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As she made her way down the crowded street, she tugged on the fabric of her hood, trying to hide her face from the strangers walking past. Here, on the far side of the globe from her home, she was still one of the most famous people in the world, and she desperately needed to keep from being recognized.

For she was a dead woman, and she needed to stay that way.

This was not the first time she had visited Abhasuma, the largest city in the nation of Kirenyaa. This was a huge metropolis of over a million people, built upon the shore of the great African lake Nam Lolwe. She had visited many times before, but never so secretly. This time, she had to travel under an assumed name, carrying a stack of carefully forged documents and passports. Rather than travel from the airport in luxury, in a private car, levitating high above the masses below, she was reduced to using public transporation — a crowded, stinking omnibus, barely gliding above the crowded city streets of Abhasuma.

After a journey of only three leagues that took more than forty-five uncomfortable minutes, she had reached her stop, the University of Abhasuma. From here she would have to walk to her final destination, and hope that she could find the person she was looking for before being discovered.

It was fortunate that the university was as prestigious as it was, and attracted scholars from all over the world. She was an Atlantean of European descent, and her light-colored skin was not typical among the citizens of Kirenyaa, who were overwhelmingly dark-skinned. But there were many other people with her complexion here at the university — some from the Nordic Republics were even paler than her —so even though the hooded cloak could not entirely hide her skin tone, she did not stand out her because of it.

The university was a maze of impressive buildings, built in a variety of styles that included everything from the columned facades of classical Alexandrian to the multicolored domes of traditional East African. But the woman knew her way to her destination, and she hurried across the busy campus to reach it. She only hoped that he was still a creature of habit, and would be there at the time she expected him.

Dozens of people passed by her, and yet no one bothered to peer past the folds of her hood to recognize her famous face. There were no cries of astonishment and alarm by the time she reached the Hall of Mathematics, a stone building at the end of a tree-lined street. But instead of going into the building, she went around one side of it, to the grounds behind the structure.

There was a little bit of parkland here, a stone path that led to a shaded area under a stand of tall yellowwood trees. Unlike the busy campus streets, the park was quiet and deserted, the perfect place for meditation and contemplation. For someone whose life was devoted to unlocking the most abstract truths contained in the field of pure mathematics, this patch of quiet green was a favorite refuge. She knew she would find him here, just after the completion of his morning lectures and office hours.

And there he was, a frail old man in a modest robe, sitting on a well-worn bench with his cane nearby. His eyes were closed, as they usually were when he was engaged in a particularly deep thought, but there was a faint smile on his lips. She moved closer, but he did not hear her approach.

“Professor Makhresa?” she said quietly.

The old man did not open his eyes. “Go away, please. I do not wish to be interrupted during this time.”

She stepped closer. “Sayid, I need to speak to you.” No response. “Hermes, please!”

Finally Sayid Makresa opened his eyes and turned to look at her. He said nothing but began to tremble uncontrollably, and she was suddenly afraid that the shock might be too much for her dear friend’s heart. He took a moment to steady his breathing, and then whispered, “How is this possible?”

“It’s possible, and it’s real,” she whispered back. She lowered her hood, revealing the tight dark curls surrounding her head. “I’m here. It’s me — Eudoxia.”

“Eudoxia Vokos is dead. The entire world saw her die. She was an offering to the gods. You can’t be her.”

“But I am. It’s a long story, and I can’t wait to tell you everything. But you have to believe I am who I say I am — your friend and colleague, Eudoxia Vokos, once avatar of Athena.”

“Not any more. The Twelve are complete again — a new Athena has been installed, taking your place on the Council.”

“I know. I read all about it in the news. It didn’t take them long to find my replacement.” The new Athena was a young Cymric woman who had once been a protege of Eudoxia’s, until she had left to form her own research firm several years ago. Meagyn Frea was a talented scientist, but she would never equal Eudoxia’s accomplishments. “So do you believe I’m really me?”

Sayid nodded. “I don’t know how you cheated the gods of their offering, but I know you too well to be fooled by an impersonation. You are the real Eudoxia Vokos, all right, and I’m glad you’ve come to see me. But I assume you wish the fact of your resurrection to remain a secret, or else you would not have chosen this method of revealing yourself to me.”

“Of course. I knew this would be the only way I could speak to you without being seen or overheard. I hope you don’t mind me interrupting your meditations.”

“Mind?” the professor chuckled. “How could I mind the return of someone whom I have loved like a daughter?” He stood and opened his arms wide. “Come here, Athena!”

They embraced, and Eudoxia said, “You can’t call me that, Sayid. Someone else is Athena now.”

“You will always be Athena to me, just as I will always be your Hermes.”

Tears ran down Eudoxia’s face as she said, “All right, Hermes. I have so much to tell you, and it will take a while to get through it all. Is there someplace we can speak undisturbed?” Though the park was secluded, there was always the chance someone else might stroll through it.

“Of course. Come with me, Athena.”

As a member of the Council of Twelve, Professor Makhresa was a man of immense wealth, as were all the avatars of the Olympian gods. But the professor chose to live simply, deriving very little personal benefit from his vast fortune. The income from his many industrial and scientific research firms was almost entirely donated to charitable causes. Even though he was wealthy enough never to have to work again in his lifetime, Sayid Makhresa continued to teach at the university and live in a modest home in the suburbs of the city.

It was to this home that the professor brought Eudoxia, a house that she had visited often in happier times. Inside, Eudoxia noted the many pictures and other reminders of Sayid’s wife Mwende, who had passed away eight years ago. She knew that Sayid still missed her every day, and he spoke often of his belief that he would be rejoining her soon after his own passing.

Sayid lived alone here, refusing even to hire servants; he could handle the housekeeping duties himself. He commanded Eudoxia to sit and be comfortable while he prepared some tea and other refreshments, in anticipation of a long explanation from her. Several minutes later, he emerged from the kitchen carrying a large tray. Eudoxia noted that despite his age, Sayid carried the heavy tray with ease.

“All right, Athena. Start at the beginning, and leave nothing out. Why aren’t you dead?”

Eudoxia took a first sip from her cup of tea and began. “Do you remember that night, several weeks ago, when Poseidon held his little midnight interrogation of me?”

“Very well. Only hours before, he had commanded me to board a skyliner and fly all the way to Atlantis to sit on his tribunal. I had barely enough time to get off the plane before he rushed me into that hearing room. He was accusing you of successfully developing a means to travel through time. You refused to admit it, but he was correct, wasn’t he? Your research had proved successful.”

“Yes, thanks in large part to the entirely new branch of mathematics that you had developed. Earlier that day, I had successfully tested a device called a timeband, one of twelve that I had created. I told only one person of my accomplishment, a man I thought I could trust. Drago Nasski, the avatar of Apollo. That was my mistake. He was entirely unworthy of my trust, and he betrayed me. It was Drago who told Poseidon what I had done.”

“So I surmised,” Sayid said. “Apollo’s done some questionable things since then, and he’s in serious trouble with Zeus and the rest of the Council. So far he’s been clever enough to avoid your fate — your apparent fate, that is. But he does seem to be pursuing his own agenda.”

“There’s a reason for that, which I’ll get to later. But after I fled the inquiry, using the timeband —“

“You disappeared from the room in an instant,” Sayid remembered. “That was a trip though time, wasn’t it? You used the device to escape.”

“Correct. I went to Drago, still thinking I could trust him, and he attacked me with an immobilizer to gain control over my timeband. When I awoke, the most amazing thing had happened. I was no longer part of this timeline, but part of a different one entirely, created by the future use of the timebands over the next few centuries.”

Sayid closed his eyes and tried to visualize the mathematical theories that would make what she was describing possible. “Hmmm, alternate timelines. Each time your timeband is used, history is affected. New realities replace old realities. The present as we know it no longer exists, but instead has been supplanted by a different present, the product of a different history. Is this what you’re saying?”

“Exactly. I awoke in a world where the Alexandrian Confederation never existed, where Alexander’s empire fell soon after his death as a young man — an event that did not happen in our history. Everything was different — they didn’t even call the land of my birth Atlantis there, but instead called it something like Ammorica or Emarrica. America, I think.”

“Fascinating. Tell me more.”

Eudoxia smiled. “I haven’t even told you the strangest part yet. I wasn’t even me there. My memories and personality were present in someone else’s body, a woman who would someday inherit the timeband I wore. Her name was Ruthie, the leader of a team of time travelers. She had a husband named Miles and a daughter named Miranda. Apparently, Ruthie and her team had found a way to explore our timeline and Ruthie’s consciousness had even merged with mine. When Drago attacked me, somehow I fled my own body and wound up in Ruthie’s timeline, leaving Ruthie in sole control of my brain and body.”

“Ah. That explains your strange behavior at your trial. You were speaking a strange language and could not make yourself understood. Now I understand that it wasn’t even you.”

“Yes,” Eudoxia agreed. “I wasn’t really at my trial, you understand, but it’s been described to me since then. That was Ruthie, speaking in a language called English that doesn’t exist in our world. It was Ruthie who stood accused at the trial, and it was Ruthie whom Zeus condemned to die.”

“Which we all saw happen,” Sayid said. “Yet apparently, what we saw wasn’t real. Because here is your body, not reduced to a pile of fine ash, and your mind has been returned to it. I take it that Ruthie survived as well, and returned to her own timeline?”

“She survived. I can only assume she returned to own timeline, for I have no way of knowing. My timebands are no longer in my possession, and even if I had them, I do not know if I could find the way to travel between the timelines like she did. All I know is that she claimed to have survived the fire through the direct intervention of the goddess Athena.”

“The actual Athena?” Sayid said. “That seems unlikely. The gods have not been known to reveal themselves so directly, even to their most faithful worshippers.” Eudoxia knew that though Sayid was a highly spiritual man, he had at times expressed to her privately his doubts that the Olympian gods were actual beings, but instead were convenient representations for all that is unknowable about the universe. Belief in the existence of the Olympian gods was not a requirement for membership on the Council of the Twelve; it was an open secret that several of the gods’ avatars did not even believe in them. As for Eudoxia, she had never known what to believe. She wanted to believe that all of her successes in life were due to being blessed by Athena, but she had no proof of that.

“This is what Ruthie claimed. But even she had doubts that what she perceived was real, and she conceded it might have been a hallucination. If Athena did not save her, then Ruthie must have saved herself.”

“How? You weren’t wearing a timeband when you — she — was offered to the gods.”

“There’s something else I haven’t told you. Remember when I asked you if it was possible that a highly-evolved person might be able to travel through time unaided, without the help of an external device? You conceded that there was nothing in the math to preclude that possibility. Well, Ruthie is such a person. In her timeline, several such individuals do exist, and Ruthie is one of them, and so is her daughter, Miranda.”

“Does Ruthie represent the next stage in human evolution, then?” Sayid asked. “A branch of humanity that is not bound by the limitations of time?”

“I don’t know, and neither does she. I can only guess that use of the timeband has altered her DNA to make this possible. Her daughter apparently has been able to travel through time almost from birth, as have the children of some of the other Travelers — that’s what they call themselves, the wearers of my timeband. Even though she was inhabiting my body, Ruthie was able to access this ability in the last moment before she would have been incinerated.”

“And then what happened? How did you and Ruthie return to your correct bodies?”

“One of Ruthie’s teammates conducted me back to this timeline, along with Ruthie’s husband and daughter. We were immaterial ghosts here, unable to interact with the real world — all except Miranda, that is. But Ruthie found us, and we discovered it was not difficult for us to will the timeband to return us to our correct bodies. My new friends departed then, and I have not heard from them since.”

“An amazing story,” Sayid told her. “I’m not sure how much of it I believe, but I grant that you have been miraculously returned to us, so I must accept it all. But before you tell me anything more, I must ask you to accept my deepest apologies.”

“Apologies?” Eudoxia asked. “For what?”

“At your trial, I said little in your defense. When the vote was taken to expel you from the Council and replace you as the avatar of Athena, I did not object. The vote needed to be unanimous, and I could have decided the issue in your favor, but I did not. I am ashamed of my lack of action that day, and I have regretted it ever since.”

“You didn’t understand what was happening. You have nothing to be ashamed of.”

“When you appeared in the Council chamber, speaking that strange language, I thought you had been severely brain-damaged, probably irrevocably. I did not see any way for you to return to your duties as Athena, and I could not stand to see you in such a reduced state. When Zeus decided to make you an offering to the gods, I thought that would be a merciful way to end your suffering. I remained silent out of my love for you, but my short-sightedness nearly killed you needlessly. For that, I am truly sorry.”

“Do not speak of it again.” Both Eudoxia and Sayid were on the verge of weeping openly now. “Had our situations been reversed, I might have reached the same conclusion. You were not to blame — we were both duped by that traitor, Drago Nasski.”

“Yes. Earlier, you said you had more to tell me about our brother Apollo?”

“I do. He’s also picked up an extra passenger in his head. During the time I spent in Ruthie’s timeline, I learned from her friends that another Traveler had made the crossing into our timeline, many years earlier. He was an enemy of theirs, a mad genius called Carlos, whose goal was to use the timebands to force mankind to an early extinction. Just as Ruthie had inherited my timeband, Drago had put on the timeband that Carlos would someday wear, and that was how Carlos ended up in Drago’s head. I cannot say whose personality was truly in control after that, but it was from Carlos that Drago gained his sudden mastery of the timeband. Carlos was described to me as highly intelligent but irrational, and therefore quite dangerous. He will want to remake history to fit his own insane schemes, and in doing so, he could erase the world as we know it from existence.”

“If that’s true, there’s probably little we can do to stop him,” Sayid said unhappily. “Here is a piece of information that has been withheld from all but the Twelve themselves. The timebands are missing. A security guard, George Alexandros, stole them from the vault where Poseidon had placed them, and hours later, that guard was found murdered. No one knows who did it, but many suspect Apollo. Yet there is no proof that he did it, and the whereabouts of the timebands is unknown.”

“I can confirm it was Drago,” Eudoxia said. “Miranda encountered him, just before my supposed execution, and Drago was wearing a timeband. Somehow he used the timeband to block her from using her innate abilities, a feat that ought to be impossible. It’s a certainty that Carlos and Drago, working as one, engineered the theft of all twelve timebands.”

“What are we to do?” Sayid asked. “How do we stop someone who can rewrite history?”

“I don’t know. But a better question might be, why hasn’t he done it yet? I’ve given this a lot of thought, and this is my best guess. History isn’t easily changed. One person can do little to change great events. Even assassinating a great leader might only result in a similar individual coming to power without much lasting change. To really change history, you need a team of skilled people working together, making a series of small changes to pivotal moments. Carlos must know that, so I think his first step must be to recruit his team. Right now, he must be busy identifying the people who are capable of doing what he wants done, and then training them to use the timebands. That will take time. Time for us to locate Drago and try to stop him before he changes all of history.”

“Is that all?” Sayid said with a sardonic laugh. “For an elderly math professor and a woman who can’t even show her face in public, that should be easy. When do we start?”

“Hermes, my dear friend,” Eudoxia said, “we just did.”
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On another timeline, in a place called Philadelphia, Ruthie Terwilliger took a familiar book off the shelf and settled down to read. It was evening, and the old building near the city center that served as their headquarters was quiet now. The youngest children, William and Phyllis, had already been put to bed, and her own daughter, Miranda, was in her own room, probably with a favorite book of her own. Miles had an evening class to teach that night, and he was not yet home. None of the other team members were present either; all had activities going on that kept them away from the headquarters building this night.

There were many bookshelves in the common room of the top floor of the headquarters, filled with volumes collected from travels to many different eras of history. Many of these books were quite rare, and some would have surprised expert bibliophiles with their existence. But there was no book so rare as the one that Ruthie selected, a slim gray volume with gold lettering on the spine. This was The Autobiography of Caesar, a book that Ruthie herself had edited, of which only a small quantity had been printed and distributed to members of the very exclusive society of time travelers.

It had become a habit that Ruthie had fallen into: when she found herself unsure of what to do next, when the road ahead was indistinct and uncertain, she would open this book and read again the words of the wisest man she had ever known. In a way, doing this was a way to bring Caesar to life again, and she desperately wanted his counsel. She missed the old man with an ache that would not go away, even though he had been dead for years now, and she was sure that of all people, Caesar would know just what to do in this situation.

When Caesar died, her teammates asked Ruthie to succeed him as leader. It was an impossible task, for no one could replace the kind, thoughtful man who had led the fight against those who would bring about mankind’s extermination. Ruthie had done the best she could, but what she needed was words of encouragement from her mentor, and she sought them in his memoirs, compiled from a lifetime of notes he had written over his long years.

She was so absorbed in her rereading of Caesar’s life story that she hadn’t heard the sound of her husband returning home. “Again?” Miles asked, in his soft Southern drawl. “Reading Caesar again?”

The sound of his voice startled her; Ruthie hadn’t realized that she wasn’t alone in the room. Miles was hanging up his jacket on the coat hook, his briefcase dropped on the floor nearby. Ruthie looked at the cover of the book, pretending to be unaware of what she had been doing. “This? Oh, I just found this book lying around. Someone else must have been reading it — I just picked it up...”

“Stop it. I know you too well.” He did. “Something’s bothering you, and when something’s bothering you, you start reading Caesar’s book again. You want to talk to me about it?”

Ruthie didn’t want to say aloud what was on her mind. She hated to appear indecisive to the members of her team, even to her own husband. So she tried to change the subject. “You know, we talked about some of the other team members writing down their own life stories, like Caesar did. Stories about who they were before they became Travelers, and how they acquired their timebands, and what happened next. In years to come, future Travelers could be inspired by the experiences of their predecessors.”

“I told you, I think that’s a very good idea.”

“Then you’ll do it?”

“Me?” Miles said with mock astonishment. They’d had this same exact conversation, only a few weeks earlier. “Who would want to read about my life?”

“Everyone would. You’ve led a fascinating life. You’re from a timeline that was very different from everyone else’s, you fought in a war, you nearly were killed, and then you became a Traveler. And lastly, you met me and we lived happily ever after.”

“That last part is still being written, and I can’t say what the ending is yet.”

“Then you’ll do it?” Ruthie asked.

“I suppose. What do I have to do?”

“Just talk into a tape recorder. Start at the beginning, and tell everything you remember. I’ll do the transcribing, and I’ll edit out the boring parts.”

“That will be the whole book.” Both Miles and Ruthie laughed, until Miles said, “But you still haven’t answered my question. What’s bothering you?”

Ruthie said nothing for a long moment. Then she looked away and said, in a soft voice, “I want to help Eudoxia.”

“Ruthie, we’ve been through this many times.” It was now four months since they had returned from Eudoxia’s timeline, the last time they had seen the inventor of the timebands. “None of us are happy with the situation we left her in, but what can we do about it?”

“There must be something,” Ruthie said firmly. “Caesar would have known what to do.”

“Caesar never even considered the possibility that one could visit a timeline that had been erased out of existence long ago, much less interact with our predecessors who wore these timebands. Face it, Ruthie. From our point of view, Eudoxia has been gone for over eight hundred years. Many, many other people wore her timeband before it came to you, and her version of history has been rewritten so many times it’s no longer recognizable to us. The person we met, Ruthie, is a ghost, and whatever her fate was after we left her, it’s something that happened centuries ago. We can’t change it.”

“I can’t accept that. We change the past all the time with our timebands. I know we can help her.”

Miles sat beside Ruthie and took her hands. “Ruthie, have you considered the possibility that maybe we shouldn’t? Her timeband came to you as a result of a long sequence of events, each one a necessary link in a chain. If, somehow, you change that sequence right at the beginning — Eudoxia regains her timeband instead of losing it forever — everything else that follows has to be different. It becomes very unlikely that the circumstances by which you receive the timeband even happen. You don’t claim the timeband after Jack Bruno’s death, because Jack was never a Traveler, because his predecessor with the timeband never received it, and so on. You and I would never have met. Our precious daughter would never have been born.”

“Of course I considered that. It’s all I could think about for the past four months. You’re describing a paradox, because if I don’t become a Traveler, then I can’t change Eudoxia’s history, and round and round we go in a circle. But you know the timebands always work to eliminate paradoxes. Somehow the universe always fixes itself so it comes out all right in the end — if I change Eudoxia’s history, the new timeline that results will still include the events that make me a Traveler. So I don’t buy your argument, and from everything you’ve ever told me, I don’t think you buy it, either.”

“No, I suppose I don’t. But I still don’t see how you plan to help her. We can’t visit her timeline in our actual bodies. We’re immaterial ghosts there, unable to interact with the world physically. How do you expect to accomplish anything, when we can’t affect events there?”

“Carlos managed it,” Ruthie said. “Carlos found a way. And that’s the other reason we have to do something. This team was founded to oppose Carlos Ybarra. Caesar made it his mission, and ours, to make sure that Carlos’s mad ambition to bring about Variation Seven never succeeded. Now Carlos is back from the dead, and he’s working to alter the original timeline and turn it into the nightmare scenario, Variation Seven. If Caesar were still with us, he wouldn’t rest until Carlos was stopped. Neither can we.”

Miles sighed. “You’re right, of course. If we can find a way to help Eudoxia and stop Carlos, we will. But please, don’t turn this into an obsession. I’d rather not be married to Captain Ahab.  We’ll continue to research possible solutions to the problem, and if any of the team comes up with a promising method, we’ll try it. Isn’t that the best we can do?”

Ruthie nodded, but in her mind she was still in complete disagreement. The best they could do wasn’t good enough. How could she explain to Miles the urgency she felt? She felt linked to Eudoxia Vokos, linked in a way that transcended time and space. For a time, she had been Eudoxia, and Eudoxia had been her, and the results of that unnatural transfer were still very present. Ruthie still felt that her thoughts, attitudes, emotions, and beliefs were not solely her own, but were somehow an amalgam of her and that scientist from another world. She was sure that Eudoxia was experiencing the same thing. Once combined, their psyches could never be entirely separate again. The desperation she was feeling was Eudoxia’s desperation, alone on a planet where she had been stripped of her identity, her wealth, and her status. Of course she had to do something. It was intolerable to let another day pass without trying to help her psychic sister from a long-vanished timeline. Miles could never understand, none of the other team members could ever comprehend what she was going through. If Eudoxia was going to be helped at all, Ruthie would have to do it herself.

Later that night, Ruthie went to look in on Miranda. She was not surprised to find that her daughter was not asleep, but sitting up in bed with a large fantasy novel on her lap. It reminded Ruthie of her own childhood, nights when she would do the same thing while waiting for her mother to return, drunk, from the bars.

“You should be asleep,” Ruthie scolded her. “You’ve got school in the morning.”

“That’s not a problem for me, Mom.” Ruthie knew her daughter was correct. Miranda could spend the whole night reading one of her favorite books, then flip back in time a few hours and still get a full night’s sleep. Ruthie wondered if she should forbid her twelve-year-old daughter from using her innate powers over time to her advantage like this, but she conceded there would be little point to it. She and Miles had taught Miranda the importance of using her gifts wisely, and she would have to trust Miranda to do just that. It was just as well that Miranda hadn’t discovered boys yet.

“I know. Just don’t forget to sleep. I want you to be awake for your first-period class. What are you reading?”

“The Lord of the Rings. For the second time. I read it before when I was nine, and I’m understanding it a lot better this time.”

Ruthie smiled. Her daughter had apparently inherited Ruthie’s habit of rereading favorite books. “It was one of my favorite books, too. I think I’ve read it several times myself. The movies are pretty good, too.”

“Movies?” It was currently 1962, but Miranda and her family had made many trips into the future. “When do the movies get made?”

“Early 2000’s. We’ll take you to see them someday. Finish the books first, though — you’ll enjoy the movies more that way.”

“All right.” Miranda appeared thoughtful for a moment. “Mom? Why are we here? In 1962, I mean.”

“What’s wrong with 1962? Don’t you like it?”

“Not really. It’s okay, I guess, if you’ve never seen the future, but I have. We have a TV here that only picks up three channels. Last time we visited Uncle Harvey in 2025, he had a television that could show you any show or movie you wanted, instantly. He had a phone in his pocket that you could play games on and take pictures without film and send messages to your friends. Why can’t I have a smartphone, Mom?  Why can’t I have Netflix?”

“We’ve talked about this before, Miranda,” Ruthie said, but she knew that she hadn’t been very convincing before, and she probably wouldn’t convince her daughter this time, either. “It’s quiet and peaceful in this era. Sure, most of the technological advancements haven’t been invented yet, but we can enjoy those, too, anytime we want. When you’re grown, Miranda, with your powers you can live in any time you want, but until then, you’ll just have to be satisfied with the choice that your father and I made. We like the slower pace of the early Sixties, and we’re very happy here. This is where we chose to make our home. You may not appreciate now why it’s the right choice, but I think someday you will.”

“The rest of the team doesn’t seem to agree with you,” Miranda noted. She had a point. Even though all of the team members had personal quarters here in the headquarters building, the others all maintained residence in other eras and spent most of their time there. Harvey Broom, as Miranda had noted, had a beachfront house in Southern California in 2025, filled with high-tech electronics gear for doing historical research over the Internet. Ellie and Lew had a home in old New Orleans, circa 1821, and Tonya lived in a luxury condominium outside of New York City in the year 2190. Jason maintained a cabin in northern Minnesota, 1845, and Denise spent much of her time there with him. Sassacomuwah’s other home was in seventeenth-century Virginia, living among the Powhatan people there. Sarah also lived in Philadelphia, but she usually kept to the early part of the twentieth century. The final two bearers of timebands, who hardly counted as team members anymore, were Winton and Catherine, and their whereabouts were unknown. Winton had fled through time after betraying the team, and his wife Catherine was still searching for him.

“Everyone has their own preferences,” Ruthie conceded. “This is ours. And by that, I mean your father and I, since you don’t seem to share our opinion. That’s too bad. I’m sure you can live without Netflix — I did, when I was your age.” Of course, that had been in the early 1990’s, when there had at least been video games and VCRs, innovations that Miranda couldn’t enjoy here. “Now get some sleep.”

“Yes, Mom. Good night.” Miranda closed the book on her lap, though Ruthie noticed that she was still marking her place with a finger, so she could open the book again as soon as her mother left her. That was all right. If Miranda was going to have to do without streaming entertainment channels, Ruthie could at least let her have her fantasy novel. She left the room and closed the door.

Ruthie met Miles in the hallway outside Miranda’s door. “Everything all right?” he asked.

“Yes. She’s complaining about living in the 1960’s again. We should never have let her see what the twenty-first century is like.”

“You were the one who let her play with Harvey’s iPhone.”

“That was a mistake,” Ruthie conceded. “I suppose we’ll have to let her visit Harvey in the twenty-first century for spring break — although by then, she may be asking to go with Tonya to the twenty-second century.” She sighed. “I wonder what problems normal parents have with their kids?”

“We’ll never know,” Miles said, and they both laughed.

“I’m going to bed. Where are you going?”

“Downstairs. I think there’s a reel-to-reel recorder in one of the storerooms that still works. I thought maybe I’d try taping some of those memoirs you’ve been after me to get to.”
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CHAPTER THREE
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Transcript of a recording made by Miles Terwilliger

Philadelphia, Pennsylvania, USA

March 4, 1962

All right, Ruthie. I think I’ve got the thing working this time. It took me the better part of an hour to figure out how to thread the tape onto the recorder. I hope this time I’m actually recording. If not, this will be a colossal waste of time.

Well, to begin, my name is Miles Anderson Terwilliger, and I am a time traveler. I was born in the year 1915 near Canton, Georgia, in the foothills of the Blue Ridge Mountains. My ancestors, I have been told, were originally Dutch; the first Terwilligers to emigrate to America did so in the mid-seventeenth century, settling first in what is today New York. An ancestor named Silas Terwilliger, according to family history, fought in the American Revolution and campaigned in northern Georgia during the latter years of the war; he remained in that region after the war’s conclusion to raise his family. His grandson, Thomas Terwilliger, took up arms after Georgia seceded from the Union in 1861, and he fought in the battle of Gettysburg and survived Pickett’s Charge. In some versions of history, Thomas did not survive the war, dying of wounds suffered at Fort Stedman, and his particular branch of the Terwilliger family tree came to an abrupt end.

However, in the version of history best known to me, there was no battle at Fort Stedman. The War of Southern Independence, the name that I learned to use for the conflict, came to an end at the stroke of midnight, March 10, 1865. That was when the armistice was declared by Presidents Jefferson Davis and George McClellan. The Confederate soldiers, including Tom Terwilliger, went home to raise their families in a new nation, recognized now by all the great powers of the world. Tom’s wife Iris would give birth to a son named Joshua, who would marry Abigail Anderson, and Joshua’s and Abigail’s oldest child was me.

I had two siblings, Joseph and Lily, but Joseph died young. He got sick during the epidemic of 1919 and died at age two. My sister Lily was born in the following year, five years my junior, and I grew up protecting her as an older brother should. We had a small farm that was our main source of income, although my father also worked as a handyman, and I would help him, once I got old enough. There was a family that lived on our land, the Cooper family, that helped with the work that needed to be done. We would pay them a portion of our crops, in exchange for the labor; it was an arrangement that worked out well.

Before the war, the Coopers’ grandfather, Charlie, was a slave that was owned by the Terwilliger family. When the war ended, Charlie, who had learned a cooper’s trade, continued to be the property of Tom Terwilliger and his family. But even though slavery had precipitated the great war, the new Confederate States government was aware that the institution of slavery could not continue for long. The South, like the North, was becoming industrialized, and an economy based upon chattel slavery could not persist into the twentieth century, not if the CSA was to take its rightful place among the great nations of the world. When Patrick Cleburne was elected president in 1868, succeeding Jefferson Davis, he announced a policy of gradual emancipation for all slaves within the borders of the Confederacy.

All persons born in the Confederacy after January 1, 1872, would be forever free, regardless of the legal status of their parents. For those still in bondage, they would begin to receive increased rights under Confederate law, culminating in complete emancipation after a period of twenty years. Slave owners would receive annual compensation payments from the national government during that time, so that by 1892, all slave owners had received fair compensation for their slaves and all former slaves had received their freedom.

Cleburne’s policy faced considerable opposition at first; many war veterans argued that all of their sacrifices would have been in vain if the slaves were going to be freed anyway. But as time passed, most Southerners accepted the fairness of it. Emancipation would be achieved so gradually that it would not place an undue burden on anyone, and even the owners of the largest plantations would have a period of twenty years to adjust to the changing conditions. By 1892, Cleburne’s plans for a New South had been realized.

I choose to go into detail in my description of the end of slavery in the Confederacy because, now that I am living in a timeline where history unfolded much differently, I am often met with surprise that I, a white Southerner, do not share the same intolerant attitudes toward people of African descent that were widespread in this timeline. But my South never suffered through years of military occupation under Reconstruction, never saw the rise of the Ku Klux Klan and other white supremacist groups, never saw the institution of Jim Crow laws or the scourge of lynchings. I do not know how I would have turned out if I had lived in that other South, but in my timeline, blacks and whites were neighbors and fellow citizens. By the time my generation reached adulthood, skin color had ceased to be a significant division in our society, and the grandsons of slaves and the grandsons of slaveowners could become not just friends but brothers. That was how it was with me and James Cooper.

James was Charlie’s grandson, born in the same year as I. I cannot remember a time when James was not my best friend, my closest and constant companion. We played ball together, hunted together, fished together, and explored the nearby woods together. I ate as many meals at the Coopers’ table as I did my own, just as James did at ours. The fact that he was black and I was white made no difference to either of us, nor did it make any difference to anyone in our community. It was only natural that, as the only two boys of a similar age within miles of our farm, we would become fast friends.

When we were ten, my father took us to see a barnstorming pilot come to Atlanta. Airplanes were still an uncommon sight in those days, especially on this continent. Both the United States and the Confederate States had remained neutral during the Great War in Europe, and only a few Americans from either country had gone overseas to serve as pilots, usually in the service of France.  But by 1925 interest in flight had begun to grow, even though the machines were still little more than a novelty.

I didn’t know it at the time, but the exhibition put on by Roscoe Turner that day in Atlanta would be the turning point in my young life. From the moment that Turner buzzed the crowd, waving to us as he flew upside down in his Standard J, I was hooked. I was only ten years old, but this was what I wanted to do with my life. I wanted to fly.

James had been just as thrilled by the pilot’s feats as I was, and both of us became obsessed with flying machines and the thought of flying like birds. We soon became experts of all types of aviation, learning to recognize all of the different aircraft by sight and memorizing minute details of their specifications. As the years went by, my interest in flight had coalesced into one very specific goal that I knew I had to achieve. I wanted to build my own airplane.

As I mentioned earlier, my father worked as a handyman, and I was his assistant. Under his tutelage, I learned a great deal about engines, and I spent many hours taking apart and rebuilding engines from everything from tractors to rusty automobiles. I had no doubt that, if I had the parts, I could build myself an aircraft engine. So, starting when I was about fourteen years old, I began to collect the parts that would go into my airplane. James was my accomplice, and we would scour the junkyards for suitable components. If a piece was too big, I would machine it down until it was the right size. This continued for the next two years, and slowly the airplane became to take shape in the shed behind the Coopers’ house.

It was during this time that I began to develop my skills as a scrounger. Even now, as a member of a team of time travelers charged with the mission to safeguard the orderly progress of history, it usually falls to me to go into potentially dangerous territory and bring back the essential items that the team needs for its mission. But back then, I was on the hunt for airplane parts. Often I found what I needed in the discarded husks of cars or tractors. Sometimes, when I had located a more valuable piece, I might have to engage in some imaginative bargaining techniques to get the owner to part with the item. I didn’t have much in the way of cash in those days, but I could usually find something worth trading.

At first my father was tolerantly amused by the thought of his son collecting parts to make an airplane. Then, as I got older and the airplane became closer to reality, he decided to forbid any further work on the project. The airplane suddenly had turned into a potential danger, and he imagined that I might blow myself up trying to start the engine, or worse, crash and die if I ever managed to get it into the air. But I was a rebellious teenager by this point, and I defied my father, continuing to work on the project in secret. I was certain that once he saw the finished airplane, he’d change his mind and give me his blessing to take it aloft.

Unfortunately, I never got to find out if this was true. My father came down with a bad cough in the spring of 1931, and by the summer of that year, the cough had become a cancer and he was dead.

That meant that at the age of sixteen, I was now the man of the family. My mother, my sister Lily, and grandmother Iris were all depending on me, for my grandfather had passed six years earlier. The airplane project, while not abandoned, had to take a back seat to my first priority, which was taking care of my family. I took over my father’s business and became a full-time handyman, traveling from farm to farm to see what there was that I could build or repair for them. James and his brothers continued to work the fields on our farm, and somehow we all managed to get by in the months and years following my father’s death.

I no longer had very much free time, but in the time that I did find, I spent making the airplane.  Lily was twelve now, and I took her into my confidence and showed her what progress I had made. At first she was skeptical that the thing would ever fly — and with good reason, for the airplane was little more than a skeleton with parts scattered everywhere. But as I described to her the function of each part that I was assembling and how it would all work together when finished, she became more enthusiastic. She offered to help, and her help proved valuable, for she was good at sewing together the fabric that would need to be stretched tight across the wings and the fuselage. Now that I had Lily’s assistance, the airplane began to take shape quickly.

Of course, Lily was never good at keeping secrets, and soon my mother and my grandmother had learned that I was building an airplane in a shed. I expected that my mother’s reaction to the project would be the same as my father’s had been, and she would be forbidding any further time to be spent on such a foolish and dangerous enterprise. But when she stood in the shed, with the partially completed airplane frame before her, she turned to me and looked me in the eye, and she said something I have never forgotten.

“Nothing is impossible, Miles. If you wish to fly, you will fly — I know it. Believe in your dreams and see where they take you.”

My mother has been gone for many years now, but I still hear her voice in my mind as clearly as I did in the shed on that long-ago summer day. She was right, of course. My entire life has been proof that nothing is impossible, and I could not have imagined then how far my dreams would take me.

So it was that on a sunny Sunday morning in 1932, one week after my seventeenth birthday, the airplane was ready to fly. Mother had sewn a pair of flags to attach to the underside of the wings — one was the national banner of the Confederacy, and the other was the old Stars and Bars, the Confederate battle flag. I had debated with myself for a long time what to name the plane, but when Lily told me she was sure that it would fly like a skylark, I knew what to call it. Painted onto the nose of the airplane, in black script lettering, was Lily’s Skylark.

I had offered to flip a coin with James for the privilege of making the first flight — the Skylark only had one seat — but James wouldn’t hear of it. We weren’t Orville and Wilbur Wright, after all. I think James was a little unsure of his own piloting skills, to be honest. We had both taken some lessons from a fellow in the next town who did some crop-dusting, just to get the fundamentals of takeoff and landing, but neither of us had logged many actual hours in flight yet. That didn’t bother me. I had complete confidence in my craft — I had assembled every piece of her with the utmost care — and I was certain that I would be up to the task of taking her up and bringing her down safely again.

There was a small crowd gathered on the old side road that we decided to use as a runway on the occasion of the first test flight. Besides my family and the Coopers, several of the local kids from the school had gathered. They had heard what was happening and wanted to be there when I inevitably crashed. I intended to be sure to deny them that particular pleasure.

James and I went through the pre-flight rituals, checking all the controls and making sure the flaps responded properly. Lily was doing her best to keep the spectators back. Down the road, a couple of the younger Cooper boys were making sure that no farmer drove his hay wagon down our runway and ruined our flight.

Finally it was time. I hugged Lily and Mother, shook hands with James, and hoisted myself into the pilot’s seat. “Start it up,” I said, and James gave the propeller a good hard spin. The engine caught, and the propeller continued to spin on its own. Even before the plane began to move, I could feel it want to take flight. It was eager to catch the wind and let it lift the wings up into the sky. I opened the throttle, and we began to roll down the side road. Faster and faster we went, and then I pulled back on the stick and pointed the nose skyward, and we were aloft.

I cannot begin to describe the sensation I felt as the ground dropped away from beneath me and I ascended up into the sky. As I said before, this was not my first flight — I had flown numerous times in the crop-duster’s plane, and even successfully soloed — but this time I was taking flight in a machine of my own creation, a craft I had designed and built with my own skill and ingenuity. I was the modern Daedalus — but I was careful not to become Icarus as well and allow my pride to take me too high
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