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 CHAPTER ONE

This is what didn't
happen.

Miles Terwilliger, formerly a fighter pilot in the
Confederate Air Force, now a time traveler, awoke from a deep
sleep. Lights were flashing in the bedroom, and a motor inside the
mattress had come to life, vibrating violently to wake him in case
the lights failed to do so. The alarms worked silently, making sure
the occupants of the room were awake and ready without letting the
intruder who tripped the alarm know that they had been alerted.

Miles’s wife Ruthie, lying next to him, was also
awake. “Miles?”

He opened the drawer of the nightstand and took out
his pistol. The weapon was locked — there was a small child who
lived there, after all — but Miles only needed to place his thumb
on the sensor that read his thumbprint to release the lock, and
then the gun was ready to fire, fully loaded with a round in the
chamber. “Someone’s in the building,” he whispered. “Get
ready.”

There were two doors in the room. One led to the
common hall that stretched the length of the residential floor of
the building their team used as its Philadelphia headquarters, and
the other connected to the adjoining bedroom that belonged to
Miles’s and Ruthie’s daughter, Miranda. Miles saw Ruthie glance
worriedly in the direction of that door, but Miles knew the threat
would be coming through the door to the hall, and he trained the
muzzle of his Glock automatic in that direction.

Ruthie was reaching for the pistol that she
concealed in the nightstand on her side of the bed when the door
from the hall burst open. Miles squeezed off a shot immediately,
but even though he had expected it, the suddenness of the
intruder’s entrance had startled him, and the shot was wide and
struck the door frame. He was about to fire a second shot, probably
with more lethal results, when he recognized the man in the
doorway, and he hesitated.

It was Jason Foote, a man who had once been his
teammate. For years Miles and Jason had worked together,
undertaking missions to change the course of human history for the
better. Jason had also been his weapons and combat instructor, and
Miles knew there was no man more dangerous with or without a
weapon. But Jason had also been an angry and bitter man, and this
made him unpredictable, and they had not been on the best of terms
when he left the team. Miles knew that if Jason had come here to do
them harm, they were all in deadly danger. Yet he had once called
Jason a friend, and that stopped him from taking the shot that
would have killed Jason.

In that fraction of a second of hesitation, Jason
fired, and Miles knew that Jason’s aim would be true. Instinctively
Miles did what he was trained to do, and using the power of the
timeband that he wore on his left arm, he grabbed control of the
rate of time flow and slowed it down. He saw the bullet in flight,
and to Miles’s eyes it seemed to be traveling no faster than a
baseball would be in a game of catch. Miles expected that he was
the target of Jason’s shot, but at once he saw that he was wrong.
Jason was shooting at Ruthie.

Even slowed down like this, the bullet was quickly
streaking across the room toward Ruthie, whose eyes were not on the
danger from Jason and his gun, but still looking toward the
nightstand where her gun was kept, and her child’s bedroom beyond.
Miles had to do something immediately. He could have slowed time
even further; he could have brought it to a complete stop. But
Miles chose to do neither of those things. He did what came
naturally to him, and protected the woman he loved. He threw
himself across Ruthie and shielded her body with his own.

The bullet struck him in the throat, and he lost
control of the time flow. Two more shots struck him in the chest.
He heard Ruthie screaming, and then, as blackness took him, there
were more shouts and more gunfire, and then nothing.

 


This is what happened instead.

Miles Terwilliger, formerly a fighter pilot in the
Confederate Air Force, now a time traveller, awoke from a deep
sleep. Someone in the building had tripped a silent alarm, and
flashing lights and a vibrating mattress had awakened him. He
reached for the automatic pistol in his nightstand drawer and
unlocked it. “Someone’s in the building,” he whispered to Ruthie.
“Get ready.”

He glanced to where his wife had been lying beside
him, and she wasn’t there. Miles felt sure that she had been there
a moment ago, and reaching out with his free hand, he felt that her
side of the bed was still warm. Ruthie had been there just seconds
ago, and now she was gone.

It didn’t surprise Miles that Ruthie could disappear
like that — she was a time traveller also, and in some ways a
better one than he was — but he expected a word of explanation,
perhaps, before she jumped into the past or future. And it wasn’t
like her to run from a fight; Ruthie had shown on numerous
occasions that she had as much courage as any of them. But there
was no time to puzzle over Ruthie’s sudden disappearance. Someone
had broken into their home, and whoever it was would not be getting
through this bedroom door alive.

The seconds ticked by, and then, like a terrible
thunderclap, came a single gunshot. It sounded close by, perhaps
just beyond the door to the hall. Miles was out of bed in an
instant, even as the sound of a body falling to the floor
registered to his ears. Holding his pistol at the ready, he crossed
the room in a few quick strides and grabbed hold of the doorknob.
Before he threw open the door, he listened. All was silence on the
other side. Expecting to be attacked at once, he made ready to take
control of the time flow, certain that he could slow or stop a
bullet in flight if he had to. Then, believing he was prepared for
any eventuality, he pulled the door open and went into the
hall.

There was no way to prepare for what he saw.

At first, he wasn’t sure what he was seeing. On the
floor of the hallway, illuminated dimly by the flashing lights of
the silent alarm in the bedroom, was something white and red. It
took a moment for the thoughts to form that the white was the color
of Ruthie’s nightgown, and the red was the color of her blood. She
was lying motionless on the floor, her head turned away, her arms
and legs curled up as if she was asleep. But she wasn’t asleep —
the slowly growing stain of red in the hallway carpeting indicated
otherwise. Ruthie — his brave beautiful loving wife Ruthie — was
dead.

Miles had seen violent death before, many times.
He’d seen it from a distance, when planes that he had fired on had
exploded in the skies over Tennessee and Georgia in the Great
American War. He’d seen it from closer range, too — the dead bodies
of Ben Drummond and Carlos Ybarra, who had been their enemies, and
Simon Ybarra-Rickert as well, although that one didn’t stick. He’d
seen death often enough to view it with a dispassionate coldness,
the inevitable result of a life filled with violence and
danger.

But not this time.

Miles felt filled with a white-hot rage unlike
anything he had ever felt. If Ruthie’s killer had still been
present in the hall, he would have emptied every round in his
pistol into the murderer’s body without hesitation. But Miles saw
no one; whoever had fired the fatal shot had vanished without a
trace. That meant a Traveler. The few seconds between the sound of
the gunshot and when Miles opened the door was more than enough
time for a Traveler to make his or her escape into the past or
future.

Miles stood in the hallway, frozen in shock and
grief, unable to formulate a coherent thought. For what seemed a
lifetime he stood at the end of the hallway, seeing his wife’s dead
body, not knowing what to do now. But it was actually only seconds
before other doors opened, other faces showed disbelief and pain
over what they saw. Then came the voices, everyone speaking at
once, though Miles heard little of it.

He did hear Tonya Harrison take charge, giving
orders like the army sergeant she once was. “Sassacomuwah, Winton,
seal the exits. Search the lower floor — make sure whoever did this
isn’t hiding somewhere waiting to pick off the rest of us. Harvey,
get the timephone working. We need Ellie and Lew back here
immediately. Catherine, go take care of Miranda. Do whatever you
have to for her, but for God’s sake don’t let her come out here.
I’m going to see to Ruthie.”

Tonya knelt down beside Ruthie and turned her over
gently. Ruthie’s eyes were open, and the front of her nightgown was
soaked in blood around a small bullet hole above her heart. A large
kitchen knife was on the floor beside her, where it would have
fallen from her hand. She was spattered with blood drops elsewhere
as well, drops that could not have come from the small wound. “Oh,
God, Miles,” Tonya moaned. “She’s dead. What happened?”

“I don’t know,” Miles whispered, still trying to
piece it together in his own mind, which rebelled at the thought of
what must have happened. “She was with me in bed, and then the
alarms went off, and suddenly she wasn’t there anymore. I heard a
gunshot, and when I came out, I saw her there. I don’t know what
happened.”

Tonya looked up at Miles with tears running down her
face. “Miles, where’s her timeband?”

Miles realized suddenly that Ruthie’s left arm was
bare. Everyone on their team had timebands, the extraordinary
devices that allowed them to control time, but Ruthie’s timeband
was missing. Although Ruthie could do what only a few other
Travelers could do — control time without a timeband — she still
wore hers constantly. Miles was sure that Ruthie had gone to bed
wearing her timeband that night. But now it wasn’t there. The
mystery of the missing timeband, though, seemed insignificant next
to the murder of his wife, and the escape of the killer.

Miles saw that Tonya was still staring up at him.
“Miles?” she asked. “Are you all right? Miles?”

“Take care of them, Tonya.” He needed to know what
had happened here. “I’ll be right back.”

“Wait, Miles —“ Tonya said in protest, but he wasn’t
waiting. He made a quick estimate of how long it had been since he
heard the gunshot — about forty seconds — and he jumped back in
time a full minute.

Suddenly he was alone in the darkened hall, just
outside the closed door to his bedroom. In a matter of seconds, he
knew, two other people would be in this hall: Ruthie and the person
who would shoot her. Miles knew he would be powerless to affect
anyone who wore a timeband; he’d be out of synch with any such
Traveler, and would be present only as an invisible ghost from the
future. But his hope was when Ruthie and the killer appeared, he’d
be able to act to change the terrible sequence of events that were
about to transpire. If Ruthie wasn’t wearing her timeband, maybe
he’d be in synch with her, and he could save her. And if the
intruder didn’t have a timeband, well, he’d be dead. Miles would
make sure of that.

His eyes had just begun to adjust to the darkness
when the door to the stairwell opened, and Miles’s hopes to kill
the killer before he could shoot Ruthie were dashed. The intruder
was Jason Foote, coming through the doorway with night vision
goggles and a SIG Sauer automatic. Jason would be wearing a
timeband; the edge of it was just visible below the cuff of his
leather jacket. Miles was out of synch with him by a full minute;
nothing he did could affect Jason. Miles fired a shot at him
anyway. He couldn’t see if the bullet passed through Jason
harmlessly or disappeared before reaching him. It didn’t matter;
Jason was unaware of either Miles’s presence or the gunshot. No one
else on the floor would be able to hear the gunfire either, since
they all wore timebands. Except Miranda — Miles wasn’t sure how his
daughter’s powers worked, but he hoped she was out of synch with
him also.

Miles had no idea why Jason was here, or why he
would be sneaking through the building with a gun during the early
morning hours, when everyone was asleep, but before he could come
up with any guesses, Ruthie appeared. She didn’t come out of the
bedroom, where she was supposed to be. She just appeared, and Miles
had just enough time to take note of two things: Ruthie’s left arm
was bare, and she was already covered with a considerable amount of
blood. Before Miles could shout a warning, Jason fired.

The bullet struck Ruthie just above the left breast,
and she fell to the floor. Jason vanished.

Even though Jason was no longer present at that
moment in time, it didn’t mean that he was untraceable. A few
Travelers knew how to track other Travelers through time, reading
the slight disturbances in the fabric of space-time like someone
could see where a boat had traveled on calm water by its wake.
Miles had even accomplished this himself before, but it was
extremely difficult and required intense concentration. Miles knew
that he would never be able to calm himself and achieve that level
of concentration after what he had just seen, so he didn’t even try
to make the attempt.

Besides, if he stayed much longer, he was about to
meet himself.

There was a slight rattle as a hand touched the
doorknob from the bedroom side, and Miles knew that was his own
hand. Another Miles was on the other side of the door, about to
experience what he had already lived through. Miles also knew that
once the door opened, the two of them would no longer exist in
separate bodies; Miles’s consciousness would go to inhabit the body
of his earlier self, and the other body would cease to be. Miles
had no desire to revisit the moment of discovering his wife’s dead
body, so he moved ahead in time to be in synch once again with
Tonya and the rest of the team.

By now Tonya had thoughtfully covered Ruthie’s body
with a sheet, and Sassacomuwah and Winton Harpers were returning
from their inspection of the lower floor. “No one downstairs,”
Sassacomuwah reported. “The building is secure.”

Miles nodded; he already knew they would turn up
nothing. “It was Jason,” he said. “Jason murdered my wife.” Even as
he said the words, he could not believe what he was saying. He was
on the verge of breaking down — no one would blame him if he did —
but he had to had to keep it together for the team’s sake, for
Miranda’s sake — for Ruthie’s sake.

“Jason?” Tonya said in disbelief. “That can’t be
right. Jason’s one of us — he wouldn’t have hurt Ruthie.”

“It’s the truth,” Miles insisted. “I went back and
saw him do it. He hunted her down and killed her in cold blood. I
don’t know where he went, but I’ll find him, and when I do, I’ll
make him pay.”

Sassacomuwah stepped over to Miles and placed a hand
on his shoulder. “Patience, friend. I know how you must be
suffering. But Ruthie was dear to all of us, and we all want
vengeance for this cowardly deed. Do not do anything in haste. We
are all members of this team, and when we act, we act as a team.
Before we take any rash actions, let us meet and discuss what we
know, and what we can accomplish together.”

“That’s good advice, Miles,” Winton added. “I know
this Jason only by reputation, but if he is as skilled as all of
you say he is, it will not be a simple task to find him. He could
be in the distant past or far future by now. I’m certain he must be
as far away in time from us as his timeband can take him, for that
is what any sane man would do to survive.”

Miles closed his eyes and nodded. He felt very, very
tired all of a sudden, as if his anger and rage had now physically
exhausted him. ‘You’re both right, of course,” Miles admitted. “But
what do we do now?”

“Assemble the team in the conference room,” Tonya
said. “We need a plan of action, and we need it immediately.”

 


It was just after five in the morning when six
surviving members of Ruthie’s team took their seats around the long
table in the conference room. Miles was still in a daze, and he
felt like he was sleepwalking, going through the motions but still
not fully present in this moment, nowhere near comprehending what
had just happened.

“Miranda’s asleep,” Catherine said. “I think she
slept through the entire episode. But she’ll want her mother in the
morning. That will be difficult.”

“Everything’s difficult,” Tonya snapped. “This is
going to be a difficult day for all of us.”

“True. But few things are as difficult as telling a
six-year-old child that she will never see her mother again.”

Tonya opened her mouth to respond, but decided to
say nothing, and simply nodded.

“While searching the residential floor,” Winton
said, “we found this.” He handed something wrapped in a cloth to
Miles.

“What is it?” Miles asked.

“Ruthie’s timeband.”

Miles unwrapped the cloth and looked at the object,
made of fine translucent mesh. He noticed there were flecks of
blood on its surface. “I don’t understand.”

“Another mystery. It was on her nightstand in your
bedroom. Apparently she had taken it off either before she went to
sleep, or when she got out of bed.”

“No, she didn’t,” Miles insisted. “Ruthie wears it
constantly, same as the rest of us. She’s always afraid of being
caught in a reality wave without it.” Even as he was speaking,
Miles noticed that he still used the present tense when referring
to Ruthie. He knew he had to stop doing that, but he didn’t want
to. “And I know that when the alarm went off, there was no timeband
on the nightstand. I would have noticed it if it were there.”

“Are you sure?” Harvey asked. “You might have missed
a small detail like that, especially considering the
circumstances.”

“Dammit, Harvey, I said I would have noticed it. It
wasn’t there. I’m sure.” Miles surprised himself by the emphatic
tone in his own voice. It wasn’t like him to be belligerent to the
other members of the team, least of all to Harvey, who may have
been the most inoffensive of them all. But he couldn’t help himself
— Ruthie was dead, and he didn’t know what to do with his
anger.

“All right, all right,” Harvey said, gesturing with
his hands that he would not argue. “We’ll take your word for it.
Ruthie’s timeband appeared in her room several minutes after her
death. What can we infer from that?”

There were blank looks all around the table after
Harvey’s question, and several of them shook their heads in despair
at solving the puzzle. Tonya broke the silence. “I think I know
what happened.”

Miles looked at Tonya. “What?”

“The timeband appeared on Ruthie’s nightstand when
she placed it there. She didn’t need it to travel back in time, and
so she took it off before she jumped backward. She went back to fix
something that had just happened, and she died doing it.”

“The blood,” Miles said. “There’s blood on the
timeband. Ruthie had blood on her that didn’t look like it came
from the gunshot wound. She had blood on her before she went back
in time. It probably isn’t even her own.”

“Find out whose blood it is,” Tonya said, “and
you’ll find out whose life she saved. She sacrificed herself so
that one of us could live.”

Miles dropped his head and closed his eyes tightly.
This was all too hard to accept. Ruthie had traded her life for one
of theirs? Why? He wished that he could have given his life
instead. He should be dead, not Ruthie. How was he going to
continue without her? How would any of them?

He knew that the rest of the team must be looking at
him, but allowing him his moment of grief. The conversation
continued around him as the group moved on to other topics of
concern. Harvey reported that Ellie and Lew had been informed, by
means of the timephone, and were returning to twentieth-century
Philadelphia as fast as they could. They had been on a special
mission to the Ohio River valley, during the American Revolution,
protecting the life of Colonel George Rogers Clark from the
machinations of their nemesis, Sarah Rickert. But they had promised
to jump to the future, catch a high-speed transport immediately,
and return to 1955 as soon as they arrived in Philadelphia,
probably in a couple hours.

“What do we know for sure?” Sassacomuwah was saying.
“We know that Jason Foote, a former member of this team, broke into
our headquarters building tonight and tripped the silent alarms. He
was armed with a pistol and wearing night vision goggles. Upon
encountering Ruthie on the residential floor, he shot her at close
range and fled using his timeband to an unknown destination. Also,
we believe there may have been an earlier version of events, which
was prevented from happening by Ruthie, traveling back in time
without her timeband. We have no way of knowing what the other
sequence of events was, except that it involved bloodshed. Have I
left anything out?”

“I think that covers it,” Tonya said. “The question
now is, what do we do now? I think we are all agreed that we have
to pursue Jason, but…”

“How?” Harvey demanded. “Let’s face it, Jason’s
going to be just about impossible to find. He could jump as far
back in time as his timeband will take him and hide in the
wilderness for the rest of his life. He’s more equipped to live off
the land than anyone else we know — he’s done it for most of his
life. He could be sitting in some Paleolithic era cooking mastodon
steaks on the fire right now, and we could spend the rest of our
lives looking for him and never get close to him.”

“Ellie could find him,” Tonya suggested. “She found
him before.”

“Yeah, it took her three months, and Jason was only
in fifteenth-century western Canada because he didn’t want to be
bothered. He wasn’t on the run for murder that time. Believe me, if
we had a hundred trackers as skilled as Ellie, we still wouldn’t
stand much of a chance of finding Jason.”

“What do you suggest? Give up?”

“Of course not, Tonya, of course we have to look for
him. I’m just saying we don’t stand much of a chance. We’ll look
for him, sure, but don’t hold onto any false hope of ever finding
him.”

Winton coughed, as if to get their attention, and
spoke quietly, “Perhaps there’s something we’ve forgotten. I know
that I have the least experience of any of us when it comes to
traveling in time, and I’m certain there are very good reasons why
this cannot work, but…” He paused, then went on. “Is there any way
we can go back in time and prevent Jason from shooting Ruthie?”

Miles looked up at his friends. He didn’t think it
was possible, but he was hoping for someone to come up with a way,
someone to realize something that he was too dumb to remember. But
Harvey said flatly, “No. It can’t be done. Jason wears a timeband,
same as us. The timebands require us to be in synch with each other
into order to interact. What Jason did is already in our past, and
nothing we can do now will change the actions that he already
did.”

“But Ruthie wasn’t wearing a timeband,” Winton
persisted. “Maybe we can’t stop Jason from pulling the trigger, but
maybe we can stop Ruthie from being in that hallway. We’ve already
noted that Ruthie’s powers work differently than what the timebands
allow us to do. I do not think we need to be in synch with her to
interact with her. Could that work?”

Harvey shrugged. “I don’t know. We’ve never had much
of a chance to study time travel without a timeband. Your guess is
as good as mine. It might be worth a try, though our timing would
have to be precise — we’d have to locate Ruthie before she time
travels back to her encounter with Jason, and somehow stop her from
becoming his victim. That might not even be possible, considering
that the timeline Ruthie existed in prior to meeting Jason ceased
to exist when Jason shot her.”

“There’s another possibility,” Catherine pointed
out. “We cannot interact with Jason, because he has a timeband and
so does each of us. But there are others who share Ruthie’s power,
and who are not bound by the same constraints as those placed by
the timebands. Perhaps one of them could be enlisted to prevent
Ruthie’s death.”

“Who?” Tonya asked. “There’s Miranda, but she’s only
six years old. If we send a six-year-old child up against one of
the deadliest killers on the planet, I’m not betting on the child.
Then there’s Simon and Rebecca. We know what a pair of psychopaths
those two are. Anyone want to place any trust in either of them? I
didn’t think so. Lastly there’s the Family, Ruthie’s supposed
nineteen thousand descendants who will someday set themselves up as
the absolute rulers of planet Earth. We’re not sure if they even
exist, but if they do, I don’t even know how to find them, or how
we could get their cooperation. This doesn’t seem to be a promising
set of options.”

There was a long pause, and then Tonya said in a low
voice, “I know we all would like there to be a way to turn back the
clock and bring Ruthie back to life, but we have to accept the fact
that some things can’t be changed. Ruthie is gone, and we have to
continue without her.”

“There must be a way,” Catherine said. “We’ve met a
version of Miranda when she was older. I do not know if we could
find her again, but if we could, surely she would have an interest
in preventing her own mother’s death…”

“Stop.” It was Sassacomuwah who spoke, and all eyes
turned toward him. “All this talk of undoing the tragedy that has
happened is wrong. The gods have decreed that Ruthie shall be taken
from us, and we are powerless to oppose the will of the gods.”

It was too much for Miles. “Sassacomuwah!” he
exploded, in a voice too loud for the conference room. “You and
your damned gods! What kind of gods would think it’s a good idea
for my little girl’s mother to be shot to death in the middle of
the night? I’m sick of hearing about your so-called gods!”

There was silence around the table. Miles regretted
his outburst at once; Sassacomuwah didn’t deserve his anger. But
the words were said, and there was no way they could be unsaid.

“Miles,” Tonya said softly, “you need some rest. I
can get you a sedative from the medical kit. I think that would be
a good idea.”

“No. I don’t want to sleep. How can I sleep now,
after what’s happened? Sassacomuwah, I’m sorry. What I said was
unkind. I should not have said what I did.”

“No apology is necessary,” Sassacomuwah said. As
always, his copper-hued face could have been set in stone; no trace
of the emotions he might be feeling could be found in his features.
“We are all hurting; you most of all, Miles. We have suffered a
great loss, and it will take time before any of us are ourselves
again.”

Miles looked at the former One Nation officer and
thought about what he said. He had been so wrapped up with his own
pain that he had not considered how others had been affected,
Sassacomuwah most of all. Miles had not been blind to the fact that
there had always been a certain attraction between Ruthie and
Sassacomuwah since the day they first met. He was also just as
certain that neither of them had ever acted on this attraction,
would ever act on it, but that didn’t make it any less real. Miles
had allowed himself the luxury of one or two emotional outbursts in
the past hour; Sassacomuwah would never come close to that, but
would choose to keep whatever emotions he was feeling bottled up
inside. Miles decided that as hard as this was for him, it might be
harder still for his stoic friend.

“Look, we could all use some rest,” Harvey said.
“We’ve got some tough decisions in the morning. I hate to be blunt
about this, but we’ve got to make some arrangements for Ruthie. Do
we call a funeral home, or what? Since this was a shooting death,
the police are going to want to get involved. This is 1955, after
all. What do we tell them?”

“No police,” Tonya said firmly. “I don’t think
they’ll understand that the victim was from the future, killed by a
man who was born almost two centuries ago, and who is probably
hiding out a few millennia before any of us were born. We’ll handle
it some other way. But you’re right, Harvey. We could all use some
rest. I’m breaking out the sleeping pills and taking one myself. We
can sort this out better in the morning.”


 CHAPTER TWO

“I got a hundred percent on my math quiz,
Daddy!”

“That’s wonderful, Beth.” He sipped his coffee, then
put on an approximation of a proud smile. This was the third time
Beth had taken this particular math quiz. The first time had been a
seventy-two percent, which had preceded a loud argument that
featured emphasis on the need to study harder and promises to do
better next time. Beth had gone back and taken the quiz again,
achieving a ninety-four percent. The ensuing discussion was calmer,
but both father and daughter agreed that ninety-four percent was
still not satisfactory. Now Beth had achieved a perfect score. The
previous two attempts were erased from the record of history, and
even Beth did not recall them, but Carl Terwilliger did, and always
would.

The coffee was as Carl liked it, strong and dark,
with just a bit of sweetener to take the edge off the bitterness,
but the eggs had arrived at his breakfast table a bit too runny. He
thought briefly about going back to remind the kitchen staff not to
make his eggs runny, but he decided it was not worth the effort,
and ate them anyway. Beth continued to talk about what was
happening at school, and Carl nodded and pretended to show an
interest. His mind was on the weightier matters that he would face
at the office, but he knew the importance of appearing to be a
loving and attentive father, so he nodded and smiled proudly at his
daughter.

The maid came to make sure that Beth would be on
time for the transport to school. Carl had to chuckle at that; it
was an utter impossibility for Beth, or anyone related to them, to
be late for anything ever. But the maid, Grete, was not a Family
member, and so she could be forgiven for worrying about things like
punctuality that so concerned the general population. Beth gave her
father a kiss on the cheek and headed out the door to be exactly on
time for the transport to school.

Carl’s wife, Delia, was in Greece taking care of
Family interests there. Their schedules rarely coincided; out of
the fifty-two weeks in the year, they seemed to average less than
ten when they were both home at the same time. It was the price
they had chosen to pay for being so highly-placed in the governing
structure of the Family. Carl was an Elder of the Family, one of
twelve so designated around the world, and his zone of operations
included the Family world headquarters in Doylestown as well as the
entire eastern portion of North America. His wife was a Cultural
Affairs Director, supervising agencies in twenty different cities.
They were both Family by birth, being in fact seventh cousins, so
they both possessed the ability to make time for each other
whenever they chose. The fact that they rarely did spoke volumes
about the state of their marriage, but even more about the great
importance each placed upon the work they were doing.

His breakfast finished, Carl Terwilliger collected
his briefcase and smartpad, and he headed for the front door.
James, the majordomo, met him there and asked, “Will you require
the car, sir?”

“No, James. It’s a nice day. I’d rather walk.”

“Very good, sir.”

It was a nice day, sunny and warm, and Carl did
enjoy the half-mile walk to the building known as Grandmother’s
House. The name was a misnomer, because the actual house that the
woman known as Grandmother once lived in had been torn down
centuries ago, and the sprawling ultramodern complex that occupied
the site did not resemble a house in the least. Not only that, but
Grandmother was not his grandmother, nor was she grandmother to any
person now living. But she was the ancestor from whom all Family
members could claim descent, and for that reason she was revered by
all succeeding generations of the Family. Carl Terwilliger was one
of the few persons alive who could say that he had actually met
Grandmother, or knew of her current whereabouts.

It was just before eight in the morning when Carl
Terwilliger arrived at Grandmother’s House. He submitted to the
security scan at the front gate; a mere formality. All the guards
knew the Family elder by sight, and no one would have dared to try
to stop him if he had chosen to walk around the scanner, rather
than have his identity verified by a barrage of electronic scans.
But Carl insisted on being subject to the same scrutiny they would
have given to any visitor to these grounds; his position as Chief
Administrator for the Doylestown properties shouldn’t give him any
special privilege. But the scanner confirmed his identity at once,
and Carl Terwilliger proceeded into the spacious glass-walled
entrance lobby of Grandmother’s House.

When he reached his private elevator that would take
him to his office suite on the ninth floor, he found his personal
assistant, Geli, waiting for him. Angelica Garretson was tall and
dark-eyed, young but extremely efficient. She held out a smartpad
for Carl’s inspection just as the elevator doors opened.

“Good morning, Geli,” Carl said. His eyes were on
the schedule displayed on the smartpad as the two of them stepped
aboard the elevator. There were no internal controls inside the
elevator cab; the operating system of the elevator had long ago
learned the daily habits of these two occupants and knew to take
them to the ninth floor. “You’re here early.”

That was Carl’s attempt at a joke. He knew Geli had
been on the job for at least two hours now, and she would probably
not go home until after midnight tonight. Carl didn’t know when
Geli set aside enough time for sleep, let alone a social life. But
Geli was Family, and that meant that time would never be an issue
for her. She could sneak a four-hour catnap into the five minutes
that some other busy bureaucrat kept her on hold, and probably did,
often.

“It’s going to be a busy day, Carl.”

“I can see that, Geli.” He touched glowing blocks of
text on the smartpad and dragged them across the screen with his
fingertip. “Reschedule my nine o’clock for after six this evening.
I need to clear at least an hour this morning for Tompkins.”

“Mr. Tompkins isn’t on your schedule.”

“He is now. Contact his office and make sure he has
time to meet with me. Um, the rest of the schedule looks good. But
it will probably all go to hell by noon.”

“It usually does, Carl.”

The elevator doors slid open, and Carl and Geli
entered the office suite which was the control center for
Doylestown and, by extension, nearly half of the continent. More
than a dozen people were busy at their jobs at various desks and
cubicles around the large outer room. Geli went over to speak to
two women, both of whom resembled her strongly, although they
appeared younger.

Carl did a double take as he walked by them. “There
are three of you today?”

Geli nodded. “You know Anna. This is Angie. It’s her
first day here. We’re showing her the ropes.”

“It’s an honor to meet you, sir,” Angie said,
extending her hand. Both Geli and Anna laughed.

“No one is ‘sir’ here,” Carl said as he shook her
hand. “Call me Carl or I’ll show you the door, no matter how much
they say I depend on your older selves here.”

“Don’t mind him,” Geli told Angie. “He thinks he’s
in charge, but we make all the real decisions in this office.
Right, Anna?”

Anna nodded in agreement. Carl said, “So you brought
in a third Angelica so the two of you could do even less than what
little work you do now?”

“Hardly,” Geli said. “You keep us so busy we needed
a third set of hands just to keep up with it all.”

“Whatever. Make sure I get those status reports by
mid-morning, ladies, or heads will roll.” Carl walked away from the
trio and went into his inner office.

Sitting at the massive oak desk that dominated one
end of his private office, Carl started looking over reports from
subordinates that had arrived overnight. Financial markets around
the world were responding as expected to the subtle pressures that
the Family had brought to bear — a regional conflict here, a
vaccine shortage there, all easily within the scope of the power of
the Family. Election day was coming in several states, and all of
the Family’s hand-picked candidates were doing well in the polls.
Carl frowned as he read about a workers’ strike in Paris that had
not been part of the Family’s calculations. He scrawled a quick
note on his smartpad and sent the message off to agents who could
work quickly to rectify the situation.

All in all, just another day for one of the heads of
a secret organization that happened to rule the world.

At eight-thirty Carl’s first appointment of the day
arrived. Willoughby Taylor was an old friend of Carl’s, someone he
had known since boyhood. He was also one of the Family’s best
operatives, a hands-on manager who handled some of the Family’s
most critical assignments. Taylor walked into Carl’s office wearing
a green camouflage uniform, topped with a green beret.

“Good to see you, Will!” Carl said, rising and
extending his hand. “I see you’re still on the Indochina
project.”

“Just finishing up. I’ll be returning to 1967 Saigon
tonight. I thought you might appreciate a progress report
firsthand.”

“Thanks, I do. I’ve read your dispatches but I’d
rather hear it from you in person. Can I offer you anything —
coffee, tea?”

“No, thanks,” Willoughby Taylor said as he seated
himself across from Carl. “From my point of view, it’s still just
after midnight. How are Delia and the girls?”

“One girl — Beth,” Carl corrected. “She’s fine, and
so is Delia, or I believe she is. She’s been in Europe for the past
month.”

“Sorry for the confusion. One of your future selves
visited a while back, and showed me pictures of your three
daughters — or don’t you want to know about them yet?”

Carl shrugged. “Doesn’t matter. The future course of
my life is an open book to me, whether I care to read it or not.
Besides, the probability of my yet-to-be-conceived progeny gets
less and less each day — I hardly see Delia any more, she’s so
busy. But enough about me. Tell me what’s happening in
Vietnam.”

“Well, I’m happy to report that the final linchpins
are falling into place, and I can state with near-certainty that by
Christmas 1967, the United States of America will have won a
decisive and indisputable victory in Southeast Asia.”

“Excellent. Tell me more.”

“As expected, the Predator drones that we imported
into that era had a destabilizing effect on the Communist regime in
the north. We also introduced a mutated strain of bird flu into
select insurgent camps with a ninety-two percent mortality rate.
That took the fight out of the Viet Cong. It didn’t hurt that
several elite units of the Green Berets received shipments of
twenty-second century weapons tech as well. When I left there were
still some pockets of resistance around the DMZ, but I don’t expect
them to last long. All US troops should be out of Vietnam by
Election Day 1968.”

“Another landslide for Lyndon, Will?”

“You can count on it.”

“That’s what I wanted to hear. The project team
working on the restructuring of twenty-first century North America
will be pleased to hear that the whole Vietnam episode is getting
fixed. That had always been a major stumbling block in their plans.
Good work, Willoughby. Your next assignment should be an easy one.
You can get the details from Geli.”

“Sounds good to me,” Taylor said, rising. “Give my
love to Delia and your daughters — pardon me, daughter.” He laughed
and left the room.

 


Carl had been so busy with his paperwork that it was
already twelve minutes after ten before he realized that Andrew
Tompkins had not yet arrived. “Geli?” he spoke into the desk
intercom. “Where’s Tompkins?”

“On his way, Carl,” Geli’s voice reported. “He’s
getting off the elevator now.”

Carl wasn’t happy with Tompkins’s lack of
punctuality. It wasn’t carelessness, couldn’t be. Tompkins could
arrive for the appointment at any time of his choosing. He was
Family, after all. For Andrew Tompkins to arrive twelve minutes
later than the time that Carl Terwilliger had summoned him to
appear, it could only have been a deliberate choice on his part.
Andrew Tompkins was late because Andrew Tompkins wanted to be
late.

“Took you long enough to get here,” Carl said as the
Family’s Director of Security entered the inner office. Andrew
Tompkins was not a remarkable person to look at. Medium height,
medium build, dark hair beginning to go gray, metal-rimmed glasses.
He wore a black suit, as he always did, and a black tie. His dark
eyes were heavy-lidded, and he always looked like he might drop off
to sleep if the current topic of conversation failed to interest
him. He was, however, one of the most powerful men in the Family
organization, and therefore one of the most powerful men on planet
Earth.

Of course, so was Carl Terwilliger.

“Is that why you summoned me?” Tompkins asked,
helping himself to a chair uninvited. “To hear me comment on how
slow the elevator in this building is, or how overloaded I am with
cases? Pretend we’ve said it already and let’s move on. What do you
need, Terwilliger?”

“I’ve been waiting for a progress report on our…
special guest.”

“I have no progress to report. May I go?”

“No. Explain. What is happening down there?”

Andrew Tompkins steepled his fingers in front of
him. “I told you this would take time. Real time, not the kind of
time where we can jump ahead and see how it turns out. Our guest is
still learning about exactly how dire the current situation is.
When that learning is accomplished, then there will be progress for
me to report. Until then, you have to be patient.”

“I’m not sure any of us can afford patience. There
have been ripples.”

“I told you to expect ripples. Do you ever listen to
me, Terwilliger?”

Carl grunted, then went on. “I hate that word —
ripples. Sounds like a warm summer wind on the lake. Sounds like
chocolate fudge mixed in with vanilla ice cream. Andrew, I can’t
make contact with the Miami office any more. I think they’re gone.
Fifty-eight Family members, erased from existence. Not to mention
how many more if we include later generations. You see why I think
‘ripple’ is such an inadequate word.”

“Keep your eye on the big picture, Terwilliger.
That’s supposed to be what you’re good at. You and I, we’re
entrusted with the survival of the entire Family. Thousands and
thousands, stretching back from the late twentieth century all the
way to the fourth millennium. If we do our jobs right, all the
branches of the Family get reinstated. Your fifty-eight in Miami,
and any others that temporarily became too improbable to exist.
Leave our guest to me. I know what I’m doing.”

“Do you? Where’s Miranda Han?”

Andrew Tompkins stopped talking, and the slightest
hint of a wince crossed his normally impassive face. “I don’t have
anything to report about the current location of Miranda Han in
space or time,” he said, a robotic quality to his voice. “I can
tell you that she could not have left the facility on her own. Her
natural ability to free Travel had been completely inhibited by
round-the-clock injections of powerful chemical agents. Far more
powerful than were necessary to prevent an escape. After the
earlier, ah, incident, we were taking no chances.”

“Then what happened?”

“Unfortunately, security cameras became inoperative
just before she went missing. We can only conclude that she must
have had outside help.”

“You conclude?” Carl felt like screaming, but
struggled to keep his voice level. “Good God, man, did you even
think of going back to see what happened, and prevent it?”

“Of course we tried. My people are not idiots, no
matter what you might think, Terwilliger. I attempted to return to
the moment we lost contact with Mrs. Han myself. That moment’s not
there anymore. It’s been edited out of the timeline. We tried to
access it a dozen different ways, and it’s just not there anymore.
I’ve never encountered anything like this before. No one has.”

“I see.” Carl still had his doubts about the
competency of Tompkins and his people, but it was pointless to say
anything more about it. “So tell me more about your
conclusions.”

“I have to conclude that Miranda Han left the
facility in the company of a very powerful Traveler, more powerful
than any known Family member. This unknown individual was able to
restructure the timeline beyond our abilities to correct. We’re
still studying the phenomenon.”

Carl picked up his smartpad and scribbled a few
notes, then stored the notes in a highly privileged file. He was
greatly concerned about the possibility of an unknown quantity,
immensely powerful, getting involved in Family business. But he had
doubts that Tompkins would be able to learn anything useful about
this new wild card. In fact, it was quite possible that Tompkins
might soon be unable to do anything at all.

“You know what date today is?” Carl asked.

“November sixteenth, twenty-nine twenty-two.”

“The twentieth of November is four days away. You
know the significance of that date, I presume.”

“I know it’s a Friday.”

“Do not joke, Andrew. This is a serious matter.”

A rare smile appeared on the face of Andrew
Tompkins. “Not to me, Carl. But yes, I am aware that there are
accounts, brought back by Family members from future years, that
state that on November 20, 2922, I am murdered. There will be an
attack on one of our facilities on that date, and I will die while
on duty, killed by one of the attackers. There are more details, of
course, but that’s more than I need to know.”

“You seem incredibly unconcerned. Are you planning
on taking precautions to protect yourself?”

“Naturally. I rather hope there is some sort of an
attack, since it will surely fail, since we have been forewarned.
But I don’t plan on running. Come Friday, I intend to be on the
job, and if we do come under attack, I’m sure that we will be more
than ready to defeat it.”

“Then you do plan on increasing security? That would
be most advisable, especially considering who our special guest
is.”

“Way ahead of you, Terwilliger. If the object of
this attack is a jailbreak, we will make sure it will fail. But for
your own piece of mind, I’m giving you access to an extremely
privileged video link. Enter the current security code on
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