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PROLOGUE

[image: ]


Harcum College, Bryn Mawr, Pennsylvania

March 12, 1962

It was late in the afternoon on a Monday, and the instructor took his place at the front of the lecture hall. Nineteen students, all freshmen at the small Pennsylvania college, took their seats and waited quietly for their instructor to begin. By now, they were all familiar with his habits — Mr. Terwilliger would not begin until each and every one of them was quiet and giving him their full attention. He valued respect and courtesy, and expected them to give him the same courtesy that he gave them.

“Good afternoon, students,” Miles Terwilliger began. He was a fair-haired man with a neatly-trimmed mustache, and though he was but forty-three years old, he often seemed to have the demeanor of a much older man. His students knew very little about his past, but from his manners and his slight accent, he was clearly a Southern gentleman. For the past six years, he had taught this course for incoming freshmen, Introduction to World History. His knowledge of past eras was obviously quite extensive, for when he described great events of history, he often seemed to be speaking more as a witness to them, rather than just a contemporary expert. “I trust you have all read your assigned chapters for today?”

Heads nodded, and Miles began the day’s lecture. The subject today was the years of Reconstruction in the United States, following the American Civil War. Miles spoke in great detail about the events that followed the great war, and his students listened attentively, filling up their notebook with those bits of information that might be likely to be needed to be known for the course’s final exam. The lecture typically ended with questions from some of the brighter students, and today would be no different — the questions would lead Miles to one of his favorite tangents: what if history had turned out differently?

“Tell me, Mr. Terwilliger,” a bespectacled young man from the second row asked, “what if the Civil War had turned out differently? Could the years of harsh military occupation have been avoided if the war had a different outcome? For example, what if...”

“What if the South had won the war?” Miles finished the young man’s question for him. “I know how we’ve already covered how improbable a Confederate victory would have been. The CSA was inferior in many ways to the nation from which it was trying to win its independence. it had far less manufacturing and industry, a smaller population, less wealth, no true allies abroad to speak of — it’s clear that the odds were overwhelming that the North would defeat the Southern states and end the dream of an independent Southern nation. And yet — let’s say for the purpose of argument that such a hypothetical outcome actually happened.”

Miles Terwilliger was not speaking hypothetically. He knew firsthand what life would have been like in a South that had won the Civil War, because he had been born and grew up in a Confederacy that had survived into the twentieth century. Miles was a time traveler — one of a small group of people who possessed a device that allowed him to travel through time. He had seen history erased and rewritten many times, through the actions of himself, his colleagues, and sometimes his adversaries. Once, when he was younger, he took part in an active conflict between time travelers that resulted in many changes to the historical timeline, but those days were past, and he rarely used his incredible timeband to travel into the past or future anymore. Now he had settled down into a quiet life as a history teacher in the peaceful years of the early 1960’s with his wife Ruthie and their daughter Miranda.

“Could an independent Southern nation make the transition from an economy dependent on chattel slavery to a modern industrial and technological society?” Miles continued. “That’s an excellent question, and here’s what I think a modern CSA would be like.” Miles launched into a description of the country where he was born, a nation that had ended slavery on its own and risen to be an economic power to rival the North. The students found it entertaining when Miles started describing what the Confederate Air Force might have been like — little did they know that Miles had served in that very organization, and had flown as a fighter pilot in the Confederacy’s second war against the United States.

As Miles spoke, he began to be aware that something was wrong. He was feeling ill — a sharp feeling of nausea and disorientation struck him suddenly. He tried to continue with his lecture, but he could not — the discomfort was overwhelming, and it was requiring a great effort to stand and speak.

“Mr. Terwilliger?” a student in the front row asked. “Are you all right?”

“No,” he managed to say. “I’m feeling unwell. I’m afraid that’s going to be all for today — please read the next chapters from your syllabus...” Unable to say more, he rushed from the lecture hall, nearly doubled over in pain.

Drenched in sweat, Miles managed to make it down the hallway to his small office. He slammed the door behind him, then leaned on his desk, trying to catch his breath. Something bad was happening, he was sure, as the room spun around him, and he thought he might know what it was. If he were a typical person, he might imagine he was having a heart attack or a stroke, but Miles was no typical person — he was a Traveler, and that meant that he might be experiencing something far graver.

If a possessor of one of the twelve timebands used that power to change history, all of reality from that point onward would be altered. The entire timeline would be rewritten, and great empires would be erased and redrawn in the blink of an eye. Such an event was called a reality wave, and while there had been numerous reality waves since the invention of the timeband, only someone wearing a timeband would be aware that it had occurred at all. Everyone else, unshielded from the effect of the reality wave, would cease to remember the old path of history and would only know the new, altered timeline.

For Travelers like Miles, caught in the fury of the reality wave, the sensation was extremely unpleasant, but short-lived. After a few moments, when reality had reasserted itself, the unpleasantness would be gone. Miles could only conclude that this present experience must be a reality wave, something only he could feel, but this was far more terrible than any reality wave he had ever experienced before. The pain and disorientation, instead of vanishing in a few seconds, kept building and building, far beyond his ability to endure.

Miles wanted to scream, but he stifled that impulse. The walls of his office were not that thick, and he didn’t want others rushing in to find him in this predicament. If this were a reality wave, he only had to endure it for a few seconds more, he was sure. He was sure that in a matter of moments, a new reality would assert itself and he would feel fine again.

But after two full minutes, much longer than any previous reality wave, the terrible sensations had not abated, and Miles began to think that this could not be any ordinary reality wave. Desperately, he stripped off his tweed jacket and rolled up the shirt sleeve on his left arm.

On his left arm was his timeband — the incredible device that made time travel possible. Made of a nonmetallic translucent mesh, it was a product of a long-vanished timeline, the creation of a woman named Eudoxia Vokos. Miles had worn this timeband for twenty years, and he had begun to think of it as part of his person, an inseparable part of him. He could not imagine his life without it.

Normally, the timeband sparkled with tiny colored lights imbedded in its material, a sign that the device was functioning normally. Even in the event of a reality wave, the lights were still visible, though they typically all turn red in advance of the approaching storm. But now, to his horror, Miles could not see any lights in the timeband mesh. For the first time since he obtained the timeband, twenty years ago, not a single light was visible.

The pain was incredibly intense now, as if every nerve in his body had suddenly turned red-hot, but Miles kept his eyes open and studied what had happened to his timeband. It appeared dead, inert, lifeless. Normally the cybernetic device would be feeding a steady stream of data directly into his brain, information necessary for the functionality of the item, but the data stream was gone, another sign that the timeband was no longer operational.

He was barely surprised at the next change in the timeband’s appearance. Slowly the once-shiny mesh turned black, just like wood or paper consumed by flame. Then, after it had completely lost all color, the timeband simply fell apart, transformed into dark dust that fell off his arm onto the floor.

With an anguished cry, Miles fell to his knees. The familiar walls and furniture of his office turned gray, then black, and then vanished completely. Miles had barely time to wonder what was happening before he had disintegrated as well, and nothing was left.
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Macon, Occupied Georgia, United States

February 7, 1953

The two women stared at the poster on the wall of the police station. It was, certainly, a wanted poster. The men and women whose pictures adorned the lower portion of the flyer were fugitives from justice, people who would be arrested at once by any law enforcement officer that encountered them.

The words above the pictures were plain enough. They read:

WANTED

DEAD OR ALIVE

AGENTS OF THE CONFEDERATE UNDERGROUND

SUSPECTED IN NUMEROUS ACTS OF TERROR AND SABOTAGE

IF SPOTTED, CONTACT THE US OFFICE OF THE OCCUPATION IMMEDIATELY

REWARDS FOR USEFUL INFORMATION GUARANTEED

But Ruthie Terwilliger could not look away from one of the pictures — third row, second from the right. She knew that face so well. It was the face of the man who had been by her side for the past thirteen years, the father of her child, the man she loved.

“It’s Miles,” she said.

“How is this possible?” Eudoxia Vokos asked. “Is this a picture from Miles’s past?”

Both Ruthie and Eudoxia were speaking Alexandrian Greek. It was Eudoxia’s native language, and Ruthie had become fluent in it through the psychic link she shared with Eudoxia. Here in the magistrate courtroom adjoining the Macon police station, it seemed prudent to speak in a language that no one around them could understand if they overheard them.

“No,” Ruthie said. “This picture shows Miles at his current age. And the current date is about what it would be if Miles had never become a Traveler, but had lived his life with time progressing normally. Apparently in this timeline, Miles is some kind of a partisan fighting against the occupation of his state of Georgia by the U.S. government. But that never happened in any timeline that Miles lived through — when he first put on the timeband, his country was still at war with the United States, and wasn’t an occupied territory.”

“I don’t understand. What does this mean?”

“All I know is that in the America that Miles and I were living in, the Civil War between the North and the South had been over for nearly a century. But this is a timeline where the war never ended — it became a guerrilla war with partisans fighting against an occupying army, as late as the 1950’s. And somehow, Miles is on the losing side of it, running for his life as part of an underground movement.”

“Are you saying that we did this — we started the reality wave back in Babylon, and it changed all of history?”

Ruthie thought back to the events they had witnessed. It had seemed like only a few hours ago for them, but in fact they had occurred in the year 323 BC, in the ancient city of Babylon. Alexander the Great was supposed to die that day of mysterious causes, but instead he foiled the assassination plot and killed his assassin, a Traveler named Drago Nasski whose consciousness had merged with another Traveler’s, Carlos Ybarra. Alexander had put on Drago’s timeband and become a Traveler himself. which led to Ruthie and Eudoxia finding themselves stranded in this unfamiliar timeline.

Ruthie shook her head. “This isn’t the result of a typical reality wave. For one thing, a reality wave from over two millennia ago would create more radical changes that this. It would probably create an Earth that was unrecognizable to either of us. This timeline still resembles my own closely, with a few significant changes. Also, if it were just a reality wave, how did we get here? We were in Babylon — we should be in modern-day Iraq, not in a city in Georgia. Our timebands don’t move us in space, only in time.”

“Not just any city in Georgia,” Eudoxia said. “It’s a city near where your husband is supposedly located. That wanted poster indicates he may be close by. I think you were brought here to find him.”

“‘Brought here?’ By whom?”

Eudoxia shrugged. “This may sound crazy, but I think it was the timebands’ choice. Miranda told me that when she put on the timeband to find you, she thought the timeband seemed like a sentient being to her. The more I think about it, the more it makes sense. I’m beginning to think of the twelve timebands as twelve manifestations in our reality of a single sentient organism that exists outside of time and space.”

“Whoa,” Ruthie said. “That’s a lot to process. Each timeband is part of a sentient being? I thought you invented the timebands.”

“Right now, I’m not sure what I invented. Maybe all I created was a means to access the power of this being from another plane of existence. What I’m saying is there is quite possibly a greater intelligence at work here, guiding our movements through space and time. When we were caught in that black void, thrown clear of time itself, I could sense your thoughts quite clearly. You had only one goal in mind.”

“To return to Miles,” Ruthie said quietly.

“I’m supposing the timeband-entity picked up on your desire, and led you to a timeline where it was possible. Not your own timeline — apparently that’s now inaccessible — but the nearest alternate timeline where you and Miles could be together again.”

‘Back up. Why is my timeline inaccessible?”

“Blame Alexander for that,” Eudoxia said. “When he killed Drago and took his timeband, he changed not only all of history, but also the history of the Travelers. Had Drago lived, he would have passed on the timeband eventually to other Travelers, and it would have eventually come to Carlos. But now Carlos never gets his timeband, never founds his team with Caesar, and none of the Travelers we know ever gets a timeband, including you and Miles. All of the changes to history that were engineered by Carlos and Caesar, either together or separately, never happen. In effect, your entire timeline was permanently destroyed by this single action.”

“Then where are we now?” Ruthie asked. “What is this timeline?”

“I don’t know. All I can figure is that it’s an echo of an old timeline, one that is only partially real. Not your timeline, not mine, but perhaps someone else’s.”

“It’s Miles’s timeline,” Ruthie said with conviction. “It’s the world he was born into, and the world he might have lived in, had he not become a Traveler. This is the future he never got to experience.”

“You know what this means, don’t you?” Eudoxia asked.

“Yeah. It means in this timeline, Miles and I never met. We never fell in love, never married. Our daughter was never born. If I find Miles, I’ll be a total stranger to him.”

“So what do we do?”

“We find Miles. If you’re right, and we were brought here for a reason, then that reason has to include finding him. I don’t know what happens after that, but that has to be the first step. And then, once we’re together again — I guess we play it by ear.”

“It will be hard,” Eudoxia told her. “For the last twenty years, his life has taken a different path. He won’t know you, and he won’t want to give up the life that he’s chosen. Consider this — he might even be married. He might have another wife.”

Ruthie paused — she hadn’t considered that. “Doesn’t matter,” she said decisively. “We came across the black void to arrive in this timeline. We have to do what we came here to do, and I think I know what that is.”

“What’s that?”

“We’re putting the band back together,” she said with a trace of a smile. “Or something like that. We find Miles first, and then we find the rest of the team. Then we get the timeband back from Alexander.”

“All right, I’m game,” Eudoxia said. “So let’s get out of here. Where’s that judge? We need to be released.”

Ruthie nodded, and took control of the flow of time around her. Speeding it up to a hundred times its normal rate, Ruthie found herself surrounded by a blur of images as the minutes flashed by. Once she had seen what she wanted to see, she reversed the flow of time and quickly returned to the exact moment she had began the process. “Jump ahead seventy-two minutes exactly,” she told Eudoxia. “That’s the moment when the magistrate is entering the room.”

Eudoxia nodded and gave the mental command to her timeband, vanishing from the room but reappearing seventy-two minutes later. Ruthie, who was not wearing a timeband, used her innate power to match her friend’s jump exactly. They both reappeared in the room at the same moment when the magistrate was taking his place at the bench.

No one noticed the two women suddenly appearing out of nowhere. Even had someone been looking in their direction, human brains tended to routinely dismiss time paradoxes, and their sudden appearance would not have registered as something noteworthy.

The clerk called the first case. “The People versus Eudoxia Vokos and Ruth Terwilliger.”

Ruthie and Eudoxia stood before the bench, and the magistrate perused the document in front of him. “It says here you were arrested on Forsyth Street, wearing revealing costumes, and advertising your upcoming performances at some burlesque house,” the magistrate said, drawling his words out in the dialect of the rural South. “How do you plead?”

Eudoxia looked like she was about to insist that she was innocent of the charges, and that she would never, ever dance at a burlesque house, but Ruthie cut her off. “Guilty, Your Honor. We throw ourselves upon the mercy of the court.”

The magistrate looked thoughtful for a moment. “Ladies, I see there is no record of any previous arrests in this jurisdiction. Do I have your word that you will not create a public spectacle within the city limits of Macon again?”

“Yes, Your Honor,” Ruthie said at once, and Eudoxia nodded in agreement.

“Very well. Next time I shall not be so lenient. Case dismissed!” He banged with his gavel.

“Now what?” Eudoxia asked as she and Ruthie left the courtroom. “How do we find Miles? How do we do what the entire United States Army has failed to do so far?”

“Easy,” Ruthie said. “We don’t need to find where he is. We just need to find where he was. And there’s a record of that.”

Shortly afterwards, Ruthie and Eudoxia left the police station. Their costumes, which had previously been used to pass themselves off as wealthy foreign princesses in Babylon, had been returned to them, with the admonition not to wear them on the street again, lest they be arrested all over again. But Ruthie used her time-stopping powers to obtain some typical clothing from a nearby department store. She hated to steal from them, but she promised herself that they would find a way to repay the store for the items when they were able.

Now dressed as typical American women of the early 1950’s, Ruthie and Eudoxia asked a few strangers for directions, then boarded a bus to take them to their next destination. While stealing the clothing, Ruthie had also helped herself to some bills and change from a cash register drawer — not much, just enough to pay for bus fare and other incidental expenses.

A few minutes later, they arrived at the Washington Memorial Library, and they quickly found the section that held the recent editions of local newspapers. Ruthie gave a stack to Eudoxia, then found a comfortable chair and began reading her own large stack of newspapers.

“Exactly what are we looking for?” Eudoxia asked.

“We know Miles is a wanted man, suspected of unfriendly acts against the U.S. occupation. We need to figure out what those acts of sabotage or espionage were, and find out exactly when and where they happened. Then it’s a simple matter to go back in time to the correct time and place, and catch him in the act.”

“Simple, you say. Then what?”

“I don’t know,” Ruthie admitted. “I’m hoping that once we’ll find him, I’ll know what to do.”

Eudoxia looked unconvinced, but she opened a two-week-old edition of the Macon Telegraph and began reading. Ruthie watched her.

“I know you understand spoken English now,” Ruthie said, “but how are you on reading the written language?”

“It’s surprisingly easy, now,” the scientist from another timeline said. “It seems that as we spend more time together, I pick up more and more of your language skills. Your English seems as clear to me now as my Greek, and it’s as if I’d been reading it all my life. Which is strange, since I come from a world where the English language doesn’t exist.”

“Good. Look for not only any mention of Miles by name, but also anything that relates to this ‘Confederate Underground’ organization that he’s supposed to be a member of.”

The two women settled into their chairs and spent the next few hours reading. Ruthie could not help but be vividly reminded of a familiar scene from many years ago. It was a diner in a busy street in Chicago, in the year 2007, when Ruthie was a waitress serving coffee to her two favorite customers, who would sit and read newspapers for hours. One was a polite, soft-spoken Southerner, a man who Ruthie missed terribly. She didn’t know at the time that they were Travelers, studying the papers for subtle changes in the timeline, just as Ruthie and Eudoxia were doing now.

She also couldn’t help flashing back to that morning when a bomb outside the diner exploded, and Miles’s partner, Jack Bruno, died, giving her his timeband that would begin her career as a Traveler. Strangely, that timeband was originally worn by Eudoxia Vokos, and now, once again, that timeband had come back to Eudoxia. Along the way, Ruthie had discovered that she did not need a timeband herself — somehow she was able to access those powers on her own, without the need of the cybernetic device.

It gave Ruthie a comfortable feeling that she had seemingly come full-circle, returning to replay the scene that led to her meeting Miles and becoming a Traveler. It had been Miles who had taught her this skill of looking for clues in newspaper accounts, and now it was the very tool that Ruthie would use to locate her missing husband. It seemed very right and appropriate to be going about it this way, using Miles’s favorite technique to find Miles himself.
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Milner, Occupied Georgia, United States

January 19, 1953

“There it is,” Eudoxia said. She passed the binoculars to Ruthie. “There’s the railroad bridge, still intact. It hasn’t been blown up yet.”

“Not for another thirty-seven minutes, give or take. The newspaper account said that the explosion occurs at around eleven-thirty tonight, but who knows how accurate the newspaper was? Come on, we’ve got to get closer.”

“Are you sure?” Eudoxia said, showing the first sign of nerves since they began this investigation. “You just said we have no way of knowing if the newspaper got the time right. If it blows up early, we could be caught in the explosion!”

“I’m sure we’d be able to react to any bomb exploding quickly enough to save ourselves before we’d get hurt. Remember, the timeband reacts instantly to your thoughts. The chance of any bomb blowing us up is very, very slight.”

Eudoxia didn’t seem reassured, but she didn’t argue any further. Which was good, because Ruthie was not about to be dissuaded from her goal of finding Miles. She could hardly contain her excitement when they had found the item in the library edition of the newspaper that described the demolition of the railroad bridge over Grape Creek near Milner, which destroyed a part of the Central of Georgia line and severed the railroad connection between Macon and Atlanta. The explosion had been the work of rebels, the newspaper claimed, who had belonged to the infamous Confederate Underground organization.

There was no way to be sure that Miles had been part of the operation that destroyed the bridge, but Ruthie felt confident that he was. She knew her husband well, and she felt it was not difficult to imagine the sequence of events that might have led him to playing this particular role in this alternate history.

Miles had told her on many occasions that the episode in his life when he became a Traveler. It was during the aftermath of the firebombing of Atlanta, in the Great American War of the 1940’s, the second and last conflict between the Confederate States and the United States. Miles, a C.S. fighter pilot, had been shot down in the battle, and his best friend, another pilot, had been killed. In the city of Atlanta, he found that both his mother and his sister had been killed in the attack. He took refuge in a bomb shelter, and when he emerged, he saw that nearly all of Atlanta had been destroyed by the second wave of bombs.

It was at that moment, when he was most despondent, that Jack Bruno and Jason Foote found him and offered him the timeband. They told him that if he did not join the team, he would be taken prisoner by U.S. forces and spend the rest of the war in a POW camp. Miles accepted their offer and became a valued member of their team.

But if that hadn’t happened? What if Jack and Jason hadn’t been there to offer Miles the power to travel through time and affect history? Ruthie had no trouble imagining what would have followed. Miles would have been taken prisoner, and eventually he would have returned to Georgia a bitter, broken man. There would have been years of harsh occupation of the South by the Northern states, and if there had been a resistance movement against the occupiers, Miles would have joined it. More than that — he was a man of exceptional abilities. A superb strategic thinker, resourceful and imaginative when it came to tactics and planning — Miles would have risen to a leadership role in an underground organization. Ruthie was sure that Miles would be no minor player in this resistance; he would be leading it, and it was no wonder that the Army of the Occupation wanted him dead or alive.

That was why Ruthie was sure that Miles was involved with the planning and execution of the Grape Creek bridge sabotage. She felt strongly that here, on this date and time, he must be close by. Ruthie was impatient to find him, and she urged Eudoxia forward across the fields toward where the railroad bridge crossed the creek.

Before embarking on this mission, Ruthie and Eudoxia had made some preparations. Once again, they used their time-stop powers to do some minor larceny, obtaining binoculars, a compass, flashlights, and a knife for each of them that they wore on belt scabbards. The knives weren’t meant to be used as weapons — Ruthie had dismissed the idea as inadvisable that they should be armed — but in case they needed to cut ropes or something similar. Their pretty 1950’s dresses had been discarded in favor of black shirts, trousers, and caps, and their faces had been smeared with black makeup. Ruthie considered going ahead a century and bringing back night-vision goggles and other high-tech aids, but decided not to. In case things went wrong, she didn’t want to have to explain how they could be possessing technological items that were unknown in 1953. Once they were fully outfitted, Ruthie felt they were ready to undertake this commando mission under cover of darkness.

This wasn’t the first time she had done something like this. Over the years, she had performed many difficult missions in the service of her time-traveling team, and she had been trained well, especially by Jason Foote. On the other hand, Eudoxia had little experience with this kind of an operation. She was by training a scientist, at home in a laboratory, and for much of her life she had lived the pampered life of one of her world’s ruling elite. Ruthie was asking Eudoxia to do something far outside her comfort zone, but to Eudoxia’s credit, she seemed willing to do everything that Ruthie directed her to do.

Perhaps more than just language skills were being transferred in the psychic link between Ruthie and Eudoxia. Ruthie could only hope that she was sharing some of her other skills, especially the combat and survival skills that Jason had taught her, through the link.

When they were about a hundred yards away from the bridge, Ruthie stopped and lay prone on the ground, motioning to Eudoxia to do the same. She studied the scene with the binoculars.

“I expected this,” Ruthie reported in a whisper. “There are two guards at the near end of the bridge. They’re soldiers, armed with rifles. The U.S. Army must know that this bridge would be a target for sabotage and they’re keeping it guarded.”

“Then how do the rebels blow it up? Wouldn’t the guards see them attaching explosives to it?”

“I don’t know. Miles had to know the bridge was guarded. He wouldn’t overlook that detail.”

“If Miles is involved at all,” Eudoxia pointed out.

“He is. I know he is. The question is, how does he do it?” Ruthie tried to imagine how Miles would attack the problem. She knew the way he thought, the way he would have considered every part of the situation, and how he would often come up with an unexpected and elegant solution to the problem.

“Maybe the rebels would have attacked in force and overwhelmed the two guards?” Eudoxia suggested.

“No. Too risky. Yes, they’d probably succeed, but at the cost of several of his own people, people that he couldn’t afford to lose. That wouldn’t be an option that Miles would have chosen. No — he’d think outside the box, something that the guards wouldn’t expect or be able to stop.”

“Suppose he’s going to bomb it from the air? You said he was a pilot.”

Ruthie thought about that. Was that it? It didn’t seem right — if a plane had dropped a bomb on the bridge, she thought the newspaper probably would have mentioned it. Besides, she doubted the Confederates had access to planes if they were an underground movement, and even if they did, any unauthorized flights would be picked up by radar, and the Air Force would respond accordingly.

No — an attack from above seemed very unlikely. But what about — below?

Grape Creek wasn’t very deep, so even a mini-submarine wouldn’t be possible. But it was just deep enough, with just enough current, for a floating mine. The rebels could be a mile or so upstream, perhaps just within range of a radio-controlled detonator. But if the bomb was detonated by a radio signal, then the person with the transmitter must be watching to see when the bomb passed directly beneath the bridge. He’d have to be on high ground with a good pair of binoculars.

Ruthie scanned the horizon for where the best vantage point would be. “There,” she pointed. “The creek flows down from those small rounded hills over there. That’s where Miles is. He’s released a floating mine into the creek, and he’s watching it with binoculars. When it passes under the bridge, he detonates the bomb.”

Eudoxia looked at Ruthie with surprise. “Wow,” she said. “You deduced all that — how? It’s a very plausible theory, but how can you be sure?”

“I’m sure. It’s exactly what Miles would do. Let’s get to those hills and find him.”

It was a moonless night, no doubt deliberately chosen for an act of sabotage, and it was difficult for Ruthie and Eudoxia to scramble across the grassy fields toward the low hills. When they were about halfway there, the quiet of the night was shattered by a massive explosion, followed by the sound of iron and concrete falling into the water. Ruthie checked her watch.

“Eleven-thirty. Right on time, just like the paper said.”

“We should hurry,” Eudoxia said. “The rebels won’t hang around long.”

“Why does that matter to us?” Ruthie answered, and Eudoxia had to agree.

Before long they had reached the point of high ground where the bridge’s destruction could clearly be seen. As Eudoxia had predicted, it was now unoccupied, but there were many signs that a group of people had been here recently — the grass was trampled down by many footprints, there were discarded cigarette butts, and even an empty bottle of beer.

Ruthie stood in the spot that would have had the best view of the railroad bridge, which was now a smoking pile of wreckage blocking Grape Creek. Yes, she was confident, her husband had stood in this exact spot, less than an hour ago, lowering the binoculars from his eyes and pressing the transmitter button to explode the mine.

“Well?” Eudoxia said. “What do we do?”

“Move over to the small group of trees,” she pointed, “and we’ll jump back to exactly eleven-twenty-five. Understand?”

“Yes. And then what?”

Ruthie didn’t answer. She led Eudoxia to their hiding spot, and with a nod, made the jump back in time to the moment they had agreed upon. Eudoxia did the same, and now they saw a group of men gathered in exactly the spot Ruthie had imagined they would be.

In the darkness, it was hard to see their faces. But Ruthie didn’t need to see a face to recognize one man from the way he was standing, the way he gestured with his hand, the confident pose that he took as he studied the distant bridge.

“Well?” Eudoxia asked in a whisper. “Do you see him?”

“Yes. He’s here. Just as I knew he would be.”

“What should we do?”

Again, Ruthie said nothing. But she gestured to Eudoxia to stay put and be quiet. Then she stepped out of the trees toward the group of men.

“Hey!” one of them shouted when he saw her. “Someone’s here!”

There were eight men in the group, and seven of them immediately drew pistols from holsters and pointed them at Ruthie.

Ruthie raised her hands
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