated his pact. The scaffolding fell, and Hans was killed. The tower stayed as it was, unfinished.

The lesser-known rumor involved the whereabouts of Hans’ master on the day in question, a hammer, and three pins from the scaffold—but it was never verified as fact.

As Michael, Jude, and Galen walked around the cathedral, Michael began to feel as if he were on that scaffolding, and worse, that he himself had pulled the pins. He shook it off and tuned in to Galen and Jude’s conversation.

“What good is it to stop here?” Galen was saying. “Shouldn’t we be going to the police?”

“I thought we could double back to Langbein’s, or perhaps to the University. And as to the police—think about it,” said Jude. “Other than making lots of noise, and illegal entry of Professor Langbein’s residence, they haven’t actually done anything.”

“But, won’t the fact they’ve all had holes drilled in their heads at least cause some suspicion?”

“Why? You tried to suspend them last week, and that got put down in a hurry—and besides, I’m the one who started the whole thing, so we’re not likely to get any sympathy.”

As if to punctuate the statement, a loud howling erupted into the air—and it was coming from the street behind them.

Tires squealing, another of the Nightline busses pulled up to the curb they had just left, and sixty students dropped off of the roof and poured out of the doors. Spotting their elusive prey, the howling began anew and they began crossing the street at great speed.

“Shoot,” said Michael. “I forgot all of the students have passes.” He jumped off of the steps, grabbing at Jude and Galen, who seemed on the verge of collapse. “Come on —here we go again.”

O  O  O

One thing can be said for the Viennese propensity for adding statuary to their public squares—it provides many opportunities for fugitives to pause and catch their collective breath.

“Hey, you know Mozart is buried here?” Michael whispered from behind a statue of Mozart.

“Be quiet!” Galen hissed from behind his own statue. “Do you want them to find us?”

“Sorry. I just thought you’d be interested.”

“He wasn’t buried here—you’re thinking of the cemetery of St. Marx,” whispered Jude. He was smaller than the others, so he was hiding behind a public water fountain.

“Oh—thanks.”

“Shut up!”

Four minutes passed, then five, then six, before the sounds of their seemingly relentless pursuers died away. One by one, the trio stood, stretching cramped and overworked muscles. Michael checked his watch—it was nearing 6 A.M., and the faint cracks of dawn were beginning to show through the cloud cover above and on the horizon. The Michaelerplatz where they had taken refuge was near the northern end of the Hofburg—they had come nearly full circle.

“One thing I still don’t understand,” said Galen. “Why are we being pursued? If they consented to the procedure, then why have they suddenly become this … Pack of animals? And if that big fellow works for you, then why is he chasing us, fangs bared?”

“I’ve been wondering that myself,” said Jude absently, “and the only explanation I’ve been able to come to is that something new has entered the air, so to speak. When U trepanned Melvin, he could instantly assimilate the language of a new book which had not even made it off of Kailas and into Meru. I think the same thing may be happening here.”

Michael and Galen looked at each other as the spark of an idea fanned into a mutual flame. “The Palimpsest.”

“That’s my thinking, too,” said Jude. “Where is the document, anyway?”

Michael’s first reaction to this was to check his pockets—always a good response when someone asks you where something is, since pockets are a good place to keep things. His next reaction was to chide himself for checking his pockets, since the manuscript was far too large to fit into a pocket. His third reaction came at the same instant Jude and Galen were feeling their first reaction morph from shock into dread, which coincidentally, was the same thing Michael felt just before he blacked out.

The manuscript, the Prime Edda, the palimpsest, was gone.

O  O  O

 “Hit him again. Or better yet, let me do it.”

Michael came to as Jude was holding him by the shoulders and tapping him on the cheek. Behind them, Galen was pacing back and forth, fuming.

“I can’t believe it,” the musician spat. “First he spills alcohol all over a priceless …”—he paused to emphasize the word—“… priceless document, an invaluable …” —another pause—“… invaluable manuscript, and he loses it. What were you thinking, Langbein? What could you possibly have been thinking?”

“I was thinking the same thing you were, Galen,” Michael retorted. “We were in a bit of a hurry, remember?”

“Do you have any idea at all where you may have lost it?”

“Ah, no, not really,” said Michael. Stupid, stupid, stupid.

“Okay,” said Jude, assuming control of the situation, “here’s what I think we should do. Whether they’re chasing me out of misplaced anger, or they’re after the book because they’re channeling Norse Gods, any interest they had in you two should be gone if I leave.”

Michael nearly choked—that would be a fine finish to the night. If Jude vanished, then they’d have no evidence that the events of the past several hours had ever happened, never mind that the greatest literary discovery of his career had literally slipped from his grasp.

“I’m not going to vanish,” said Jude. “I’m going to disappear—and I can do that better without the two of you. I think you should take a seat at a coffeehouse and try to regain your strength, while I see what I can do about locating the manuscript. Whatever the result, I promise I’ll return for you before noon. Agreed?”

With a final livid glare at Michael, Galen nodded his assent. He was too tired to make a protest, even if he had a better plan, which he didn’t.

Michael wanted to go looking for the book himself, an act of contrition and redemption, but the night had taken its toll on him as well, and he acquiesced.

Cafe Central was minutes away under the soft orange sky; minutes after that, Galen and Michael were seated and starting their first pot of coffee, and Jude was gone.

O  O  O

At twenty of twelve, after three hours of bleary-eyed glowering and mute silence from Galen, Michael decided to extend an olive branch. “So, uh, got any plans for the day?”

Galen looked up from his umpteenth cup of coffee with a resigned expression. Sighing, he put the cup on the table and leaned in towards the historian. “Actually, I did have plans. I had a meeting at ten, and another at ten forty-five.”

“Uh, were they about anything interesting?”

The laser beams from Galen’s eyes sliced the olive branch into shards, then set them on fire. “Yes, they were. The first one was a meeting with the Senate and the Rector, during which, among other things, I intended to make an argument in favor of retaining you in your position. The second one was a meeting with the Administrative Director regarding the budgets for the summer schedule, which included, among other things, the funding for your department. Any other questions?”

Michael shook his head vigorously. “No, I think I’m just about done for, thanks.”

O  O  O

At five minutes of twelve, Jude walked through the door of Cafe Central. “Greetings and salivations, gentlemen.”

He looked pressed, freshly scrubbed, and not a bit worn, in direct contrast to the two professors, who looked as if they’d been purchasing repeated beatings instead of coffee. He also was carrying a newspaper, but nothing else which even remotely resembled a manuscript.

“Oh, dear,” said Michael. “I’m sorry, Galen.”

Galen shrugged. “Forget it. I’m beginning to think it was all just a bad dream, anyway.” He rubbed his head, groaning, then waved at Jude. “Go away. Go away, little drink-specter. Go haunt someone else with your tall tales, and your lost books, and your magic monks. I am through with this business.”

Jude sat and waved at a waiter. “Whatever you say,” he said with that broad smile of his. “At least you’ll still have your academic career to fall back on,” he finished, throwing the paper to the table.

Galen was preparing to leave when his eyes fell on the headline. His brow furrowed, and he sat, scanning the text then the headline again before looking up at Jude. The wan look in his eyes had suddenly been replaced by an anxious gleam.

“Is this true?” he demanded of Jude. “Is Vohlmann dead?”

“‘All the news that’s fit to print’, and all that. Yes, I expect it is,” said Jude. “Two down and two to go, eh Galen?”

The musician, who was a professor, who suddenly remembered he was a Vice-Rector at the University of Vienna, was no longer listening. He grabbed up his cape, spun on his heel, and vanished out the door.

“Sacher torte, Professor Langbein?” Jude asked as the waiter delivered a steaming platter of the rich pastry to the table. “It’s the best in Vienna.”

“What was that all about?” Michael asked. “Who is Vohlmann?”

“You really do stay in your own little world, don’t you professor?” Jude said. “Vohlmann was the octogenarian Vice-Rector at the University. Heart attack, apparently.”

“Wow,” said Michael. “That means there are only two Vice-Rectors active, what with the other one going bonkers and all.”

“Indeed,” said Jude, sipping at his coffee, “and one of those is a pencil-pusher without a pencil. Galen’s plate just became much bigger.”

“You know,” Michael said thoughtfully, “the new administrative term starts next year—wouldn’t that be something if Galen became Rector? I bet he could make all sorts of things happen if he were in a position like that.”

“Yes,” said Jude. “That would be something.”

“Say,” said Michael, “about the manuscript …”

Jude raised his hands in a plaintive gesture. “We must trust the universe, Michael. The manuscript is not lost—we just don’t have it in front of us.”

“Uh-huh,” Michael groaned. “That’s going to make my departmental feasibility study a lot more complicated than I’d hoped. I don’t suppose you have any more of those Tibetan books secreted away somewhere, do you?”

“Sure,” said Jude. “Hundreds. Thousands, even. What’s your preference?”

“Never mind,” said Michael. “I should’ve known that it was a once in a lifetime lightning-in-a-bottle find. I hope you can forgive me for losing it.”

“Mistakes happen. But I don’t think we’ve seen the last of the Prime Edda.”

He jumped up, leaving some cash on the table. “I have to go. Lectures, you know. But Michael,” he said before he walked out with his leftover Sacher torte, “if you need me, for any reason, please come to me at the University, or here.”

Jude placed a small plum-colored card on the table. “Remember, Michael—everything you need is around you. You just have to know how to see it.”

“I’ll remember that. Shake?”

“Certainly.”

They shook hands, and then, for the second time that morning, Jude was gone.

Michael rubbed his eyes, drained his cup, and stood to leave—then remembered the notecard. He picked it up and glanced at it before putting it in his pocket. Then, with a start, he whipped it out again and stared at the writing on it, disbelieving.

The address written on the paper in Michael’s hand was one he was already familiar with. He knew it, because he had been there before—as a matter of fact, he had spent almost every night there for the better part of two decades.

The house Jude lived in was the villa Michael had owned with Elena, the house where, not a year past, she had died.

Walking out of the cafe, Michael was approached by a beggar who asked him for change. He gave him the toothpaste and went home.


CHAPTER EIGHT
The Palimpsest

A full week passed, and the events of the Monday-to-end-all-Mondays passed into the ether. Michael never saw Jude or Galen at the University—the circles they ran in, it seemed, were simply too diverse. Twice, though, Michael woke from a troubled sleep, convinced he had been holding the missing manuscript in his hands—and he had taken an extreme dislike to absinthe.

Of the students who had become so threatening and feral, there was no sign—simply a few holes in the seating arrangement. All in all, it was as normal a week as anyone could reasonably expect. Then, on Wednesday, as he was packing his briefcase to go to the University, someone slipped a plum-colored notecard under his door.

“Oh no,” said Michael. “Here we go again.”

O  O  O

 “You asked us to come,” said Galen, pacing back and forth in front of the expanse of windows that Michael had replaced, Elena had painted, and Jude now owned, “and we have come. But do not test my patience … Jude.”

Poor Galen, thought Michael. It’s so much harder to exert one’s authority over someone who doesn’t have a last name.

Sitting comfortably in an overstuffed chair that Michael and Elena had bought in Stuttgart, Jude made calming motions with his hands. “I understand your frustrations, Professor Gunnar-Galen,” he said, deliberately not stressing his formal means of address, knowing that Galen would notice the deliberate non-stressing, “but I think that in a very few minutes, you will find the trip has been well worth your time.”

“I’m not so sure,” said Galen. “I’ve had time to think about what you’ve told me, and I’m not certain you’re as valuable an asset to the University as you might think.”

“And why is that?”

“Why do you think?” Galen retorted. “You drilled holes in students skulls, for God’s sake—that alone should get you an administrative review. And that absurd story you told us …” He shook his head. “It must have been the alcohol. There’s no other way to explain why I gave your story as much credibility as I did.”

“There was the manuscript,” Jude said blithely. “Did you believe in that?”

Galen shot a sideways glance at Michael. “I … wanted to. But there’s little point in worrying about it now, isn’t there? It’s gone.”

“Tch,” Jude clucked. “I thought I’d made myself clearer than that. Nothing is ever truly lost—only our interpretation of reality changes.”

“Well, the interpretation I’d like to have right now is that that cursed book is here in front of me,” said Galen.

“I’m impressed,” said Jude. “That was very close. Actually, it’s in the kitchen.”

Galen looked to Michael, who had already begun to move towards the kitchen where he and Elena put the oversized hutch to cover the lousy wallpaper, but before he reached it, the door swung open and clattered against the wall. 

Ah, me, thought Michael—Elena always said that I should put a doorstop there.

In front of him, standing in the doorway like two of the Shadow’s seedier accomplices, stood the bearded twin countenances of Rutland and Burlington. The first thing Michael noticed was that the swarthy twins were sporting matching and quite uncommon grins. The second thing he noticed was that they were holding between the two of them a shallow box, and in the box …

… was the Palimpsest.

“See?” said Jude.

“Thank God,” said Galen.

“Well, I’ll be damned,” said Michael. “Excuse my French.”

O  O  O

Michael, Jude, and Galen examined the manuscript at the Vice-Rector’s sterile, serene office at the University. The room was wide, and had a nice view of one of the courtyards, but it was sparsely furnished. There were several bookshelves neatly piled with musical tomes and treatises; a piano rested in one corner; and on the sleek black oriental desk, a bust of Wagner.

Jude carefully unwrapped the parcel they secreted down from his home in the Wienerwald, and the three men stood to catalogue the damage.

Several pages were completely missing; a few even looked as if they’d been chewed on—which Michael suspected might correlate with any recent cases of arsenic poisoning around the University—but the manuscript was generally intact and undamaged.

“Excellent,” said Galen. “You can begin working on the translations right away.”

“Ah, it may not be that easy. I’ve got some … procedural problems to work through, first.”

Galen knew what Michael was speaking of—the notification of departments which were scheduled to be cut had been issued that morning, and the Department of Ancient Literature and Historical Studies was at the top of the list.

“What do you need, Langbein? What do you need to translate this manuscript?”

Michael chewed on his thumb while he ran through some estimates in his head. Finally, he looked down at the document, then at Galen. “It’s actually three translations—the Sturluson, the Wagner, and whatever the Palimpsest consists of. Four months—possibly six. I may also need a place to work—and given the delicate nature of the Palimpsest, I’m certain to need a good laboratory.”

Galen thought that over. It was much longer than he’d hoped for, but then this was Michael’s specialization, not his. However, if Michael could do it within five months, then the timing would be perfect for an announcement of the discovery at Bayreuth—and that, if nothing else, should secure Galen’s appointment to the office of Rector, while simultaneously linking his name irrevocably to the Wagner Festival. And the only price would be funding Michael’s department through the summer term. It was a small enough price to pay.

Galen stood and offered his hand to Michael. “Professor Langbein, you will have your funding—on the conditions that you complete your work within five months, and that from this point on, the translation of the Edda is your department’s sole concern. Are we agreed?”

Michael hesitated, then took Galen’s hand and shook it once, then again. “I … I don’t know what to say. But, do you have the authority to clear all of this?”

“Not yet,” said Galen, “but I will.”

O  O  O

Thursday morning, two-hundred and eighteen assorted students, shopkeepers, and the odd hangers-on declared themselves to be a new race of hyper-developed humans, signified by the holes in their skulls and a propensity for running in packs. They called themselves the Gage, and they installed themselves more or less permanently at Rutland and Burlington’s, where two former department heads and a former professor of the University were staging an ongoing show involving the channeling of Atlantean Mages and old Marx Brothers routines. Sales figures for snack cakes, toothpaste, and spiked creme soda rose significantly in the weeks that followed.

O  O  O

Friday morning, following the memorial services for Vohlmann, the Vice-Rector who had died the week previous, nothing happened.

O  O  O

Saturday morning, an emergency session of the Senate was convened, and one of the remaining Vice-Rectors proposed the continued funding of the Department of Ancient Literature and Historical Studies for a period of six months, hinting that the Department head was beginning a project which would result in a great deal of prestige for the University. On the argument that it was fiscally safer to fund a single project for six months rather than continue to allow Langbein to operate as a loose cannon for the two months it would take to dismiss him, the proposal was overwhelmingly approved.

O  O  O

Sunday morning, Michael moved into his offices at the University and got to work. He disconnected the phone, put locks on the doors, and created a secret knock which he revealed only to his three assistants and the pizza delivery guy. It was going to be a long summer.

O  O  O

Thirteen Mondays later, Michael plugged the phone back in and called Galen, who was furious.

“Where in Hades’ flames have you been?”

“Where do you think? I’ve been working. Grab a bottle of champagne and meet me at Jude’s. The translations are finished.” 

O  O  O

 “It seems I chose wisely,” said Jude, toasting Michael and Galen in the front room of his villa. “It’s quite an accomplishment, Professor Langbein.”

“Thanks,” Michael said, settling into a chair near the windows.

Galen remained standing, and Jude took his usual spot in the large chair facing Michael. Between them on a low-slung table was the manuscript, and a six-inch stack of notes—Michael’s translations.

“Can we get on with this?” Galen grumbled. “I’ve been waiting a long time for this, and I’ve put myself on the line to let you do it. I want to know if it’s been worth the time and trouble.”

Michael smiled as he set down his champagne and reached for his notes. “Trust me,” he said, his grin growing into a full Cheshire, “it’s worth it.”

“Let’s start with the obvious heart of the manuscript—the Edda itself,” Michael began. “The Old Norse poetry spans a broad age, but hardly any of it is preserved except in Icelandic manuscripts written in the thirteenth and later centuries. It falls broadly into two classes, called the ‘Eddaic’ and the ‘Scaldic’. 

“The modern usages are pretty imprecise, but generally the difference between the Scaldic and the Eddaic is one of form. While the Eddaic lays are in free, rhythmical metres, in the Scaldic poetry every syllable is counted and measured. There is also a difference in substance—the Eddaic poetry is all anonymous, telling of gods and of hero who lived in a distant past, whereas most of the Scaldic poetry is ascribed to named authors. The subjects of Scaldic poetry are also not myth or legend, but rather contemporary history.

“Eddaic poetry owes its name to an unpretentious manuscript, commonly known as the ‘Elder’ or ‘Poetic Edda’, in which most of the poems of this class are preserved. It was written in Iceland in the later decades of the thirteenth century, but it derives from one or more lost manuscripts written earlier in that century, which are what I believe formed the basis of the text of the Prime Edda.”

“But,” Galen interrupted, “the name ‘Edda’ did not originally belong to that book—it referred to Sturluson’s Edda, and was transferred erroneously to the other one.”

“Yes—Saemund’s Edda was not really Eddaic at all,” Michael agreed, tapping the manuscript on the table, “but that’s what makes this volume so odd—it mixes both forms.”

“Inconclusive,” said Galen. “That could be just another instance of material being stewed together long after the fact. Why is the form so important, anyway?”

“Because,” Michael answered, trying to keep his temper, “the form is the only marker we have to attempt authenticating time, place, and author—and those must be established. Otherwise, there is no reason to see the manuscript as anything more historical than Bullfinch’s Mythology. May I continue?”

“Please,” said Galen, appearing properly chastened.

“Content-wise, the Eddaic poetry is chiefly of two kinds: mythical and heroic. The one kind describes the world of the gods, and the other that of legendary heroes.” 

“Like Sigfried,” said Galen.

“Yes,” Michael replied, “although sometimes the two are mixed. The poems about the gods vary—some of them are adventure stories, which are similar to the heroic lays. Others are didactic, describing the mysteries of the universe and the origins and fates of the gods. 

“The most renowned of the divine poems is the Voluspa. As presented, it is spoken by a sibyl—a prophetess—born before the world began. She addresses both men and gods, but Odin in particular, and tells about the primeval chaos and the giants born there, and about the beginning of the world of men. She describes the age of the youthful, innocent gods, the trials they endure, and finally, the corruption and impending doom in the Ragnarok.”

“And it’s importance here is what?” Galen asked.

“Although the subject of the Voluspa is pagan, no one can deny that it is deeply influenced by Christian symbols, and particularly in the description of the Ragnarok. This had led historians to the conclusion that it was composed about the beginning of the eleventh century, when men were turning from the old religion to the new.”

“And you disagree?”

“I do now,” said Michael. “There is a version of the Voluspa here, but it is fragmented, and less deferential to the gods’ role in the scheme of things than other versions.”

“And this makes you more certain of its authenticity?” Galen said in surprise.

“Its authenticity, no—its age, definitely. The Voluspa has traditionally had a logical unity lacking in many poems of the Edda, and therefore must be ascribed to an individual who did not necessarily express the popular view. The version here doesn’t, and is therefore more likely to be assimilated from several sources—which makes it a probable precursor to the other ones.”

“And how do you know this one isn’t just a fragmented retelling of the known versions?”

“Because all of the Christian influences are missing,” said Michael excitedly. “If it were written later, they’d still be in it, but they’re not.”

“Impressive,” said Jude.

“Indeed,” said Michael, relaxing for the first time.

Galen should never have doubted—Michael was better than he’d thought. He suspected that the next time the Senate discussed funding for the Department of Ancient Literature and Historical studies, the outcome would be rather different than anyone expected. “Please,” he said, refilling his glass with champagne, “continue.”

“Thanks,” said Michael. “Now, two of the didactic poems, the Grimnismal and the Vafthrudismal are especially valuable as sources of myth—both of them are presented in frames, and Odin appears, but in disguise. Valhalla is also described in two passages of the Grimnismal—the only detailed account of it found anywhere in early poetry.

“In the frames, Odin spoke of rivers flowing through the worlds of gods, men and the dead, and of the world tree Yggdrasill. He spoke of the formation of the world out of the flesh, blood and bones of the giant Ymir, and …” He paused, a queer expression twisting his features.

“What is it,” Jude said strangely, sitting upright. “What are you seeing, Michael?”

The historian remained in his trance a moment more, then shook it off. “Sorry—I had a flash of something there, but it’s gone, now. What was I saying?”

“The didactic poems?” Galen said.

“Right, thanks. The Vafthrudismal is equally valuable as source of myth. In it, the disguised Odin visits the aged giant, Vafthrudnir, to test his wisdom, and they enter into a contest of wits, in which each wagers his head.

“The giant went first, and Odin answered admirably. When it was Odin’s turn to ask the questions, the giant answered seventeen of them correctly, and doing so told of the origins of, well, the origins of everything. Then, Odin’s eighteenth question defeats him—Odin discloses his own identity by asking what he himself had whispered into Balder’s ear before he went to the funeral pyre, and as no one but Odin can answer this, the giant’s head was forfeit. 

“It’s here where briefly, Thor comes into the picture, and in his turn, told how he had beaten the giants, claiming the whole world would be overrun by them were it not for him—at least, that’s the traditional telling.”

“And in the Prime Edda?” Galen asked.

“It seems the author or authors were still devoutly pagan, but also a little skeptical of their gods—here, Odin lost the contest and returned to Valhalla as a disembodied head, and Thor was eaten by the giants. Again, the Christian imagery is absent—Odin does not recover his body, as other myths influenced by religion would have allowed, and Thor—well, Thor just stays eaten.”

Michael shifted stacks and dug into a different set of notes, spilling half on the floor. In his head Galen revised his estimate of Michael’s necessary funding upwards the cost of a secretary.

“In the Codex Regius,” Michael said, having attained a semblance of order, “which is what we call the principal manuscript of Saemund’s Edda—which until now has been one of the chief manuscripts of the Edda—the title Havamal is applied to a collection of about one hundred and sixty strophes, or divided poetic sections. In applying this title, the author showed that he regarded all of these strophes as the words of Odin himself.”

“Headlines,” Jude remarked, grinning.

Galen snorted his drink, and Michael laughed heartily.

“Yeah—in our Edda, anyway. Whether the author of the Regius was right or wrong, it’s plain that the collection includes some six poems, or fragments, about various subjects and of questionable origin. In the Prime Edda, however, there is no question, as there are fully twelve poems, and almost two hundred strophes.

“If we could know the ages of the mythical lays and where they originated, we would be better able to evaluate them as sources of religious history—and these come close. I can date them to the seventh century, if not earlier.”

“That sure takes the wind out of the Codex Regius,” remarked Jude.

“And it destroys a popular theory that many of the Eddaic lays were Norwegian, and were written in the twelfth century,” said Michael. “Whether or not Sturluson had such lays in written form, it’s plain that he believed them to be very old—which suggests that even the latest of them were composed some generations before his time. We know now they were, and more, we know by who.”

“Do we have to ask?” Galen said.

“Just perfecting my presentation technique,” Michael said with a wink at Jude. “The author of the Prime Edda is Bragi Boddason.”

O  O  O

 “Bragi Boddason, or Bragi the Old, as he was called, was the first to whom poetry in Scaldic form is ascribed. Bragi’s chief surviving poem is the Ragnarsdrapa, of which twenty strophes and half-strophes are preserved in Snorri’s Edda. In the Prime Edda, there are three hundred.”

“My God,” said Galen. “Are you sure? It’s really that complete?”

“Complete, I can’t promise—better than any other manuscript in existence by a far sight, you can bet your ass.”

“In the traditional poem, Bragi describes the pictures painted on a shield said to be given to him by Ragnar Lobrok, describing scenes from legend and myth which included Gefjun’s plough, and Thor’s struggle with the World Serpent, etcetera. In this set, Bragi’s poems are far broader, beginning with his romance with the Volsupan Sibyl.”

“From the Elder Edda?” Jude queried.

“Yes!” Michael said excitedly. “Bragi is the connection, don’t you see? He’s the one who ties together the myth and history of all of the scope of both Eddas—the first description was the best. This is the Prime Edda, in every sense of the term.”

Michael paused to let that sink in. All three of them knew that that measure was the one which mattered—the lynchpin on which everything to come after would hang. 

Jude seemed oddly passive, as if he was not entirely surprised, but Galen had adopted the countenance of a starving man who suddenly finds a cut of the rarest beef appear before him.

“Several other sources,” Michael said, continuing, “make mention of a god of poetry called Bragi—that he was the Scaldic poet promoted to godhead after death. If these works were seen to any degree before they disappeared into antiquity, then it’s no wonder—he would have been the primary source of all of the religious beliefs of centuries.”

“That’s probably what happened,” said Galen. “The priests who were corrupting the old mythologies would have certainly broken up any volume as complete as this—and the fragments which survived are what have been known until now.”

“That’s my thinking too,” said Michael.

“Here’s a second mystery, then,” put in Jude. “If it took the greatest historical literary scholar months to decipher this …” —Michael beamed uncontrollably— “… then how is it a composer managed to do it well enough to give it the name ‘Prime Edda’?”

Michael’s face fell. “Ah, you know, I never quite figured that one out,” he admitted. “Liszt had the manuscript first, that much we know, but there’s no telling how long he had it before giving it to Richard Wagner, nor how long Wagner had it after that. I can tell you that they must have read it thoroughly, as portions of the version of the Ring Cycle written here refer directly to correlative events I’ve only seen here.”

“Why would they have such a thing and not tell anyone?” Galen asked. “How could no mention of it been made at all?”

“Of all the questions I expected you to ask,” Jude said brusquely, “that is by far the stupidest.”

Galen turned red. “Now look here … Jude …” he began.

“Think about it—how many people have you told of this?”

Galen was silent. The only other people who were even vaguely aware of the existence of the Prime Edda were Michael’s assistants—and even they were only given one of the three translations apiece to work with—never the whole manuscript.

“That’s right,” said Jude softly. “If Wagner did have this, he would have used it to his advantage, and his alone. Given the constant precarious financial state of the Bayreuth Festival, I can’t really say I blame him.”

“What about the Wagner translation?” Galen said, abruptly switching gears. “How has it come out?”

“Quite well,” said Michael, reaching for another sheaf of papers. “As can be expected, it relies very heavily on the Nibelungenlied itself, but there were aspects to the Siegfried myths which could only be gleaned from the Prime Edda.

“The poem itself goes back to deep history, and unites the monumental fragments of half-forgotten myths and historical personages into a poem that is essentially Germanic in character. That the poem must have been exceedingly popular during the Middle Ages is evidenced by the great number of manuscripts that have come down to us—in all twenty-eight more or less complete manuscripts, preserved in thirty-one fragments, fifteen of which date from the thirteenth and fourteenth centuries. 

“Of all these, only nine are so well preserved that, in spite of some minor breaks, they can be considered complete, and of this number, only three are looked upon as having any real historical value at all.    

“As to the date of the poem, it is believed that in its present form it cannot go back further than about 1190, because of the exactness of the rhymes. That may be true of the preserved versions, but not of the original source, which has never been found. Many painstaking attempts have been made to discover the identity of the writer of our poem, but I think we’ve solved that one, too.”

“Bragi?” Galen asked.

“Yes—in the second set of strophes.”

Galen emitted a low whistle. This was getting richer by the minute—in several senses of the word.

“How can you qualify that?” Jude asked.

“The story of Siegfried,” Michael continued, explaining, “which lies at the basis of our poem, predates the Nibelungenlied by many centuries, each people and each generation telling it in its own fashion, adding new elements of its own invention. This great geographical distribution of the legend, and the variety of forms in which it appears, made it difficult to know where to seek its origin. 

“The northern version is in many respects older and simpler in form than the German, but still it is believed that Norway may not have been the home of the saga, which instead came to prominence in Germany along the banks of the Rhine. The Scandinavian version of the Siegfried legend, however, has been handed down to us in five different forms, but only three were direct enough retellings or were uncorrupted enough by Christianity to be of any use.

“The first of these is the Elder Edda, which is partly heroic, and partly mythological in character. It’s written in alliterative strophes interspersed with prose, and has the form of dialogues, among which we find a number of songs which deal with the adventures of Siegfried.“The second source of the Siegfried story is the so-called ‘Volsungasaga’, a prose paraphrase of the ‘Edda’ songs. It dates from the beginning of the thirteenth century, but the account was probably written a century earlier. This one is important because it supplies a portion of the Codex Regius which has been lost, and thus furnishes us with the contents of the missing songs. 

“The third source is Sturluson—he was acquainted with both the poetic Edda and the Volsungasaga, and follows these accounts closely. It recounts only briefly the Siegfried saga, but is considered an original source since it made use of previously unknown songs that give an account of the origin of the treasure.

“The story as given in the older Norse versions is in most respects more original than in the Nibelungenlied. It relates the history of the treasure of the Nibelungs, tracing it back to a giant who received it from the god Loki as a compensation for the killing of the former’s son whom Loki had slain in the form of an otter. Loki obtained the ransom from a dwarf named Alberich, who in turn had stolen it from the river gods of the Rhine. Alberich pronounces a terrible curse upon the treasure and its possessors, and this curse passes from Loki to the giant, who is murdered when asleep by his other two sons, one of whom cheated the other out of the coveted prize by, and who carried it away to the heath, where he guards it in the form of a dragon. 

“This treasure, with its accompanying curse, next passes into the hands of a human named Siegfried, a descendant of the race of the Volsungs, who trace their history back to Odin—but where the Nibelungenlied stops with the death of the Nibelungs, the Ring continues with the principal conflict added by Wagner from the other sources—the conflict between Hagen and Siegfried.

“It’s generally acknowledged that this version of the story, though more original than the German tradition, does not represent the simplest and most original form of the tale; but what the original form was, has never been known.”

“Until now,” said Jude, anticipating where Michael was going.

“Until now,” Michael affirmed. “In the Prime Edda, Bragi created a foundation myth for Siegfried, and attempted to present the story in simplest terms—which still got twisted about in later versions. One aspect saw in the story the personification of the forces of nature—the other sought a more purely human origin for the tale, namely, a quarrel among relatives for the possession of treasure. According to Bragi, the nucleus of the Siegfried myth is the old story of the murder of relatives.”

“Fascinating,” said Galen. “Hagen and Siegfried as Cain and Abel.”

“Or Hagen and Attila,” said Michael, “since the enemy of Hagen is always married to Hagen’s sister Grimhild. It’s useless to try connecting the date of such an episode with something from actual history—murders such as that frequently occurred, and could be localized anywhere. The heart of the legend, however, has traditionally been the enmity between relatives, which exists in two forms: the one in which the son-in-law kills his father-in-law, and the other in which Hagen kills his son-in-law and is killed by him, too.  But Bragi indicated that both the Norse and the German versions have forgotten the original connection between the two stories—the common motive of the treasure.

“This is the crux of Bragi’s accountings of the legend, and, I believe, the one which Wagner was integrating into his Ring.”

“That’s it, “ Galen exclaimed, rising. “That’s the heart of what Wagner was doing—in all of the other tales, the treasure itself was merely incidental, but Wagner intended to return it to the fore, the way it was originally meant to be.”

“How was it done, Michael? How did Wagner frame it?” Jude asked.

“He wanted to present it as a year-myth—a myth of cycles,” said Michael. “The dragon is the symbol of winter, and the dwarfs of darkness, while Siegfried represents the bright summer, and his sword the sunbeams. The youthful year grows up in the dark days of winter. When its time has come, it goes forth triumphantly and destroys the darkness and the cold of winter—and somehow—it’s unclear in what way—Siegfried uses the treasure in some way to accomplish this.”

“Very idealized,” said Galen, again sitting by the window. “And what of Hagen?”

“Oddly enough, Bragi’s version redeems him quite nicely—Siegfried’s ultimate death was of necessity idealized, so that his death would appear as a terrible deed requiring vengeance, but the actual murder dismisses the Norse version and verifies that Hagen is the one who kills him, not in bed, as he slept, but from the version we know, where Hagen treacherously induces Kriemhild to mark the one vulnerable spot on Siegfried’s body, on the plea of protecting him, then does the poor bastard in.”

“I’m not trying to be critical here Langbein,” said Galen, “but how does that redeem him?”

“It redeems him, because Hagen, out of all of them, is the one character who retains all of the characteristics from the earliest versions of the myth,” Michael explained. “He’s the real hero of the second half of the Nibelungenlied, and in this version of the Ring, Wagner was attempting to maintain that aspect. No other character shows so little corruption by the influences of Christianity as does his—in all essential respects he is still the same old gigantic Teuton, who Sturluson, Bragi, and every other poet started out with. And what’s really spectacular, is that the Palimpsest actually gives a powerful mythological basis for Hagen to be the most significant character in the entire cycle.”

“How is that?” Galen asked, concerned. Revolutionary discovery was fine—to a point. If the stories were too divergent from the traditional tales, it might be very difficult to force the acceptance of the Edda—and the Ring.

“The Palimpsest was the easiest of the three to translate, even though the dialect was older than anything I’d ever seen. It was written in some sort of weak ink, which was then erased before the sheets were used for printing—but once I got the pattern down, translating it was a snap.”

“How do you mean, ‘pattern’?” Jude asked.

“It’s a duplicate of the Prime Edda,” Michael said simply, “almost word for word—with one exception that keeps recurring throughout the text, which re-frames the entire story up into a completely different level. Alberich is not merely a dwarf—he is Odin’s father. The greedy, selfish, cold progenitor of the Nibelung myths is the oldest king of the Gods.”

Galen shot out of his chair like a rocket, spilling what remained of his drink. “Christ … then Hagen …”

“Yes,” said Michael simply. “Hagen could very well have been a god himself, and perhaps even Odin’s brother. This document, this palimpsest, changes everything we know.”

They stood in silence, looking at the spilled drinks and the manuscript and the notes, and no one could think of anything to say.

“So what do we do now?” Galen finally asked.

Michael puffed out his cheeks. “I don’t know,” he admitted.

“I do,” Jude said, rising to clap them both on the shoulders. “We’re going to Yugoslavia.”


CHAPTER NINE
The Weltanschauung Inversion

The week before the three scholars could leave for the mysterious trip Jude proposed was an eventful one, particularly for Galen. The new semester was beginning, and the issue of who would be running the University was constantly on his mind. Then, the hand of providence reached down and swept all of the chess pieces off of Galen’s board, save one.

Andreas Raeder, the current and much-respected Rector, was offered a position with a private foundation, which he accepted. His last official act at the University of Vienna was to sponsor the appointment of Mikaal Gunnar-Galen to the position he was vacating. Two days later, Galen was Rector. And before the paint was dry on his office door, and while the ink on his letterhead was still fresh, he sat and drafted a proposal to the Directors of the Wagner Festival committing almost five percent of the University’s resources to future productions of the Ring. He signed it, ‘Mikaal Gunnar-Galen, Rector, the University of Vienna’, and handed it to the courier himself.

O  O  O

While Galen’s personal drama was reaching its metaphoric peak, Michael was busy sorting and assembling the translations of the Edda into something scholarly and presentable, which Galen had indicated was of extreme importance; and as Galen was not only his recent benefactor, but was also in the process of becoming his principal employer, Michael was disinclined to let him down.

Michael was hopeful that he’d be able to present the Eddaic documents to the academic community sometime in the next few weeks, but Galen apparently wanted it ready as soon as possible. It was not difficult to guess for what—the bust of Wagner by itself indicated what made Galen rush—and he suspected that the announcement about the Edda would be made somewhere around the eighteenth of August, on the eve of the Wagner Festival in Bayreuth.

If that was true, then perhaps Galen would send him to the festival on the University’s dime, and let him participate in the announcement—it would be nice to go as someone everyone looked at, rather than one of the rabble.

O  O  O

The following Sunday, Galen, Jude, and Michael took a car to the airport, where they caught an Austrian Airlines flight to Yugoslavia. In Belgrade, they rented a car, which they took to a deserted grassy hillside overlooking the Danube just outside of the city of Novi Sad.

In truth, after the great personal victories of the previous few weeks, Jude could have dragged Galen and Michael to downtown Beirut and they’d have gone willingly and happily.

They walked around the not unpleasant spot for a few minutes before Jude finally spoke.

“What do you know about the research we’ve been doing at the Physics Department?” Jude asked casually, his hands behind his back.

Both Galen and Michael were embarrassed to admit they knew very little about physics at all, much less the specific kinds of work in which Jude was involved. Of the three of them, he was the obvious polymath.

“Fair enough,” said Jude. “It’s not terribly important, though it might have been helpful in explaining some of the more complex concepts to you. Let’s start with a general one, then: what is time?”

“Time?” said Michael. “A measurement of, ah … uh, time,” he finished lamely.

Galen rolled his eyes and looked at Jude. “Time is a measurement of perception—it’s the basis of any form of organization.”

“Ding! Good answer. What does time look like?”

“Look like?” Galen said.

“Does it have a beginning or an end?”

Galen frowned. “I don’t think so,” he said tentatively. 

“Does it have form? Can we visualize it?”

“Linear—that’s how we perceive it. Flat, straight, infinite, and moving in one direction.”

“I think time is circular,” Michael offered, “That’s why it can’t have a beginning or an end—it just re-loops.”

“Hm,” said Jude. “And what if the loop is so large that you never see the same segment pass twice, so to speak?”

“Then I guess it really could be like Galen suggested,” said Michael. “It would seem to be completely linear, and infinite as well—no boundaries at all.”

“Okay, then consider this—what if the loop were smaller? Say, a billion years? Or a million? Or a thousand?”

They considered this a moment before Galen rejected it. “Not likely—there would be signs all over the place if that were true.”

“What about the books in Meru?”

Galen snorted. “I though we had dealt with that—those books in the ‘library’ were apocryphal in nature. The contradictions were nothing more than that—stories. They had no more meaning in the way you imply than if I handed you my Armani coat and said that it had been knitted by Jonah in the belly of the whale.”

“So consider,” said Jude, “what if they are, in fact as I’d said?”

“It’s no matter—they’re all gone.”

“If there were any other way to explain the theory …” Michael began, “then I’d be willing to at least hear you out. It’s the least we can do for bringing us the Edda.”

Galen glared at the historian, then reluctantly nodded. “Agreed.”

“Excellent—because that’s exactly what I brought you here to do,” said Jude.

“In Yugoslavia?” Galen said skeptically, “on pile of dirt and grass next to the Danube?”

“Yes,” said Jude. “I’ve told you several times during our acquaintance that everything you seek is around you—you just have to choose to see it.”

“All right,” said Michael, sitting on an oddly shaped mound, “let’s hear it. Tell us about time, for whatever it’s worth.”

O  O  O

 “James Usher, the mid-17th century Bishop of Armagh, wrote in a treatise called Annals of the Old and New Testament that the world had been created on October 22nd, 4004 B.C., at six o’clock in the evening. What is surprising is that he arrived at this conclusion solely through the study of ancient Greek, Latin, and Hebrew texts. What is even more surprising is that he was correct, almost to the hour.”

“Hah,” Galen grunted skeptically, “easy enough assertion to make, considering that there’s no way to verify such a claim.”

Jude ignored the remark and continued speaking, although he did so in a stronger tone which asserted that he took Galen’s comment to be directed at his own conclusions more than Usher’s.

“Time is measured in most of the world by the Gregorian calendar, which is really not much more than a corrupted version of the Julian calendar, which only was put into use because Caesar had anyone who declined to follow it put in the arena with the lions. Regardless, the modern calendar of years revolves around one incident—the birth of Jesus the Nazarene.”

“An egocentric western tradition forced on the rest of the world,” Michael said sardonically. “The Chinese have a recorded history reaching back six thousand years. They may accede to the Gregorian calendar for business and commerce, but they’ve kept their own numbering as well.”

“Water in the wine. If they had also chosen to adhere more closely to their own system, they would be holding the trump card on the rest of the world. As it is, they’re just as confused as the rest of us.”

“Confused about what?” asked Galen.

“I’ll explain that in a moment,” Jude said. “I should give you a few cornerstones to go on, first, beginning with this: the Romans gave us the name—Kalendra—and they also were the catalyst for what messed it all up.

“The Sumerians were likely the very first people to create a calendar. They began with the phases of the moon, counting 12 lunar months as a year. To make up for the differences between the lunar year and the seasonal one, they included an extra month in the calendar about every four years or so. It worked so well that the calendar was copied wholesale by the early Egyptians, Greeks, and Semitic peoples. 

“Some time later, the Egyptians devised a calendar that corresponded almost exactly to the seasonal year. A lunar-based calendar that was 355 days long was also adopted by the Romans. The months corresponding to March, May, July, and October each had 31 days; February had 28 days; and the rest had 29. As with the Sumerian calendar, an extra month was added about every fourth year. The high priests regulated the calendar, and on the calends, or day of the new moon, they announced to the people the times of the nones—first quarter—and ides—full moon—for that month.”

“Sure,” said Michael, “but weren’t they awful at it? I mean, as I understand it, the priests botched it from the beginning.”

“A charitable way to put it,” said Jude. “By the reign of Julius Caesar, they had summer months coming in the spring. Caesar corrected this situation in 46 B.C. with the counsel of an Alexandrian astronomer named Sosigenes—this was the advent of the Julian calendar. Sosigenes proposed a 365-day year, with one day added every fourth, or ‘leap,’ year. He distributed the extra ten days among the 29-day months, making them identical with the months today. 

“The month Quintilis was renamed July for Julius Caesar, and sometime later Sextilis was renamed August in honor of Emperor Augustus. As the old story goes, Emperor Augustus changed the number of days in his month from 30 to 31 so that it would be as long as Caesar’s.”

“That’s probably apocryphal,” Michael said.

“Is it? I’m not so sure,” said Jude. “In fact, I suspect more often than not, additions and omissions of just that kind contributed more to the overall inaccuracies of the calendar system of time than anything else. No mathematical or astronomical finesse, no religious or metaphysical fervor, can possibly compensate for one Royalty-based fit of temperament. Even the French tried to create a new calendar based on the Revolution, but it lasted exactly twelve years before fizzling out from overall incompatibility with everyone else.

“Julius Caesar ‘s correction of one day in four years—actually six hours per year—made the calendar year longer than the seasonal one. Thus, annual events began coming earlier and earlier in the year, and by 1582, the vernal equinox, or beginning of spring, occurred on March 11 instead of the correct date of March 21. Pope Gregory XIII fixed the problem—or so he thought—by ordering that ten days should be dropped from the calendar and that the day after Oct. 4, 1582, should be October 15. He also directed that three times in every 400 years the leap-year arrangement should be omitted. 

“This new calendar was called the Gregorian, or New Style, calendar, which also effected the general adoption of January 1 as the beginning of the year. Until then some nations had begun it with December 25, and others with January 1 or March 25. The Gregorian system was adopted by Roman Catholic countries, but Protestant and Eastern Orthodox countries continued to use the Old Style, or Julian, calendar for quite a while longer. The new calendar was not formally used in England until 1752, when it was necessary to drop 11 days to make it conform. The Eastern Orthodox church eventually accepted the New Style in 1923, losing 13 days in the process. And the Chinese finally—if begrudgingly—adopted it in 1912, and they didn’t really care how much time they lost, because they kept the old system running alongside.”

“Michael already said as much,” said Galen. “Is there a point to all of this history?” he asked, exasperated.

“I think what he’s getting at,” Michael offered by way of explanation, “is that eventually, to reconcile all of the Lunar calendars and Solar calendars and cultural calendars, the world opted for what we call the Era system—using the birth of Christ as the Zero Point—in order to simplify the overall chronology. But, in doing so, we may have irrevocably lost some fundamental link with actual Time.”

Michael wished he had a camera to record the moment—Jude looked like a Chuck Jones cartoon who’d just stepped off of a cliff.

“I’m impressed,” said Jude, “If I’d consulted you earlier, I’d’ve had you explain all this to Galen instead of blathering on. Nevertheless, I don’t think ‘link’ is the right word—perhaps ‘harmony’ would be more apt; and there has been no harmony with Time for a long … well, time.”

Michael fought a blush of pleasure he felt receiving praise from the younger man. “You were doing fine. And I think that we probably needed the groundwork, especially if you’re going where I think you’re going.”

“And where is that?” sputtered Galen. “I’m growing very tired of this. What does any of this have to do with harmony, or whatever date the world began on, or the Chinese calendar?”

“Sorry,” said Jude apologetically. “I did say I’d explain that. Let us say that there are two measurements of time—calendar time, and objective Time.”

“There are terms for those,” put in Michael. “Kronos—or clock time; and Kairos, which is pure, dimensional time.”

“Excellent,” said Jude. “Thank you. Kronos is what we are used to, but Kairos is more important. However, to be useful, Kairos would still have to have some sort of measurement applied, and to do that, we would need to know at least one Zero Point—and roughly speaking, we know two. One is Usher’s date, which is not all that dissimilar from the beginning of the Chinese calendar.”

“Yes,” said Michael, “but weren’t both Usher and the Chinese going on Kronos time?”

“Correct—and this is the source of their inaccuracies; if they had had an understanding of Kairos time, the Chinese would rule the world, and Usher might have tried—well, Usher probably wouldn’t have, but his pal Cromwell would.”

“Is it even possible for a culture to have been aware of Kairos time?” asked Galen.

“Not possible but probable,” Jude answered. “The Maya were closer than almost anyone before or since. Their starting date, or ‘zero day’ was different than Usher’s—transposed to our calendar, the date they believed the world began was approximately August 13, 3114 B.C.—but days as a measurement were less important to the Maya than they were to everyone else, which hints that they were looking at patterns that were more significant to them than getting the exact dates right. For the Maya, there was a time for everything and every thing had its place in time. Their comprehension of time, seasons, and cycles was immense. But when it came to single days, the only one which was important was zero.

“Zero?” asked Galen.

“A beginning that is not; an ending which doesn’t,” said Jude. “Zero was the day when the current month’s God abdicated it’s responsibilities and the incoming God picked them up. A day of transference. The Maya had six different calendars, but this is the common aspect all six shared: the Zero Point. And where it became crucial was when different calendars shared the same Zero Point.”

“How did the calendars differ?” Michael asked. “You said that the Mayans had an understanding of Kairos time, so …”

“They did,” Jude interrupted, “but Kairos time often has little or nothing to do with the ordinary cycles of birth and death and planting and harvest and all of those things which we do to get through the days. The Maya had the Kairos calendar—what scientists call The Long Count; they had a civil year, which corresponded to the solar year; a sacred year, the Tzolkin, which had cycles based on numbers representing both men and Gods; there was the ‘Death God’ calendar, which ran on a cycle of nine glyphs representing the Lords of the Night, who also ruled their corresponding days; the lunar calendar, which was no great shakes; and then oddly, a calendar based on the conjunctions of earth, Venus, and the sun.”

“It’s no wonder their culture died out,” said Michael, shaking his head. “They counted themselves to death.”

“That’s very close to the truth,” Jude said, much to Michael’s surprise. “What’s more, they knew it was coming.”

“How?”

“It wasn’t the counts in their calendars which were important—it was the coincidences.

“The Maya’s greatest fear was the ending of things, which is one of the reasons that the ends of cycles or months were looked at as transitions rather than actual endings. But, the Maya reasoned, nights and days cycled and ended—could not the world, the universe itself also stop? The implication is that everything could end, which the Maya saw as the greatest flaw in linear, or Kronos time. So, they took extraordinary measures to ensure the continuity of their world.

“They transferred the cyclicity of the heavens to linear time, establishing a nonlinear loop which had no stopping point along its circumference—but there was still a starting point, and so there might also be a stopping point, which was intolerable to the Maya. A zero, or transference point had to be added. So, another cycle was created to augment the first, but it was set out of sync—meaning that time would not stop except at those rare moments when the endings of both cycles coincided. The periods between those dates were called Calendar Rounds, and the ending points were seen as times of great strife. Sacrifices were made to the various Gods, who the Maya hoped would revive themselves and take up the mantles of the new cycles, allowing the world to begin again.”

“And because Mayan mathematicians were projecting these calendar cycles millions of years into the past and the future, time had no beginning, and no end,” said Michael, his eyes wide with amazement. “Astonishing.”

“It was,” agreed Jude. “But the Hat Trick was still to come—what if the Long Count itself were cyclical?”

“You mean Kairos Time?” asked Galen. “But I thought that was the point—that Kairos Time wasn’t constrained by the boundaries of linear time.”

“It’s not,” said Jude. “Theoretically, the Long Count stretches infinitely into the past and the future. But think on it a moment—if somehow Kairos time were itself periodic, then the coincidences take on a vastly more significant role. 

“The Calendar Rounds of any conjunction of cycles were determined by multiplying the number of days in the cycles, then dividing by the greatest common divisor. So consider this: what do you think the Maya thought would happen if there was ever a conjunction of endpoints of all of their calendars, including that of a Long Count?”

“The literal end of the world,” said Galen. “They’d see it as an endpoint they couldn’t recover from, or ‘recycle’, as it were.”

Jude didn’t answer. His shoulders relaxed and he sat sedately, letting the theories wash through them.

“For me, you’ve just squared a cube,” Michael said, puffing out his cheeks. “Too much to visualize.”

“I don’t know,” Galen said skeptically. “We’ve gone quite a distance from ‘what is time’.” He looked around at the glade, as soft winds stirred the warm grasses at their feet and up the hill. “I can’t believe all of this began with an Icelandic—pardon—Tibetan manuscript. But where is this going? What does time or ‘Time’ have to do with the Edda? We’ve translated it, we’ve verified its origins to the limits of credulity. How does it relate to anything you’ve told us here?”

“There are several connections, if you take the time to look—and I did. As a matter of fact,” said Jude, “the Tibetan calendar is so similar to the Mayan that it’s entirely possible that they share a common origin—which relates very strongly to the origins, and I think, the ultimate functions of the Edda. What do you think would be the point of the Library of Meru, except to create a pattern from which could be discerned the date of the end of the world?”

“The end of the world,” Galen mused, questioning. “And no other culture ever saw this coming?” he asked.

“Oh, the Aztecs had a good idea that it could happen,” replied Jude. “The Aztec Calendar was essentially identical to that of the Maya. Where the Aztec differed most significantly was in their more primitive number system and in their less precise way of recording dates. 

“The Aztec, however, believed in the periodic destruction and re-creation of the world, but unlike the Maya attempted only to record such events, rather than direct them through the manipulation of their calendars. The ‘Calendar Stone’ in the National Museum of Anthropology in Mexico City suggests the date on which the Aztec anticipated that their current world would be destroyed by an earthquake, as well as the dates of previous holocausts. What isn’t widely known is that those dates correspond to the endpoints of Mayan Calendar Rounds, as well as to certain Babylonian historical events.”

“The Flood,” mused Galen.

“Very perceptive,” said Jude. “And quite possibly the destruction of Sodom and Gomorrah, the Fall of the Tower of Babel, and the invention of unleavened bread.”

“You said we knew of two Zero Points,” said Michael, also looking at the manuscript. “What was the second one?”

“When the world switched to the Era system, they were essentially attempting to do the same thing the Maya had managed to accomplish with the Long Count—establish an objective calendar system which did not rely on any previous method of measurement. Purely by accident, they came close to starting it on an actual Kairos-based Zero Point; unfortunately, the differences in the calendars being used at the time of the switch were arbitrarily discarded, and much valuable information was lost. Usher’s date was wrong, because he extrapolated backwards from the wrong date; and the Chinese calendar was weakened because everything which made it significant was transferred to the new calendar.”

“But,” said Michael, “if the Usher date and the Chinese Zero Point are that close…. In total, doesn’t the Christian and pre-Christian calendar add up to roughly the same number as the current Chinese date? If so, then we can’t possibly use either to extrapolate another Zero Point—especially if there were inaccuracies. There’d have to be other indicators—perhaps another Zero Point in between then and now.”

“Of course,” put in Galen, “but there is a division in the Western Era calendar —”

“Ah,” said Jude. “Pardon the interruption, but you’ve nailed it, so to speak.”

“How do you mean?”

“The division. That was a time of fundamental change in the world, and enough of the world’s dominant cultures were perceptive enough to realize this, and adjust accordingly—but no one culture was perceptive enough to get it right when the time came for a new Kairos-based calendar.”

“The Nativity?” Galen said, wrinkling his brow. “The Era system’s Zero Point is a Zero Point?”

“Yes,” said Jude. “It’s just the wrong one.”

“Are you saying there wasn’t a fundamental change in the world when Christ was born?” Michael asked.

“No,” Jude replied drolly, “I’m saying the change took place with the death of Jesus. The Era system missed the Kairos Zero Point by more than thirty years.”

O  O  O

 “So the Era system is not precisely in line with Kairos Time,” said Galen. “So what? What would we be missing if it were different?”

“Perhaps nothing,” Jude replied. Perhaps everything. Take this place, for example—that mound Michael is sitting on? What would you say if I told you that it’s in fact a seven-thousand-year-old mud house?”

“Yow!” Michael cried, jumping up and dusting the seat of his pants. “Are you serious?’

“Deadly so. There are thirty or so mounds here, all of which constitute a stone-age village called Lepinski Vir, which was built approximately 5000 B.C.”

“Has that been verified?” Galen asked. “I thought even the Sumerian settlements only dated back three thousand years themselves. Now you tell us there are older villages elsewhere?”

“I think he’s right, Galen,” said Michael. “I mean, Jericho—the first Jericho—has actually been suspected of being three times older than Rome. Maybe even ten millennia old. It’s not out of line to believe there are others—we just have to, ah, know where to look,” he finished, glad the gloom of evening blanketed the blush he felt on parroting Jude’s words.

“Perhaps. But I bet I could find researchers who could just as accurately date elements of this site to ten times that period, and conversely, researchers who would swear it was built last Thursday.”

“I agree,” said Jude.

“You do?” Galen said in surprise.

“Yes. And I think they’d all be correct.”

“How is that possible?”

“I have a theory,” said Jude, “that the endpoints of the Calendar Rounds of Time happen more frequently than we know—and I think that, relatively speaking, they happen all the time.”

“The end of the world?” Michael said.

“In a manner of speaking,” said Jude. “But I don’t think it’s as final as that. I think that when the world ‘ends’, not every aspect is replaced or obliterated—I think some things carry through.”

“Based on what?” Galen said, smirking. “Mud huts?”

“No,” said Jude, “fish.”

Michael snapped his fingers. “That’s right—the coelacanth. You never did explain where they came from.”

“The Meruvians never told me. All I knew is that the fish were found in one of the lakes near Kailas—but think: if the aspects of Meru were as I have said, wouldn’t that mean the library were just such a fixed point, where nothing changes during the inversions?”

“Inversions?”

“That’s what I have come to call the convergence or transition zones between endpoints—Weltanschauung Inversions.”

“What?” Galen said.

“Weltanschauung Inversions. The word means ‘a comprehensive conception of the world’. I think that’s what the Meru anchorites were collecting in the library—because they were in the only place on earth where it could happen—the mountain at the center of creation. I think the books were all accounts of inversion points.”

“Mm,” said Michael, thinking. “That would explain an awful lot, especially about Meru. It also meshes with a lot of the Mayan dates intersecting with massively earth-changing events.”

“It doesn’t necessarily mean world-changing events,” said Jude. “A lot of those books were pretty benign—some were even quite boring.”

“Does that mean,” Galen interjected, “that the Prime Edda is describing one of these … Inversion points?”

“It’s possible,” said Jude.

“Great,” said Michael. “I always wondered what Ragnarok would look like.”

O  O  O

 “If you’ll excuse me,” said Galen, rising from a crouch, “I need to attend to a personal matter.”

“But Galen,” said Michael, “we flew in together, remember?”

Jude laughed and Galen scowled, tromping off to a stand of trees. “You moron,” said Jude. “He isn’t leaving—he has to pee.”

“Oh. Sorry.”

Jude sat near the bank and dropped twigs into the swirling water, while Michael shifted uncomfortably from foot to foot.

“What?” Jude said, noticing his companion’s nervous movements, “do you need to pee, too?”

“No,” said Michael, sitting quickly. “It’s just, I … I was wondering …”

“Ask. I don’t mind.”

“You say these inversions could be shaped by a single worldview, right?”

“A comprehensive worldview, yes.”

“What shaped your worldview, Jude?”

Did a slight frown cross Jude’s face? Michael couldn’t tell in the deepening shadows.

“What makes you think my worldview was shaped?” Jude said in reply as he leaned across the mound between them and put a stem of grass in his mouth. “Myself, I like to consider that some of us may have been born fully equipped, like Athena from the head of Zeus. I don’t claim to have been such an enfant capabilis, but it is not inconceivable that some perspectives were not the result of circumstance, but instead merely are.”

“Not inconceivable,” Michael agreed.

Jude looked at him with the faint trace of a smile which stressed the fact that both of them knew he had avoided the question, and in doing so acknowledged its veracity. He swirled the dark water at his feet with a stick for a few moments, then, in as much surprise to himself as to Michael, he began to speak.

“When I was a child, I found myself in an intolerable situation—the man my mother was with found in himself a grave and profound dislike for me. I would not have been surprised if he said he wished me dead.”

“Gosh,” said Michael. “What did your mother think?”

“She didn’t. Nor did she care—not about me, not about whether I lived or died. Nothing but her bottle.”

“Why didn’t you run away?’

Jude paused a moment before answering. “I had a sister. I called her May. I stayed, because she wasn’t old enough to leave.

“One day, the old man decided he’d had enough of us, threw us in a burlap bag, rowed us out to the middle of the bay, and dumped the bag overboard.”

Michael was stunned speechless.

Jude continued, now telling the story to himself as much as Michael. “Getting out of the bag was not hard, but hauling May to the surface took everything my six-year-old body could give. When I broke to the top of the water, he and the boat were gone.

“We both would have perished if a broad piece of driftwood hadn’t floated by a few minutes later. I pushed May onto it, and resolved within myself that if I perished in the attempt, I would get her to safety. I truly believed I would offer my life so that she would live.

“Hours passed, and I swam, pushing the board. May awoke, then slept in fits, but each time I met her eyes I received a burst of renewed vigor, for I saw in them the faith of a child in her protector.

“I gave everything I had, and more. I don’t know how long a time went by, only that it seemed an eternity. Then, I saw them—the docks were just ahead. I tried to kick, but the strength was gone. Somehow, I found the will to push forward, and finally, sand beneath my feet. With one last shove, I forced the board and my sleeping sister onto the shore, and collapsed.”

“Is that when you decided to run away?” Michael asked.

“Run away?” Jude said, an odd hollowness in his voice. “How wonderful to dream that I did.

“I don’t think I was unconscious for more than a few minutes, but when I opened my eyes, I saw that the tide was going out—and it was taking the board and my sister with it.”

“Sweet God,” Michael said, dropping his face in his hands.

“I tried to stand, to run out to pull her back—she was only a few feet away—but there was nothing left in me at all. I collapsed on the sand, and watched as she floated out with the tides. She awoke before she was out of sight, and waved.”

Jude stopped taking and stared into the river. Michael felt like an idiot. He was trying to think of something profound and supportive to say, when Galen’s voice cut the silence.

“So,” Galen said, “have you two figured out the history of the world, yet?”

“Yes,” said Jude, rising, all traces of the extreme emotions Michael had seen dropping from his features, “and it’s what I always thought—just water under the bridge.”

“Shall we go?”

“Let’s.”

They began walking back along the shores of history to where they had parked, Galen in the lead. Michael hung back and took Jude by the shoulder.

“Yes?”

Michael bit his lip, deciding if he ought to ask. “Your parents, Jude—what happened to them?”

Jude smiled, and it was not the smile that Michael had seen before, but a cold, feral, smile.

“I changed their reality.”

Michael dropped his arm, and together, they walked to the car in silence.

O  O  O

 “Why did you have to take us to Yugoslavia to explain your theory about inversions?” Galen asked as they pulled up at Jude’s villa in the Wienerwald. “Couldn’t you have just as easily explained all of this here in Vienna?”

Jude nodded as he opened the door. “I could have. But thus far, I have asked you to accept a great deal of fantastic information as reality based on little more than thrice-told tales, a single manuscript which you both have predispositions to accepting as authentic, and a flawed memory of a child’s poem. Before we can proceed to the next step, I wanted to be able to present you with physical evidence of an inversion.

“Three months ago, an archaeological team from the University of Utah was doing a survey of Lepinski Vir, and received a permit to do some minor excavations. They didn’t expect to find anything unusual. They did.”

He reached into the inner breast pocket of his coat and withdrew a smallish item, which he held up and examined in the moonlight. “They assumed that this was merely something left behind by previous expeditions, but the stratum at which it was found screamed otherwise—nevertheless, it would have been discarded, except for the attentions given it by one of the students. She managed to smuggle it out of the country—small matter, as it didn’t look like archaeological contraband—and then, a few weeks ago, had it carbon-dated.”

“What happened?” Michael asked, not certain he wanted to hear the answer. “How old is it?”

“I’ll put it this way,” said Jude. “When the report was filed, I found out about it less than two days later, and just in time—less than thirty hours after that, the building in Utah which housed the department and research lab burned to the ground. The team has been scattered to the academic winds, and the student herself has disappeared. Only this remains.”

Jude stepped out of the car, then turned and pressed the item into Michael’s hand. “According to the carbon testing, this thing is almost eighteen thousand years old.”

With that, he turned on his heel, and in moments, had disappeared into the thickening night air.

Galen watched the younger man leave, then moved to Michael’s side. “What is it Langbein? What did he give you?”

Slowly, Michael opened his hand and revealed an object supposedly three times as old as the settlement itself—an engraved silver mechanism, complete with a glass faceplate. There were six hands, all pointing at a variety of glyphs arranged in three concentric arcs, with intersecting lines set on a separate revolving plate. On the back was a larger glyph which resembled a Chinese Dragon carved into the soft untarnished metal. On the edges were several alternating indentations and protruding bars, the largest of which was slightly grooved, and about a quarter of an inch long.

Looking bewilderingly at Michael, Galen reached across and gave the grooved bar a twist, then, intuitively, pressed it downward.

The objects’ innards made a small grinding noise, then two of the hands sprang to life. Galen watched as Michael pressed it to his ear and then gasped with astonishment.

“What? What is it?”

“This eighteen-thousand year old watch,” said Michael, goggle-eyed. “It’s ticking.”


CHAPTER TEN
The Anabasis Machine

“So,” Galen began, as he took a seat opposite Jude in the latter’s laboratory, “we thought we had a history book, and it turns out we discovered the end of the world.”

“One of the ends of the world, “ Michael corrected from the back of the room, where he was examining a large piece of machinery that looked like a Muppet version of a nuclear reactor. It had six arms sticking out of it like control rods, but they curved back to the machine in overlapping loops. The center was a vacuum cleaner—or what passed for one, anyway. He thought it was cute, but probably expensive—then wondered if it cost anywhere near what he constantly paid out for pieces of moldy paper.

Jude waved both of them down, apologizing. “I think that’s my fault—I didn’t mean to imply that the end of a Calendar Round meant the actual end of the world—far from it, in fact. For the Maya, the zero day, even on the Calendar Round, did not necessarily mean destruction—sometimes it really was just a transition, which may have meant anything from two spectral worlds passing in the night, to a merging of certain aspects, to, well, destruction.”

“Then what is it you expect is going to happen soon?” Michael said. “A movie, or a catastrophe?”

“It’s impossible to say with any exactness—but my theory is this: I think that the destructive inversions only occur on the big conjunctions, which is to say when a full turn of the Long Count coincides with other Calendar Rounds.

“When the conjunction involves lesser arcs, there is perhaps a transference of aspects, like aluminum ending up in ancient China.”

“Or coelacanth in a lake in Tibet,” put in Michael.

“Exactly,” said Jude. “And then there is the one I think is the most frequent—the inversions where, for the period of the transition, the two worlds are visible to one another. It may be for an instant, or for a year—but during that time, there is an awareness of an … otherness. That is what I believe makes up most of the books in Meru—chronicles of viewed inversions.”

“Ah,” said Galen, “The record of Londonium in a half-million year old document.”

“Yes. And that’s what I think we may have in the Prime Edda as well.”

“I still can’t quite visualize the whole inversion concept,” said Michael. “It’s a little out of my normal range of reading.”

Jude thought a moment, then reached into a desk and removed a sheet of paper, and a pair of scissors. He cut a long strip from the sheet, about an inch wide and seventeen inches long, then placed the ends together after putting an inverted twist in the strip. He separated the ends about one-quarter inch, then fastened it with clear tape.

“Take this,” he said.

“A Moebius strip,” said Michael.

“An infinity sign,” said Galen.

“Very good, and both correct,” said Jude. “All along we have been talking about the possibility of the Kairos’ Long Count being cyclical, which actually defies the point of a Long Count, which is supposed to be limitless, non-linear objective time. The perception also depends on time being circular. But consider—if Time were not in fact a circle, but a Moebius loop, then there is created the possibility of times overlapping. The endpoints are fluid, and truly nonlinear.

“The real breakthrough concept is as I said earlier—the Zero Point is not a point, but an actual transition period, as in the Mayan calendar. That’s represented here by the gap in the tape. So let us say that the Maya are at the endpoint gap, and underneath on the reverse of the loop is 1890’s Chicago. If the two times truly overlapped, then would it be possible to make contact?”

“Possibly,” said Galen.

“Then if so, it’s no longer so outrageous to think the Maya actually performed brain surgery—they could have, because they may have learned if from watching us.”

“It’s not right,” said Michael. “It doesn’t work.”

“Do you have a better idea?”

“Maybe. May I?”

“Be my guest.”

“Now,” said Michael, cutting the tape from the Moebius loop, “I don’t think it’s a gap per se, or else you’d be overlapping with the bottom half of the loop, too. I think it’s more like this,” he finished, handing the paper to Jude.

Michael had taped the ends together, then added a free-floating loop of tape to the strip. “See? This way, it actually works. The paper itself represents Kairos, and there are no endpoints to Kairos. But there are cycles—represented by the tape—and to pinpoint an inversion, you simply have to determine at what point the tape will be encompassing both times.”

“But the model still doesn’t work,” said Galen, “because Kairos is supposed to be so large it is essentially nonlinear—and that means overlapping times would happen at intervals so broad that the experiment is rendered insignificant.”

“Try this then,” said Jude. He cut ten more strips off of the paper, and taped them into Moebius strips. But instead of fixing the ends, he attached them one inch back on one side—which he then attached to a different strip.

When he was finished, Jude had a chain of connected Moebius strips, each of which represented a Long Count—and by connecting them, he ensured that it was essentially cyclical.

“How does that strike you?” Jude asked.

Michael stepped to the table and looked at the construct, then reached out and took the loop of tape. It still moved freely over a single inverted loop, but could also break through the tape and move onto another one, and another, and another.

“Amazing,” said Michael.

“Spectacular,” said Galen.

“There we go,” said Jude. “I knew you two would be able to get it.”

“What?” said Galen, irritated. “You knew all of this?”

“Of course he did,” said Michael. “It’s his field and his theory, remember?’

“Yes,” said Jude, “but I wanted you to arrive at it yourselves, to see how it worked, because I want your help.”

“With what?’

“We’re going to do it,” said Jude. “We’re going to view an inversion.”

O  O  O

 “I’ve been working on applying the theory behind this paper representation to a practical use,” said Jude, “and this is just the kind of experiment that might work. I’ve constructed a machine which can analyze the Mandelbrot Set and use the repeating patterns to correlate data—it ought to work in a similar fashion for our inversion.”

“The Mandelbrot Set—Fractal mathematics? That’s the basis for your device?” Michael asked.

“The beginnings of it, or at least the beginnings of my interest in deriving ordered systems out of chaotic information.

“It operates on principles of Chaos Theory—it has to, really. There is very little in conventional physics with which to conceive, much less describe or build such a device.”

“You can’t describe it?”

“Not how it works—not without ten-foot-thick books of equations and notations. But I can describe it—I call it the Anabasis Machine.”

“Anabasis?”

“A special word—it defines itself, its opposite, and something in between. It means to go forward, to retreat, and to remain where you are, all at once.”

“How apt,” Galen remarked dryly.

“What does it look like?” asked Michael.

“You ought to know,” Jude said smugly. “You were leaning on it.”

“The Muppet?”

“The very same.”

The three moved to the far side of the room and examined the odd device. “It doesn’t look like much,” said Galen.

“I hope to change your mind on that,” Jude replied, grinning, “because the bill for it is on the upcoming departmental budget.”

“How much?”

Jude quoted a figure, and the Rector went white. Michael smiled broadly. “Gee,” he said clapping Galen on the back. “I don’t feel so bad about my million-dollar Kleenex anymore.”

O  O  O

Jude gave them instructions on the material that he would need to calculate the inversion. He had been entering the primary data—Mayan, Aztec, Sumerian, Anasazi, Tibetan, and a dozen other calendars—as well as several thousand calculations which had kept his department running full speed ahead for the better part of the year. The only pieces missing were orientation points, which were best derived from the Edda—and Michael was the best one for that particular job.

They agreed to meet the next night to try the experiment, and Jude walked Michael to the door alone—he apparently wanted Galen to remain there for some sort of private discussion.

Probably about that upcoming budget, Michael figured. The night was a bit chill, but the thought of being the second biggest spender at the University kept him warm all the way home.

O  O  O

Arms laden with transcribed figures and dates, Michael showed up at Jude’s office just before six the next evening. Galen was already there, seated, a drink in his hand, and a curious expression on his face.

Michael traded the stack for a drink (creme soda), and sat in the chair by the desk while Jude went to the Anabasis Machine and entered the information into a small keypad on the side of the device.

An hour passed, then two. And then:

“I have it,” said Jude.

Michael and Galen set down their drinks and hurried over to the time Muppet. “Well?” they asked in unison.

Jude produced one of his trademark plum notecards and raised an eyebrow. “We were right,” he said softly. “There is a convergence point in the Edda which correlates to our own time. It’s a small one, but it’s there.”

“When? When is it?”

Jude turned the notecard around and showed them the final date produced by the Anabasis Machine.

August twenty-sixth—not three weeks away.

“I knew it!” exclaimed Galen, smacking his fist into his other hand. “I knew it!”

“Odin’s beard…” said Michael.

“Who wants to meet Alberich?” said Jude.

O  O  O

There was no way to be certain how long the inversion would last, or what degree of intensity it would manifest. It was decided that all three would go to Bayreuth on the day at hand, and withhold any announcements regarding the Edda until then. That way, if nothing spectacular happened, they would still have a historically important document to present to the world at large in a sympathetic venue; and if something truly did happen, then they would still be in a position to explain and control the perceptions of those around them—not to mention the unspoken hope that Bayreuth, of all places, would be the ideal platform from which to view the Eddaic histories unfolding.

It was at this point that all three came to different conclusions as to the proper ending of the phrase, “Best laid plans …”

O  O  O

The notice fluttered to the ground as Michael was preparing to unlock the door to his University office: the Rector requests a meeting—immediately. Hm, thought Michael. It must have something to do with the trip, now only three days off. He had a full schedule, but supposed he could make a few minutes to attend to whatever it was Galen needed. He stuck his key in the door—and found it wouldn’t turn.

The lock had been changed.

That was only the first shock of many to come.

His lecture room wasn’t locked, but there was a scheduled class, and the empty room should have been full of students.

The secretaries, usually quite pleasant, avoided his eyes and whispered in his wake as he passed.

One of the Social Sciences professors spit on him as he walked into the administrative courtyard, but he had always been a jerk.

The Rector’s secretary gave him a distasteful look, then buzzed him into the office.

Michael knocked on the heavy oak door. “Hello? You asked to see me, Rector Gunnar-Galen?”

“Oh, please shut up, Langbein,” said Galen irritably. “Come in and close the door.”

Michael shut the door and sat in the expensive purple leather wingback opposite Galen’s desk. He looked at his erstwhile companion, and decided that the surroundings suited him. The brocade cloak on the coat-rack, the Edda manuscript on the desk, the Byzantine sculptures which he had inherited with the job; the new office fit the ostentatious air Galen usually carried with him—but not today.

Galen wore a look that was hard to quantify—part fatigue, part anger, and part … bliss?

He dropped a heavy file on the desk in front of Michael.

“You’re being let go,” he said with an air of finality. “The Senate agreed to let me tell you to avoid a scandal.”

“This is a joke, right?” Michael said nervously. “Is Jude here?”

“Jude’s not here, it’s not a joke, and if I were you, I might be thinking about getting a lawyer,” said Galen gravely.

Michael began to stammer. He couldn’t fathom what he was hearing. “W-Why, Galen? W-What’s happened?”

Galen tapped the thick folder. “You recognize it?”

“Yes—that’s my acquisitions file,” said Michael.

“We just finished the budget review,” said Galen, “and someone decided to look through your file. Do you know what they found?”

“No. I don’t know what can be wrong, Galen, I swear it.”

Galen looked at him darkly and flipped open the folder.

Michael leaned forward and scanned the agendas, then his face lit up in horror.

There were two ledger entries for every piece acquired by the Department of Ancient Literature and Historical studies—one for the actual cost of the item, and one for the amount Michael had requisitioned. The numbers in the second column were considerably larger than the first, and there were correlating receipts for every entry.

“This, this, this, this can’t possibly be right!” Michael cried. “Galen, I don’t know what’s going on here, but …”

“I’m sorry,” said Galen. “It’s already been decided.”

He stood and stuck his hand out at Michael. “Good luck, Michael.”

Dazed, Michael shook his hand and stumbled out of the office. It wasn’t until an hour or so later, as he was sitting on the giant ferris wheel at the Prater, trying to figure out the shattering inversion which had just struck his life, that he realized it was the first time Galen had ever called him Michael.

O  O  O

The next day, Michael wandered around Vienna, drinking coffee and wondering if he ought to flee the country. He considered going to see Jude, but after the response of other faculty members at the University, he was afraid of the reception he might get. He also rather hoped Jude had not heard about it at all—for some reason, he’d rather Jude think well of him than admit the quandary he was in.

He was at a newsstand, scanning the periodicals and considering whether he should risk calling his daughter, when a phrase caught his eye. He grabbed it and looked at it for a minute, then a wild theory began to form. 

Dropping some change in the startled vendor’s hand, Michael ripped the page from the magazine and took off at a dead run.

O  O  O

 “Damn it, I know he’s in there!” Michael said to Galen’s secretary. “I just need to see him for a minute! Just one minute!”

“I’ve told you sir, the Rector is preparing for a very important trip …” she said primly.

“I know that, Nora! I helped plan it, remember? Just …”

The door suddenly opened, and Galen motioned him inside. “It’s all right, Miss Bitter,” he said placatingly. “I’ll see the professor.”

“Thank you, Galen,” Michael said as he threw a half smile at the secretary and entered the office.

Galen motioned for him to sit, then sat himself on the edge of the desk. Only one day had passed, but he looked as if he had aged ten years.

“Galen,” said Michael, “are you all right? You look …”

Galen cut him off. “I’m fine. I’ve had a lot of reading to do, that’s all. What do you want?”

Michael unfurled the crumpled page and placed it on the desk next to the Edda. “Take a look at this.”

“What? Explain what I’m looking for, Langbein.”

“It’s an article about Phineas Gage,” said Michael.

“So?” 

“So look at the name of the railroad company he worked for.”

Galen sighed in exasperation, then read through the article. His brow furrowed, then he read through the piece again. “Rutland and Burlington’s? The same as …”

“The same as the nightclub owners where Obscuro performed—the same men who found the Edda when it was lost. It can’t be a coincidence.”

Galen considered him a moment, then crumpled the sheet and tossed it in the trash. “Everything is a coincidence with Jude,” he said, sitting in his chair. “I don’t see what it means.”

“Jude said everything is either contact, or interpretation, right? Well, I’m wondering if he might have had anything to do with the incorrect numbers in my acquisition files.”

“Why should he want to do that?”

“I … ah …” Suddenly Michael’s brilliant hypothesis turned to so much mush. Why had he been so certain Jude had a hand in his dismissal?

“He doesn’t mess around with his paperwork,” said Galen. “Just this morning I signed the largest discretionary account the University has ever had to the Mathematics Department, and I have no doubt that Jude will justify how he spends every penny.”

Michael suddenly remembered the other item he wanted to talk to Galen about. He pulled a Mylar sleeve from his coat and put it on the desk. In the sleeve was the Uppsala Dance.

Galen’s face grew red as he realized what the document was. “You dare?” he said to Galen, “after what happened here yesterday, you’re now stealing?”

“Actually, I’m returning it,” said Michael. “I had it at the house while I did some work on the Edda. Please, Galen —just read it through. I think it may relate to what’s happening here in a way I didn’t expect.”

Galen fumed a moment, then picked up the expensive artifact. There were six groupings of four lines each. He stared at it, then scowled when he remembered he couldn’t read ancient Icelandic.

“Here,” Michael offered hurriedly, “I’ll translate, The only one of real significance is the fourth one:

 

Ancient waters keep the treasure’s heart, the dragon
Lives among us, unseen. A raven speaks
The waters go down, Ymir greets Yggdrasil and the roots
Choose the heavens

 

As he finished, Michael looked up—but was completely unprepared for the expression on Galen’s face. The man was absolutely terrified.

“Where did you get that?” He cried. “Did Jude give you this? Answer me, Langbein!”

Michael took a slow breath. “Easy, Galen. The Dance has been here at the University all year, remember? You were one of the administrators who approved its acquisition.”

Galen seemed to regain his composure, then turned and looked out into the courtyard. “So what do you propose?”

“I think we should talk to Jude.”

O  O  O

The walk to Jude’s office took five minutes. They spent four times that long looking around in shock at the room, which had been completely stripped. The desks, machinery, scientific equipment, filing cabinets, everything—almost.

In the back of the room, sitting unobtrusively on a small utility table, was the Anabasis Machine.

Michael looked at Galen, who looked at Michael before they both looked back at the machine.

“Got a screwdriver?” Galen asked.

O  O  O

 “I’m still not sure we ought to be doing this,” Michael began, but Galen had already wedged the small, wooden-handled screwdriver they found in the next lab underneath the top plate of the device’s center. Grunting, he pried up first one corner, then, edging the flat blade sideways and along the seam, the other, and pried back the stiff layer of metal.

Michael had already begun to step forward when he heard Galen’s astonished gasp and saw the screwdriver clatter to the floor.

“Well, I’ll be…” said Michael.

“It’s a trick,” breathed Galen. “It has to be.”

Where they had expected to find coils and wires, or little objects spinning and whirling, or a gremlin, or at the least something along the lines of nuclear-grade plutonium, they saw instead empty space.

It was empty. There was nothing inside the machine at all.

O  O  O

They stormed back to Galen’s office at a much quicker pace than before, and the Rector had a fire in his eyes that Michael couldn’t decide was a good thing or a bad thing.

If nothing else, the attention of the day had certainly shifted off of Michael’s supposed financial instabilities, although he still wasn’t sure he’d like it any better if the magnifying glass were switched to Jude, which by the appearance of things, was imminent.

Galen strode through the office doors too quickly for Michael to sneer at the secretary again, but turned on a dime and whipped back out into the foyer when he realized who was sitting in the waiting area chairs.

It was a courier—special delivery. And he had in his hands an envelope with the emblem of the Wagner Festival emblazoned on it.

Galen snatched it away, and tore it open as Michael tipped the bewildered courier. Then, time stopped.

Galen froze, and sent ripples outward which froze everything around him. He was cold marble, not a sheen, but marble to the core, and just as suddenly, great cracks of fire split him into shards, screaming, which pushed through the door and out the building like a sandstorm of fury and madness.

As Galen’s secretary ran after him, Michael picked up the letter from Bayreuth and read in it a death sentence on Galen’s sanity.

The directors of the festival thanked him politely for his offer to commit funds to them, but regretfully declined to accept. It seemed that a private company called the Eidolon Foundation had just bequeathed to the group The Friends of Bayreuth a sum sufficient to fund the festival for several years—on the sole condition that Mikaal Gunnar-Galen, Rector, the University of Vienna, never be allowed to participate in the planning, execution, funding, or any aspect of the festival other than that of ticketed spectator.

The letter went on to say that it was an unusual request, and they did not wish to accede, but that there was no way the gift could be refused, and they hoped he was still a friend of the festival….

Michael crumpled up the letter, threw it in the trash on top of the article about Phineas Gage, and went home.

O  O  O

The next day, Galen didn’t show up at his home, or his office; nor did he show up the day after that. Jude was nowhere to be found, and Michael fully expected that he had seen the last of the mathematical prodigy until early the morning of the twenty-sixth, when the phone exploded in his ear.

“Hello?” Michael said, fumbling for a light.

“Greetings and salivations.”

Michael’s head cleared instantly. “Where the hell have you been?”

“Preparing for the inversion—where did you think?”

In the emotional roller coaster of the last few days, Michael had completely forgotten about the inversion—somehow, his belief in it faded when his life went into a tailspin.

“What do you want, Jude?”

“It’s Galen. He’s abandoned the school, and I’m afraid he’s broken completely.”

“Maybe he’s just having a bad week,” Michael said sarcastically, “in case you hadn’t heard.”

“I did.”

 “The news about the Wagner Festival would have made anyone upset, but I think given his interests, he’s got a right to be royally pissed.”

“It’s more than that,” said Jude. “Can you come to his office?

“At the University?” Michael said, eyeing the clock. “Okay, sure. I’ll be …”

The receiver was already buzzing. Jude had hung up.

O  O  O

Ten minutes later, Michael stepped into the lobby of the building where the Rector’s office was, and saw that no one was there. Where the devil was Jude?

“I’m over here,” he heard a voice call from across the courtyard. “My mistake—I meant his old office in the music building.”

Michael trotted over and together they scaled the stairs. “What is going on, Jude? What’s happened?’

“Something bad.”

The mathematician refused to elaborate until they reached the office at the end of the corridor, where he opened the door to the formerly austere space and revealed chaos.

The piano and desk were splinters, the books and shelves, torn to shreds. There was no sign of the Edda.

The only intact object in the room was the bust of Wagner, which was sitting in the center of the floor. Around it, beginning at the base of the bust, and spiraling outwards in ever widening circles which spread over every square inch of the room, was a single scumbled message written over and over and over again—I am Hagen.

“Sweet Christ,” said Michael.

“Indeed,” said Jude. “As I said, very bad.”

Michael crouched, feeling the graphite on the floor with his fingertips, and closed his eyes. He considered his options, then, with a finality which was surprising to him, made a resolution.

Michael stood up and walked to the door.

“Professor,” said Jude, “where are you going?”

“Where I go this time every year,” Michael replied with a weary grin as he disappeared out the door. “I’m going to Bayreuth.”


CHAPTER ELEVEN
The Versimilitude

How does one get to Bayreuth?

If, in answering one follows the similar line of thinking wrought by the question “How does one get to Carnegie Hall?” the answer is “Practice, boy, practice.” Thus implying that anyone wanting to get to Carnegie Hall is seeking the fame and prestige which accompanies performing there, rather than a seat in the audience. The gist of the joke, of course, is that to be able to perform at Carnegie Hall, one must be a musician of world-class ability, and the average person is more likely to be asking for directions than career advice. Anyone can get a ticket to see a performance, but not just anyone can perform.

Lots of people tell this joke in New York, but it never happens in Bayreuth.

It never happens because in Bayreuth, it takes years of training, and interviews, and networking, and often sheer luck …

… and that was just to get a ticket to watch.

But to perform—to perform at Bayreuth was unthinkable; utterly out of the question. Only a very few, not merely wheat winnowed from chaff, but perfect golden kernels winnowed from the choicest single stalk of wheat to exist—only these may have the privilege of stepping foot onstage at Bayreuth. 

Michael wondered what the reaction of the town burghers and directors of the festival would be if a kernel once considered golden suddenly decided that it was going to be on that stage, this night, no matter what price there was to pay—and he feared that Galen, however he planned to do it, was very likely to pull it off.

Michael had attended the festival many times over the years, but he could not recall ever having left for one in such haste, or with so much fear and apprehension. Hurriedly, he stuffed a change of clothes into a bag, grabbed his wallet, and more out of habit than anything else, reached into the bookshelf near the door for something to read on the plane.

He overreached, and instead of grabbing the Stephen King novel he wanted, instead knocked a two-foot stack to the floor, scattering them around the room.

“Shoot,” said Michael, as he noticed one of the larger books, the Caxton Pennyroyal Bible, had cracked across the spine. “At least it’s the spare,” he muttered as he picked up the damaged book, and doing so, saw the sheet which had been tucked in the book flutter to the floor.

It was the first page of the Prime Edda—the one he had soaked in absinthe, which had been forgotten in the whirlwind that followed.

“I’ll be damned,” he whispered to himself, looking at the fragile sheet. It had dried long ago, but the Palimpsest was still visible, and the Bragi and Wagner texts still clear and legible. For a moment he considered taking it with him, then, out of left field, an unusual option stuck itself in his head. The more he considered it, the better he liked it, though he couldn’t put his finger on why. What would Jude say? Go with the flow, or some such Zen platitude, probably, which sounded just fine to Michael.

On the way to the airport, he stopped at a postal center and addressed a large envelope to his daughter Meredith, care of The Ontario Daily Sun. He had no idea if or when she’d get it, but he knew that at that moment he wanted more than anything in the world to send something to his daughter, and the sheet from the Edda was all he had. Handing the parcel to the clerk, he left the building and made a beeline for Bayreuth.

O  O  O

In Bayreuth, for the Rector of the University of Vienna, many exceptions can be made regarding a great number of things, most of which would be unthinkable requests from an ordinary person—especially considering that he was once a respected suitor of the town, even if the relationship was never consummated, and particularly since the town elders had only just dealt him a personal blow which would be considered insulting at best.

Restrictions such as the advance purchase of tickets may be waived; seats sold to other well-to-do patrons may be reassigned. He would be, on no notice, invited to dinner with the elite of the world, and any resultant bills would be shredded by whatever establishment they dined at, in gratitude for his deigning to grace their facility with his presence.

Those responsible for the festival itself would even allow it if such a man, on this, the seventh day of the festival, during the performance of Gotterdammerung, chose to get out of his seat, walk to the front of the Festspielhaus, and climb onstage. They didn’t realize they would allow it until it actually happened, but by then it was too late to do otherwise without a great holy mess.

The audience was willing to put up with this in the hopes that it was some innovation in the performance, which at best would be something to talk about during dinner, and at worst would probably still be better than that bad stretch of performances during the 1970’s.

The performers put up with it, because they really had no choice—until Galen revealed the sword, and they decided that moving their version into the wings to make room for whatever he meant to do would be perhaps the best bit of improvisation they’d ever come up with as a troupe.

Galen had never been to Bayreuth—he had sworn a vow to never set foot in the town unless it was onstage at the Wagner Festspielhaus as a performer. And now, after all the years of yearning, here he was. He was a bit disoriented, unsure how he had come to be there. In his memory, he remembered vaguely getting into a car and driving to Bayreuth, where he was greeted politely if not totally enthusiastically, and there were handshakes, and aperitifs, and then here he was, at the Festspielhaus.

What were his lines? He could scarcely remember. It seemed odd that he would forget—had he not been preparing for this role all his life?

He remembered the papers he had brought with him, the translations—the true Ring. Pulling the papers from his vest, he looked them over dispassionately, until a familiar name caught his eye, and then he remembered.

Hagen. He was Hagen.

O  O  O

 “I’m telling you, you’ve got to let me in,” Michael said again to the defiantly proper official at the door. “You really don’t understand what’s going on, here.”

The official checked his cuticles, then looked at Michael as if he’d just asked him for sex. “I’m sorry,” he sniffed,” but there is no way the performance can be interrupted once it has begun. The doors,” he said with finality, “stay closed.”

Michael slumped against the wall and considered trying to force his way in, but dismissed it an instant later—such a move would cause more trouble than would be prudent, especially considering he had no idea what Galen’s state of mind was, nor what his ultimate plans were.

He was about to resort to simple bribery when the un-openable doors opened, and another officious looking mendicant stuck his head through. Michael’s heart sank—it was a breach of protocol to open the doors during a performance, so whatever was going on was probably a security issue, and the buck was being passed.

A hurried flurry of whispering ensued, interspersed with raised eyebrows, widening eyes, and at the end, several quick glances at Michael.

The conversation ended, and official number one sends official number two running to the festival’s offices. He then grabbed Michael by the lapels, and passed the suspected buck. 

“You were telling the truth,” he said in a whisper, so as not to raise an alarm, “Gunnar-Galen is here—what can you do about him?”

“Do?” Michael said. “Why? What’s going on.”

“He’s onstage,” official number one hissed as he opened the door and shoved Michael through, “and he’s waving a sword. Good luck.”

O  O  O

This was it, thought Galen. This was the performance of a lifetime, and every great person from the ivory towers of the world was here to see it.

Everywhere Galen looked, everyone in the audience had turned into Obscuro, the Zen Illusionist. 

They were cheering—more specifically, they were cheering him, Mikaal Gunnar-Galen, on his magnificent and triumphant turn on the glorious stage at Bayreuth.

Tears streamed down his face as he paused for a bow to acknowledge his gratitude, then a second. Then, a soft tugging at his sleeve, perhaps another admirer, wishing for a private moment with the great man.

“Galen—Galen, come on. I’ve got to get you out of here.”

Galen looked around, blinking, and the room seemed to fade. There was a man onstage—did he know him? 

Michael shook him again. “Galen, are you all right?”

Galen’s stomach dropped in fear—it was Siegfried, the Sun-King, come to claim the treasure and destroy him. Willing himself to calmness, Galen choked back a cry and instead spoke slowly, voice directed at the Obscuro audience. “I am Hagen, and it is my destiny to rule. I am the pure-son, I am the true-son, and you shall not defeat me, Siegfried.”

“Wha…? Siegfried? Galen, it’s me—Michael Langbein.”

“No,” Galen said, shaking his head wearily. “You try to deceive, like Odin, but I know you. Say it—say your name.”

Looking around at the wealthy Europeans and Americans in the audience who still had no clue as to what had derailed the performance, Michael decided that going with the flow would probably be the least disruptive way to handle things. At least the sword—strapped to Galen’s left arm—was still sheathed.

“All, right, all right,” he said, moving closer to Galen. “I’m Siegfried.”

“Shout it!”

“I am Siegfried!” Michael shouted. 

“I claim the treasure!” Galen replied. “I will have it, Siegfried!”

“Fine, whatever,” said Michael, embarrassed at the resonance of his words throughout the Festspielhaus. He hadn’t expected to be arguing at the top of his lungs in the most acoustically-sound building in Europe.

Galen relaxed, as if he was a deflating balloon. That must have been what he wanted, Michael thought. Someone else up here on stage to make his fantasy seem solid. It’s a shame—he had so much potential, and to break this way, so publicly …

“Come on, Galen,” said Michael, “let’s go home.”

“Hagen,” came the rasped response.

“What?”

“My name,” Galen said slowly, “is Hagen.”

“All right,” said Michael, turning to get off the stage. In the wings, he could see the other performers watching curiously—many of them knew who Galen was, and whatever was happening, they were loathe to get involved or interrupt; whether out of respect or fear, Michael couldn’t tell. “Come on Hagen. Let’s go.”

Michael began to walk away, when an odd sensation passed through him. My God, he thought, was that…? Could that have been…? But he shook it off—best to deal with Galen first, then think about inversions and the relative worth of history professors.

“Galen?” Michael asked under his breath as he looked over his shoulder and realized the musician was not following. The audience began to murmur more loudly, some even standing and shouting at the stage. 

Time to get out of Dodge, thought Michael. “Galen, what …” But the singer seemed not to hear him, staring instead at some point above and to the right of Michael’s head, his lips moving in a silent incantation.

Suddenly, the room shifted, as if the lens on a projector had both come loose and corrected itself in the same instant. Michael shook it off, then turned to see what had captured his companion’s attention, when he suddenly felt an odd pressure against his chest.

The sword Galen had been carrying was not decorative; he had unsheathed it and driven it deeply into Michael’s back.

“Al-Alberich?” said Michael, looking curiously at the point of the thin blade that extended about eighteen inches from his sternum. “Alberich? Wh-what …?

“I’m not Alberich,” hissed Galen. “I’m Hagen. And you’re dead.”

There was a momentary silence in the great hall: most of the audience had figured out that the replacements had been neither planned nor expected; only dozens knew just how badly the opera had been shanghaied and disrupted; a mere dozen or so had properly guessed that what had just transpired meant the end of the festival; and a single woman in the second row realized exactly what had happened and communicated this epiphany in the form of a long, shrill, scream, and then Hell on Earth broke loose in Bayreuth. 

People by the hundreds stampeded the doors, yelling, trying to escape what all of them slowly realized they had just witnessed; people by the dozens stormed the stage, pulling Mikaal Gunnar-Galen into the orchestra pit where the musicians were still sitting in abject horror; no one went to aid Michael, as hardly anyone really knew yet what had occurred, save that there was a weapon drawn, and blood spilled, and the only men on stage were a fallen, insane baritone whom many still adored, and a stranger who should never have been allowed on the stage to begin with.

The orchestra made their escape through the maintenance areas in the rear, and Galen was borne away on a sea of frantic hands. Within a matter of minutes, the whole of the Festspielhaus had been emptied of patrons. Only Michael, face white, his lifeblood draining across the floor, remained to see the briefly exposed light of the entry hall when the doors at the top of the building opened, then closed. He listened as the slow, unhurried footsteps made their way through the aisles, then up the steps at the left of the stage, and through the two-dimensional landscape to a spot a few feet from where he lay.

“Hello,” Jude said calmly as he leaned one hip on the false balustrade just above the orchestra pit. “I thought we could have a few minutes to chat, seeing as all of the excitement has moved outside, and you’re not likely to live for very much longer.”


CHAPTER TWELVE
Hat Trick

“You know,” Jude said in a conversational tone, “the most difficult part of this entire year was that first week: cutting every reference regarding a particular murder from every paper in which it appears is an awfully big job. It took hiring almost seventy students in the end, but they managed to get the job done.”

Dizzy from the blood loss, Michael’s head swiveled around as he tried to comprehend what he was hearing. “Students …? You hired …students to … to clip newspapers…?”

“Nearly ninety thousand newspapers, at the final tally. Sure, they complained a lot, but most of them were accustomed to having plasma sucked out of them or wanking into a cup for the same amount I was offering them to pedal around the city and clip articles out of the papers. Not exactly an upwards move, career-wise, but that’s academics for you.”

“I … I don’t understand …” Michael replied weakly.

“I know, and I regret that, if nothing else—that’s why I’m here, to clear a few things up before you die.”

“I’m not … ambulance …”

“I’m afraid you are,” Jude said matter-of-factly, “And I wouldn’t count on the medical team getting here in time. Haven’t you noticed? You’re the one who got stabbed, but right now, the only thing anyone is concerned about is that one of the primary administrators of the oldest University in the entire German-speaking world just went bonkers in Bayreuth. I give it a good ten minutes before anyone even remembers you’re here.”

Michael summoned enough strength to lift himself up on one elbow before collapsing back into the sticky crimson pool growing beneath him. “What did the newspapers have to do with this?”

“You had to be prevented from reading this,” Jude said as he swiftly dropped to a crouch and pulled the crumpled newspaper clipping out of his pocket. Spreading and smoothing it, he held it in front of Michael’s face so the weakening man could read it, then put it away when he saw the expected looks of shock and recognition.

“Vasily?” Michael gasped. “Vasily Strugatski? Dead?” He looked at Jude, eyes darting in fear, “Did … did you kill him?”

“Me? Not at all. All I know about him is his paternal lineage and what I read in that clipping. Why should you ask?”

Michael chuckled, a weak, phlegmy sound. “Yeah, right … You’re the great connector, remember? And you … You didn’t know Vasily and I were related?”

“Related?” Jude exclaimed, shocked himself for the first time since he’d entered the opera hall. “In what way?”

“We were married to the same woman—at different times, of course.”

“That is interesting. It’s certainly another piece of the puzzle—and if nothing else, just validates further the course of events.”

“If you didn’t know … Then why go to such efforts to … Hide the newspaper clippings?”

“Because he was the first Erl-King to die in more than a thousand years—and I needed time to discover exactly what that meant and then act upon it before anyone else did. And in this case, ‘anyone’ also meant the same unique group of individuals who could also help me decipher the clues—specifically, you.

Michael blinked. “Back up, now—what was that about Erl-Kings?”

Jude shrugged. “Just what I said—Vasily Strugatski was an Erl-King.”

Michael let his head drop back and he closed his eyes. “Madness …” he muttered, “It’s all utter madness …”

“I can understand where you’d think so,” said Jude, “and I really wish you had the time for me to explain it all, but some things just aren’t meant to be.”

“Please … please, aren’t you going to summon help? We were colleagues…. Are you really just going to let me die?”

“No,” replied Jude, “I’m not ‘letting’ you do anything—the whole point was for you to die, or else all of this would have been a complete waste of time and effort.”

“B-Been working on this a while, h-have we?” Michael said.

“For more than a year, actually,” said Jude. “The first order of business was to locate two Erl-Kings—one who could be sacrificed, and one who could be controlled. I found three, but two of you were in the same city—at the same University, no less—whether by providence, or the machinations of Time, my task was made easier by half. With my credentials, attaining a post at the University was no problem. The next step was establishing a need for yourself and Galen to work together, while simultaneously encouraging your particular passions.”

“Why that?”

“Focus. There were times when I could have told you both that I’d found the book on the moon, and you’d have dismissed the niggling details of how I got there just to hold the manuscript a little longer. Maintaining that sort of focus throughout the year was a priority. With Galen, it was advancement and the promise of a glorious performance here. With you, it was the threat of dismissal.”

“Gee, thanks,” Michael said dryly.

“It’s nothing personal. Some people work better under pressure.”

“My tenure wasn’t anything you could influence.”

“It was when a simple theft could affect the University’s belief in your capabilities.”

Michael blinked. “The Æthelbert Document … you … you …”

“Me. Sorry. I’m also the one who arranged to sell you the Uppsala Dance for a price several times what you could have purchased it for—or did you really not recognize Bertram when you saw him at Obscuro’s performance?”

Michael felt like he would pass out, and not because of blood loss. “The smuggler … He was the man with the crowbar in his head. How could I not have caught that?”

“Focus - one, Langbein - zero.”

“What did you do with the Æthelbert …?”

“It went to good use—the Prince of Wales was very happy to get it, and paid a very generous sum.”

“W-What…?”

“What did I do with the money? I established the Eidolon Foundation. That’s also where the departmental funding went, as well as the previous Rector.”

Michael heard a click in his head as the puzzle began to take shape. The Eidolon Foundation was the name of the company which handed a blank check to Bayreuth for use by the Wagner Festival—on the sole condition that Michael Gunnar-Galen be barred from participating. Talk about focus …

“The most important element was keeping the two of you together until the inversion point could occur. This was the reason for the machinations at the University—if Galen’s ambitions could be channeled into the possibility of redeeming the missed opportunity of his youth, then you would have all of the University’s resources with which to do your work. Galen needed you to stay to translate the two layers of the palimpsest; you needed him to stay to champion your continued professorship at the University.”

“Fat lot of good that did,” said Michael. “I got sacked, remember?”

“Yes, but by that time, the principal work was already done—and the only necessity which remained was to ensure that on August twenty-sixth, the two of you were together.”

“And it had to be at the Wagner Festival? If it was so important, then why the move with Eidolon? Why not just let him do what he wanted, and run the festival?

“Because he is driven by desire—and we always desire most that which we …”

“That which we cannot have, yeah, yeah, blah, blah, blah,” said Michael, coughing. “Awfully convenient, finding that manuscript with the Wagner scumbled in.”

“I’ll confess—I made it all up.”

“What?”

“The margin notes on the Edda manuscript—the Wagner Addendum, or Liszt Addendum, or whatever you want to call it. It doesn’t matter; I created it. Oh, not all of it was mine—I couldn’t create such a thing out of whole cloth in so little time. I researched Wagner’s writings and did find segments of preliminary versions of the cycle which he had discarded—so, in a way, only the writing itself was a forgery. The words were Wagner’s.”

“Why was it necessary to forge at all? Wasn’t the Edda itself enough?”

“The Edda would have been enough to get your attention, of that much I was sure. But more would be needed to entice Galen, and it was the only one of the volumes which also contained elements that would be attractive to both of you at once. A dash of Wagner did the trick.”

“One of the volumes?” asked Michael. “There were more in your possession? More than the one Galen and I worked on?”

“Oh yes—many, many more.”

“And you didn’t show the rest of them to us?”

“No,” said Jude with deliberate emphasis, “I didn’t show the rest of the volumes to you.”

“Why?”

“Three reasons: first, the only one which was integral to my plans was the Edda—the corresponding convergence point of the inversion was ancient Icelandic. Second, I knew that if you had even an inkling that I possessed other volumes, you’d be so inevitably distracted from our principal task that we’d risk missing the correct inversion point. And last, I couldn’t take the chance that you’d discover the truth about the Erl-Kings.”

In answer to Michael’s puzzled look, Jude smirked. “The eighteenth volume—the actual youngest book in the set. It was all spelled out fairly clearly, and Galen enjoyed it a great deal.”

Despite his injuries, Michael nearly sat up with a derisive snort of laughter. “Uh-huh. So you two have been plotting against me the whole time, eh?”

“Not the whole time,” said Jude. “But I digress, and you’re bleeding out.”

Was Jude waffling? Michael couldn’t be sure—the blood loss was beginning to close in the edges of his vision. 

“I suppose while I’m owning up to things,” Jude said, “I really ought to mention that I’m also the one who arranged your firing.  A couple of associates of mine snuck into the records vault and replaced the authentic receipts with forgeries.”

“How? They’d have had to have been Zen Illusionists themselves to get into …” 

Jude nodded. Another piece fell into place.

“You brought them back with you from Meru, didn’t you?” Michael said. “Two of the anchorites.”

“Yes—the surviving U’s. But you knew them by different names—Rutland and Burlington.”

Michael began to respond, then coughed up a bloody mass to the floor, where he stared at it as if it were from an oracle. “Funny habit, that.” he said, cheeks tightening. “Did you ever notice that it’s very human to examine our discharges? Babies look at their feces, teenagers constantly smell their own armpits, and I don’t think there’s a human on the planet who doesn’t check the tissue after a good sneeze.”

He coughed again and spat out another bezoar-like chunk. “Do you suppose it’s our way of searching for patterns in the chaos?”

“Sounds more like the plot from a bad independent film,” said Jude. “Good try, though.”

The historian was suddenly overcome by a spasm of coughing, and Jude looked on concernedly. “Not in too much pain, I hope?” he asked. “I’m not one to make anyone suffer unnecessarily, and I am enjoying our conversation immensely. I do hope you can go on for a few minutes longer.”

Just long enough, thought Michael. Long enough for someone to come. How long had it been, anyway? Ten minutes? An hour? There was no way to tell.

With an effort of will, he pushed his rumpled cloak further under his side, somewhat staunching the flow of blood from his back, and leaned into it where he could face the young man. “The other books?” Michael asked in honest curiosity. “I’d’ve liked to have seen them.”

“I’d’ve liked to have shown them to you, but I knew you’d get distracted from the Sturluson—and if this inversion were missed, I wouldn’t want to go through all of this all over again.”

Michael let his head fall back against one of the floor lights and laughed weakly. “Again? Now I know you’re screwing with me,” he said. “Get the hell out of here, Jude, or Obscuro, or Odin, or whatever your name really is.”

“You don’t think our little melodrama was the first time an inversion has occurred, do you?” Jude said softly. He knelt so as to make certain his words were heard and understood. “An inversion changes, but can never completely obliterate what went before. If what we have done this night is possible, then who is to say that previous inversions didn’t occur at the junctions of Ur-cities and the rise of the Mayan Empire, or that the founding of England coincide with the Garden of Eden?”

He sat back on his haunches and pondered the historian. How much to tell, and what harm, as he had already told so much? He decided.

“Let me tell you a little story,” Jude began. “The last time a Weltanschauung Inversion took place, the course of a history we should have known was changed.

“A pilgrim arrived to walk Kora around Mount Kailas, but asked a question no one had had the sense to ask in thousands of years—if the mountain were truly the home of the Gods, and a holy place, why exactly would it be blasphemy for a humbly worshipful believer to set foot on its slopes? He couldn’t arrive at a decent answer, and no one else could provide one. So, he decided to climb the mountain, and in doing so encountered the then-current teacher, a Roman, I suppose, called R.”

“You suppose?” Michael said sarcastically.

Jude shrugged. “Was Marx a Marxist?”

“What?”

“Never mind. Anyway, R was at a loss—none of the disciples had died, but a few minutes’ discussion, notwithstanding the fact that he could see R at all—he realized this pilgrim was obviously on the path which would qualify him to enter Meru.”

Michael’s eyes lit up as another jigsaw piece fell into place. “The other fluke—you said that there had been one other instance of a teacher arriving at Meru before one was needed.”

“Very good. This one, though, was unique in the fact that he was also an Erl-King. The anchorites had had occasion to associate with the Erl-Kings of history, but never before had one arrived as an initiate of Meru.”

“Why is that significant?”

“Because more often than not, a history was brought to Meru after an inversion, and after the rule or death of an Erl-King. This was the first time an Erl-King had come to Meru with his history still unwritten.”

Michael coughed. “Like H?”

“No—H’s history was unwritten, but he was not an Erl-King. His history would be witnessed, not ruled over. R’s acolyte, however, was a significant Erl-King, one whose inversion was expected to mark an endpoint of a cosmic Calendar Round larger than any which had gone before. What was not expected was that the acolyte’s inversion would obliterate a culture which one of the anchorites had had a direct hand in creating—R himself, in fact.

“Against all tradition, and in defiance of the immense forces of Time itself, R resolved to prevent the inversion, or at the very least, corrupt it. He abandoned Meru, and the acolyte, who took the name ‘I’, assumed his place as teacher. For several years, I taught the anchorites, all the while learning of his true place in the workings of history. Then one day, R returned, bringing with him several dozen monks from a Semitic monastery near the Dead Sea. His plan was to usurp the library and create a corrupted timeline. If he could prevent I’s rule as an Erl-King, and then ensure through inaccuracy of future inversion volumes the maintenance of the status quo, then his culture could be preserved indefinitely.”

“I’m assuming he failed.”

“Indubitably. R had passed on to the monks the techniques of the Meruvians, and they had created a number of false volumes which they brought to the mountain for placement in the library. The anchorites appeared to acquiesce, and opened the doors—but when the monks entered, they fell into empty space, presumably to their deaths.”

“The anchorites interpretation was stronger.”

“Correct. The library was a reality, and R was not replacing it, but merely trying to force an interpretation. And as to the monks—desire and understanding of a technique does not always equal enlightenment—all too literally, in their case.”

“Isn’t that what you were trying to do with me and Galen?’

“Not quite,” said Jude. “With this inversion, it was simply a matter of having as much information as possible, having more than anyone else, and making certain that I controlled fully the information I did have. R was actually trying to force new information to become a reality, and it just doesn’t work that way.”

“What happened to I?”

“He left, and returned to his destiny, as did R. What R couldn’t—or wouldn’t—understand was that having been a Meru initiate, I had a better grasp of his destiny than previous Erl-Kings, and nothing R could do would alter the inversion which was to come. Efforts were made, but R expected I to be much more … aggressive in his movements, and by the time he was located, too many elements of the inversion were set in place to be dislodged. Afterwards, R continued to attempt forcing his interpretation on history, but in the end all he managed to do was corrupt a few calendars and seduce a few hapless monks into weak imitations of Meru. His culture collapsed, and Time moved forward.”

“If this is true,” Michael said weakly, “then why don’t we have more traces, better remnants of the inversions in traditional historical libraries? If the world was ruled by one of these so-called ‘Erl-Kings’ during each inversion, then why haven’t they been easier to identify?”

A quiet, dangerous look settled into Jude’s eyes, and he pursed his lips in concentration before answering. “All there is in the world, is contact, and interpretation. Nothing—nothing—is ever hidden; thus, if you seek knowledge of something with which you have had no contact, you need merely to look around you, and choose the correct interpretation.”

“You’re saying the Erl Kings have been there all along? Somewhere in history?”

“Yes.”

“Who, Genghis Khan? Attila the Hun? Who could have wielded such influence and not brought down the world around his ears?”

Jude shook his head, chuckling. “Interesting how you automatically assume that such a power would only be used to despoil. I will say this—the books in the library of Meru were not arbitrary additions, or simple assemblages of myth and history. I told you before—every volume, every book on those endless shelves, was an accounting of an inversion period. But, not every inversion has a corresponding book. There are more histories of the world that have been lost than have ever been written, and of those, not all are in Meru.”

Suddenly, a grim realization chilled what little remained of Michael’s blood. “The translations—you never needed me at all, did you? Not if you had even a glimmer of the ability you claim.”

Jude looked at him and crossed his arms. “Not true. I needed you, Michael. I needed you very badly.”

“For the murder.”

“Yes, I’m sorry to say—for the murder.”

Michael snorted. “You’ll understand if I don’t take your word on that.”

“I’m quite serious,” Jude demurred. “I’m not one for random or unnecessary motion, and if I wanted the inversion to succeed, then the timely death of an Erl-King was paramount.”

“Why?” Michael said, a sob escaping his throat. “We knew an inversion period was imminent; we knew the time period and culture which would be underlaid; we even knew the precise moment of the conjunction—why do I have to die for you and Galen to observe the inversion?”

“Because,” said Jude, “with your death, the inversion does not become merely interpretation, but true contact—and creates the opportunity to make the convergence permanent.”

There it was, thought Michael with a wave of weakness and nausea. There is the arc he’d missed, the huge lynchpin of the world’s puzzle which explained so much. Jude closed his eyes—a sign of respect, perhaps? He knew the import of what he just said to the dying historian, and he knew that Michael knew it, too.

Jude continued, his voice more subdued, as if a pressure had lifted. “The Maya and the Anasazi knew it; the Egyptians—at least the early dynasties—and the Hittites knew it. The Sumerians knew it, forgot it, then discovered it all over again. Westerners never really caught on—especially after someone invented the concept of chivalry—but the Barbarians developed it themselves as a natural result of their culture’s evolution. They formed societies that were similar to that of a monarchy, with the exception that the right of kingship was something to be earned and proven, not just inherited. If a king or warlord became unfit to rule, it was the duty of the thanes—which were similar to knights—of the king to kill him so that fertility and prosperity would return to the land. This became known as the ritual ‘sacrifice of the Sacred King’ enacted by most druidic-based faiths, and sometimes, it was more effective than others, although they hadn’t the faintest idea why.”

“Because those sacrifices were done during inversions.”

“Yes—and when it was done intentionally, with full knowledge of what such an event would opportune …”

“Then whoever initiated it could control the outcome as well,” Michael finished.

“Yes. The histories of the world can flow together like water and oil, touching but never mixing, yet visible to anyone who knows the time and place to look. But, if there is also a blood sacrifice, then the two become one …”

“The world can be changed.”

Jude nodded. “When was the only real question, and whatever else its uses, The Anabasis Machine could tell us that much. And whomever knew enough to take advantage of the situation—which, apparently, was only myself—could do as was done by ancient peoples wiser than we: choose our Gods.”

“Wh-who? You? You wanted to be a God?”

“No,” Jude replied with such a look of openness that Michael had to believe he was telling the truth, “I just want to be the one who plans his day.”

“Sick—sick bastard,” spat Michael. “Insane …”

“It could have been either of you, honestly,” said Jude. “It really didn’t matter to me.”

“Th-then why Galen?”

“Because the manifest destiny of an Erl-King is to rule, and that requires a certain degree of ambition and ruthlessness—and no offense, but in that category you just didn’t pass muster. That’s why I went to the trouble of learning how to write in Wagner-era German.”

Michael coughed roughly, spitting blood. “So none of it was true? None of the Book of Alberich was real?”

“Oh, that was real. I might have faked the Wagner material, but I never considered the possibility that the manuscript could also be a palimpsest. For a few seconds I had to seriously weigh my options: if Alberich’s book, as you discovered it, turned out to be a fake, then I risked losing you, and without you, the efforts to translate the Edda would be fruitless. On the other hand, if it differed too greatly from the Eddaic accounts, making both useless as templates for a new Ring Cycle, I would risk losing Galen’s participation altogether.

“But you decided to go forward, anyway.”

“Of course—but only after I’d examined the book and realized that it was not a threat, but exactly the kind of surrogate Nibelungenlied I needed to maintain a grip on Galen. And once I’d validated it, your interest was never in question.”

“Examine it?” Michael said, confused. “But when … Ah. Ah, I see. The Gage—their attack was your doing, wasn’t it?”

Jude nodded. “When I realized what you’d found, I signaled to Bertram out the window to stand ready—I didn’t realize that all of the others would be so in tune—and on cue, they came for the book. It wasn’t difficult to locate—you left it in the Augustine reading room at the National Library—and when I’d examined the new material, I arranged for it to be ‘returned’.

“That was well-staged.”

“Thank you. It just goes to show you that you can’t plan for everything—sometimes, you just have to go with the flow.”

“You know,” said Michael, “you really are effective at this Zen stuff—except for the murdering and forgery and whatnot.”

The slight man smiled. “Thank you again. It’s funny, though—all of my planning was almost derailed by the insistent scribblings of a bitter, power-hungry dwarf. What’s even more unusual is that some of the material in the Wagner archives echoed a great deal of the text in the Book of Alberich—and that was without any corresponding historical baseline. It was all intuitive—sort of like Melvin, without the holes. If his life had gone in a different direction, who’s to say Wagner wouldn’t have ended up in Meru himself?”

Michael’s eyes narrowed. “So Wagner had to have some grasp of Kairos time, to have written something which was true but unseen.”

“The ultimate expression of Meruvian Zen—the ability to foresee an inversion without an Anabasis Machine, or even the resources of the library. As a matter of fact, one element of the cycle Wagner had discarded was real enough that it nearly overshadowed the importance of everything else I discovered—but it wasn’t in the palimpsest.”

Michael’s eyes fluttered, then sharpened and narrowed again. “The Uppsala Dance … The fourth set of lines, about the treasure … the Nibelung treasure …”

“Well done,” said Jude appreciatively. “Once again, I’d underestimated you.”

“B-but if it’s real …” Multiple lines of thought flickered through Michael’s mind as Jude waited. Suddenly, the scholar looked up, a faint rippling of alarm crossing his pallid features. “The treasure … That’s it, isn’t it? That’s the key …” He whispered plaintively. 

“Hmm,” said Jude, “I really did underestimate you. If you’ve pieced together that much all by yourself, we might have made some remarkable progress together—on the other hand, that sort of insight is precisely why you had to be removed from the University once the translation was done. Nevertheless,” he concluded, “Galen is the one who is necessary in the long run, and in this case it’s better to have the Devil who doesn’t know.”

There was a flurry of motion and noise at the front of the building, and the shadows that could be glimpsed moving about beyond the doors moved with less aimlessness now, as more purposeful shadows exchanged places with those within.

“Ah,” said Jude. “Here comes the cavalry.”

He waved at the arriving Emergency Medical Team as they streamed through the doors at the top of the hall, and for a moment Michael’s heart leapt in his chest. Then, Jude called out to them—“Please, please hurry. He’s fading fast—I can barely feel a pulse, and he’s not breathing …”—and Michael knew that it was truly over.

“One last question, if you don’t mind.”

Jude looked at the approaching medics. “Quickly, then.”

“The renegade teacher—the one who tried to subvert the inversion. I’d know his name if you identified him, wouldn’t I? Who was he?”

Jude smiled. “Ever the historian, aren’t you? Yes, you would know him. It was Romulus—the founder of Rome.”

The blood drained from Michael’s face. “Then … then the acolyte, the one who was the Erl-King, whose inversion would destroy the Holy Roman Empire …”

Jude winked at him. “Yes. You didn’t think he spent all his time wandering around Galilee talking in parables, do you? Try to see the silver lining, here—you’re in exceptional company.”

“Thanks a lot,” Michael said, his strength fading. Just seconds more …

“You held on longer than I’d thought,” Jude said coolly, kneeling beside him. “Good for you. Bad for you.” Leaning closer, he pressed a firm knuckle to the base of Michael’s throat and rapidly increased the pressure. 

Through a darkening haze, Michael could see the EMT’s just reaching the steps at the far side of the stage. Jude saw the glance and shook his head, a soft, almost gentle smile on his face. “I’m sorry,” he whispered, “But they didn’t quite make it.” He leaned in, putting all his weight into the pressure on the scholar’s throat, his back to the concerned faces of the medical team. “The summer is over, and the sun has set. Say goodnight, Siegfried.”

O  O  O

For a moment, Jude thought he might actually respond—crushed larynx, blood loss and all—but after the medics had been working on Michael for three-quarters of an hour, and parts of the scholar had been intermingled with life-saving implements in roughly equal measure, he decided that no response was forthcoming, and made a subtle exit from the shadows where he watched them work on the lifeless Erl-King.

O  O  O

It took several hours to tear himself from the amusement of observing a mass of festival officials, medics, policemen, and reporters engage several hundred formerly frantic opera-goers, all of whom claimed to be the valiant Samaritan who had stayed at the side of the dying victim. The honor eventually went to a large Swede whom Jude had actually observed trampling a small girl in his haste to exit the building. Before he left the park, Jude tracked both of them down: he gave the tearful girl (who had not been badly hurt) a chocolate bar, and he ran a wire from the battery of the Swede’s car back into the gas tank. Call it a last hurrah for the world of the Ghost in the Machine.

Walking down the tree-lined street, the beginnings of a light snow drifting softly in the pooled streetlight, Jude pondered the issue of what to do with Galen, who was by this time almost certainly either in a jail cell or in a room with mattresses nailed to the walls. It didn’t matter which—the most important hurdle was crossed, and all it would really take for things to sort themselves out was a little patience, and Jude knew he had that.

The sudden explosion of the Swede’s car rocked the other vehicles along the street a sent a radiant fireball thirty feet into the air. Mingled sparks and snow falling around his feet, Jude didn’t turn around, but instead kept walking purposefully into the night, through fire and ice, into the new world.


EPILOGUE
The New World

(AP) Associated Press Newswire - August 27

BAYREUTH - A brutal murder ended the annual Wagner Festival at Bayreuth last night, after two men usurped the stage of the Festspielhaus during the performance of the fourth opera in the Ring Cycle, Gotterdammerung, and shortly thereafter turned the renowned performance into a spectacle of violence. In a scene straight out of Siegfried’s own legend, Mikaal Gunnar-Galen leapt onto the stage and began performing an improvised version of what witnesses claimed to be an unorthodox variation on the opera, when he suddenly pulled a sword and impaled the victim, who had leapt to the stage and was also reciting scenes from the opera. The victim, who was later identified as Michael Langbein, was an associate Professor of Literature at the University of Vienna, where on investigation it was discovered that he had just received notice of his termination. Langbein was a colleague of Gunnar-Galen, who not only taught at the University, but was recently appointed Rector, which investigators suspect may have been the catalyst for a conflict between the two. No reason has been discovered as to why they were at the Festspielhaus, or what role an alternate version of Wagner’s opera may have played in the incident. According to eyewitnesses, Langbein appeared to be performing the role of Siegfried, and Gunnar-Galen the role of Hagen, which added a layer of suspicion to the incident, as the segment of the opera they had commandeered involved the slaying of Siegfried by Hagen. A medical team arrived just minutes after Langbein was injured, but efforts to revive him were unsuccessful, and he was declared dead at the scene. Gunnar-Galen was detained by authorities for questioning, but was behaving and speaking irrationally.  It was determined that he had suffered some sort of psychotic break, and was remanded to the custody of doctors at a private psychiatric facility for further evaluation. The remaining two days of the Festival were cancelled, and all related activities have been suspended pending the outcome of the investigation.

O  O  O

 (AP) Associated Press Newswire - August 27

MUNICH - More than five dozen residents of Munich awoke this morning to discover their automobiles had been stolen, some from locked garages. Victims of what was apparently a well-orchestrated crime spree, the thefts occurred sometime during the night, and the first report of criminal activity was filed shortly before 6 A.M., followed by a succession of other reports from all districts of the city. Police are baffled by the thefts, as the flawless execution is belied by the apparent breadth of vehicles stolen, which ranged from a week-old Mercedes to a twelve-year-old Citroen which the owner swore had not been in running condition for several years. At this time, there are few leads. The mention in several reports of massive and violent damage to garages is being investigated, although the rumor that said damage originated inside, rather than from without the garages, is unconfirmed.

O  O  O

 (AP) Associated Press Newswire - August 28

STUTTGART - As the transportation hub to southwest Germany, Stuttgart has direct trains to most major German cities, but sometime in the last twelve hours, every train on the schedule was inadvertently re-routed to Paris. The massive scheduling error occurred because of some breakdown in communications between engineers and the central switching station, and as of this writing has not yet been resolved. Claims that the trains have not yet been located are unconfirmed, although satellite surveillance from a GPS system revealed eighteen of the trains to be in the region of Paris shortly before 3 A.M. Families of passengers who have disappeared with the trains are demanding that Stuttgart transit authorities expand their search, and a public announcement is expected shortly.

O  O  O

 (AP) Associated Press Newswire - August 28

BERLIN - A massive disruption of global communications is wreaking havoc on the s&^%kjht of every region of the planet, leading the President of the United St76hHK to declare a nationwide state of emergency, and call for an immediate summit of the G8 nations leaders to search for a cause and a resolution. The stock markets have been suspended, as has all air travel except for those flights deemed essen%$& to basic services. Power grids in the Pacific Nothwesr˙∆˙koK∆, the Sonoran Desert, The Philippines, and all of Australi∆˙∆ut have failed, leading to a shortage of emergency ˆ¨®†ƒ©©ƒdcc∆˙©ƒ. Leading scientists are speculating that a massive solar eruption or possibly an in%&75ƒ∂© cosmic rays is responsibility for communications is failing they::: an electromagnetic dress, ˚∫√∆ Nuclear ^%$%©∆˙˙©˙©˙ UYfhgfcchn Ukraine, which governmental officials  :LØooO vehemently denied. Developing.
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