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CHAPTER ONE

 


Forty miles above the Earth, reentering the
atmosphere like a meteor. No spacecraft, not even a parachute.
Falling at terminal velocity toward an eventual impact with the
ground below.

Not exactly the way Ruthie Terwilliger had
imagined how her second honeymoon would begin.

That was what she and Miles had in mind when
they boarded the space plane at the team compound on the island of
Lemuria, on a bright morning in November 2089. Lemuria appeared on
no map, being a bit of volcanic rock and coral in the southern
Pacific barely big enough to contain the various buildings and
facilities belonging to Caesar and his team of operatives. But the
space plane, one of a fleet of three that Caesar owned and
maintained, didn’t need much room to lift off and blast toward
orbit, which was what Ruthie did this morning, with her husband
Miles at the controls. Their destination was New York City, where
they planned to get in a few weeks R & R before going back to
take part in whatever mission Caesar had in mind for them.

Thirty minutes later, they had reached the
highest point in their long parabolic flight to the opposite side
of the world. Looking through the thick glass of the portside
window, Ruthie could see the blue Earth stretched out in a gentle
curve below her, blurred by clouds and atmospheric haze. She was
floating free, weightless in the space plane cabin. She still wore
her pressure suit, but she had taken her helmet off. It floated
lazily next to her. Looking down on the tranquil planet, Ruthie
felt a sudden wave of nostalgia and melancholy. She sighed
heavily.

She didn’t mean for Miles to hear that sigh, but
he did. Pushing off from the control deck, he floated beside her,
putting out his hand to her shoulder to stop his forward momentum.
“What’s the matter?” he asked.

“Nothing,”
she said automatically. Was nothing wrong? she wondered. Everything ought to be wonderful. Life for
her should be perfect. She was doing important work, traveling
around the world with the man she loved, helping people by the
thousands, even millions. She was doing things that she couldn’t
have dreamed possible, just a year of her life ago. And
yet...

“Something’s the matter,” Miles said in his soft
Southern drawl. “I know you too well. What is it?”

Ruthie snuggled up against Miles, let him put
his arm around her. “I was just thinking back. You know, to where
we met. That diner in Chicago, where I was waiting on tables. You
and Jack, coming in with your stack of newspapers...”

“Jack used to love those breakfasts reading the
papers.”

“I remember. It seems like a lifetime ago, a
different lifetime altogether, when I was a waitress and you were
just some mysterious stranger who was one of my two best regular
customers. Was I ever living that other life, or was it just a
dream I woke from, that day when everything changed... when Jack
died...”

“And you became one of us. It seems that way to
me, too – how long ago I was a fighter pilot in the war, a war that
now never even happened, and now I get to fly a space plane,
bringing it on a parabolic flight from the opposite side of the
world. With a very beautiful co-pilot.” Miles tried to kiss Ruthie,
but he was still wearing his helmet, with the face visor up, and
his lips could barely reach hers from within the confines of the
helmet.

From this close, he could not help but notice
the tears in Ruthie’s eyes. She wiped them away, forcing a smile.
“What is it?” Miles insisted. “Tell me... “

Ruthie hesitated. She had planned to tell him,
not here, but later. When they were alone in their suite at a fine
New York hotel, perhaps. She wasn’t sure how he’d react – she
wasn’t entirely sure what her reaction was, for that matter. This
wasn’t the right time. But since Miles had forced the issue...

She opened her mouth to speak, but before any
words came out, a sudden tingling spread up and down the last seven
inches of her left arm, just above the wrist. From the sudden look
of surprise on his face, Miles felt it, too. In her mind, Ruthie
could visualize red lights pulsing, just as she was sure was
happening for real on her left arm, if she could see it through the
layers of pressure suit.

“Is it...?”

“It is,” Miles confirmed. “Hang on.” Miles
gripped Ruthie’s hand tightly in his own gloved hand. Suddenly he
shouted, “Ruthie! Your helmet!”

There was a moment of confusion, as Ruthie tried
to remember why Miles would be shouting at her like that. Then she
remembered where they were, and what the devastating effect of a
reality wave at this moment, in this location, might be. She
stabbed out with her free hand at the floating helmet, but only
succeeded in pushing it away from her.

Miles was quicker; he scooped up the helmet and
forcefully pushed it down over his wife’s head. He helped her lock
the collar in place. The small knob glowed green, indicating an
airtight seal had been achieved. Ruthie lowered the visor over her
face and locked it down as Miles did the same.

At that precise moment, the space plane began to
dissolve around them.

Ruthie had been through reality waves before, so
she knew what to expect. The sudden nausea, the terrible
disorientation. It wasn’t nearly as bad as the first time, when the
timeband hadn’t had time yet to fully integrate itself with her
nervous system. Still, each succeeding reality wave had been an
unpleasant experience, a sensation of being ripped apart molecule
by molecule and then rapidly reassembled. This time was no
different – and yet, each of those times, it had occurred on solid
ground.

This time, Ruthie was forty miles above the
Earth, and now the space plane she and Miles had been traveling in
had simply ceased to exist.

There was nothing around them now, nothing but
the bright blue of the Earth stretched out below them and the
blackness of space above, pale stars showing through the thin wisps
of atmosphere at this high altitude. Ruthie felt herself beginning
to panic as the enormity of their predicament became clear. “Oh god
Miles oh god oh god…”

Miles was gripping her hand tightly. “Don’t
panic, Ruthie. Everything’s going to be all right.” She could hear
his voice clearly over the helmet radio. “Remember your training.
Remember how we planned for this eventuality.”

Ruthie tried to remember, tried to think back to
the training sessions back in Lemuria. They all knew this was quite
possible in the event of a reality wave – a sudden restructuring of
the course of human history, due to the actions of some time
traveler in the past. In the blink of an eye, essential technology
needed to make a space plane possible had been lost, scientific
breakthroughs became undiscovered, inventions were abruptly
uninvented. Ruthie and Miles had been translated against their will
from a time where space planes were possible to an equivalent
moment in history where space planes had never been devised.

Slowly panic gave way to clear thought, as
Ruthie remember how she had been trained in case a reality wave
occurred while high above the Earth. Her pressure suit was still
intact, unaffected by the reality wave, and it was designed to keep
her cool despite the heat of a meteoric reentry through the
atmosphere. It was nothing like those bulky affairs that the Apollo
astronauts had worn on the Moon. These suits were made of a few
layers of a thin, flexible composite material that acted like a
second skin against the vacuum of space, the product of technology
a century more advanced than Apollo. What’s more, it contained a
sufficient air supply to get her back down to the surface.
Survival, at least for the moment, was not an issue.

Of course, how did the old joke go? It’s not the
fall that will kill you, it’s the sudden stop at the end. Ruthie
tried not to think about that part yet.

“I’m all right, Miles,” she said at last, “Can
you hear me?”

“Loud and clear, dearest,” came the reply over
the helmet radio. “How are you holding up? Helmet read-outs all
green?”

She glanced up at the set of green-glowing
diodes just above the face opening in her helmet. “All green. But
my timeband’s in sleep mode.”

“Mine too. Nothing we can do about that until
they wake up. Hopefully our fall will take longer to complete than
the sleep mode.” She saw him smile through the face visor, and she
tried to smile back. “Spread out your arms – try to slow your
descent.”

“Not much atmosphere up here to produce any
drag.”

“There will be soon,” Miles predicted. “That’s
when things will start getting really interesting, and we find out
if these pressure suits work as advertised.”

“What happens if they don’t?”

“Then we return them and get our money back, of
course.”

Ruthie wasn’t satisfied with that answer. “No,
really. What happens if they don’t?”

Miles squeezed her hand tighter. “Darling, in
that case, it will be over so fast for both of us that we won’t
even be aware it happened. But that’s not going to happen. I
promise you.”

“I believe you.” And she did, even as she
noticed her husband begin to glow red-hot beside her. “Oh,
God.”

“Friction building up,” he reported. “Red-hot
outside, still cool and comfortable inside. You’re glowing red, too
– do you feel any heat?”

She didn’t, not yet. Maybe she could burn like a
shooting star and survive. Over the helmet radio, there was an
increasing sound of static. “Miles?”

“Radios are about to become inoperable,” he
explained, his voice getting lost in the static. “Just for a few
minutes, until we get down in the thicker layers of atmosphere.
Don’t worry, I’ll be right h—“ The static took over completely, and
Ruthie couldn’t hear him anymore.

Now the glow around the two of them became very
intense, and the colors shifted from red-orange through yellow
until it reached a blinding white, too bright to look at. Ruthie
hadn’t felt like falling before, but now she did feel like she was
falling, somehow falling upward. That didn’t make sense – did it?
With eyes clenched shut, she tried to make sense of the strange
sensation of falling upward. When you fall, you accelerate until
you reach terminal velocity. At that point, velocity is constant,
so there’s no acceleration. You’re in free fall, and there’s no
sensation of falling. But she and Miles had been moving faster than
terminal velocity. Air resistance was now slowing them down, so
their deceleration is causing them to feel like they’re falling –
falling up.

As they plummeted, the turbulence of the air
around them increased. Ruthie found it harder and harder to keep
her arms and legs outstretched. A mental picture of the wind
tearing off her limbs came, unbidden, and almost involuntarily she
curled herself up in a ball, trying to protect her arms and legs
from departing her body.

At once her rate of deceleration dropped, and
she suddenly shot downward ahead of Miles. His hand was jerked free
of hers, and she dropped quickly away from him, a white-hot flame
receding above her. “Miles!” she cried, though she doubted his
radio could receive her.

She struggled to stay calm, but panic was
steadily taking over again. Some of the indicators inside her
helmet had switched from green to orange, meaning that while her
suit was still functioning properly, one or more systems might fail
soon if current conditions continued. She felt herself break out in
a cold sweat, though she couldn’t tell if that was from fear or if
the internal suit temperature was rising. The air turbulence was
extremely strong at this point, and she felt herself buffeted about
like a leaf in a hurricane.

Then, with surprising suddenness, the worst was
over. The awful falling-up sensation was gone and replaced by an
almost blissful feeling of floating free. The white-hot glow that
surrounded her went away, and the helmet readouts silently clicked
back to all green. No more wild buffeting from the air turbulence,
either, which was a relief to Ruthie’s aching muscles.

She felt like a tiny speck in an enormous world
of blue – blue sky above, blue landscape below, floating
carelessly, all alone.

Then came the most blessed sound of all, over
the helmet radio.

“Ruthie? Can you hear me? Come in, Ruthie.
Answer me.” Miles sounded anxious, scared.

“I’m all right, Miles. I can hear you.” She
searched the sky for him, found him about a hundred yards above
her. He looked so small, so distant.

“Thank God. Spread your arms out, flatten
yourself against the wind. Slow down your fall, I’ll try to catch
up to you.”

Ruthie did as he asked, though she hardly felt
like she was falling at all now – it seemed more like she was
suspended aloft like a dust mote, caught in an updraft. Turning her
head upwards, she could see that Miles had assumed the shape of an
arrow: head downwards, toes pointed upwards, arms held rigid at his
sides. He still seemed far away, but as Ruthie watched she could
tell that slowly but steadily the gap between them was
shrinking.

The two minutes it took for him to reach her
seemed like an eternity, especially when the gap had reduced to
mere inches, but finally Miles was able to grab hold of Ruthie and
put his arms around her.

“I thought I lost you there,” he said.

“I thought so, too.” Ruthie realized that she
was weeping, and hoped that Miles couldn’t see. He was always so
strong for her; she wanted to be strong, too, and hated to show any
weakness.

“We’ve moved down into the stratosphere,” Miles
announced. “Still about fifteen miles to go, I’d say. Anything from
your timeband yet?”

“Still asleep.”

“Mine, too. Well, that’s one of two problems I’m
worried about – that our timebands won’t come out of sleep mode in
time.”

“What’s the other?”

Miles pointed down, and Ruthie could see the
checkerboard pattern of farmers’ fields below, punctuated here and
there by the top view of puffy cumulus clouds. “We’re somewhere
over the Midwest right now. Michigan, possibly, or Indiana. We’re
still traveling laterally a lot faster than we’re falling
vertically – we still have much of the forward momentum from the
space plane. When it disappeared, we were over the eastern Pacific,
you know.”

“We were?” Ruthie had been too preoccupied to
take notice of geography. It didn’t surprise her that Miles did
notice. He was like that, always so analytical even in the face of
mortal danger.

“Even without the space plane, we should still
be on course roughly for New York. We’ll cover a few hundred miles
in the time it takes us to fall those last fifteen miles. I’m just
worried that when we reach the ground, assuming we can make a soft
landing, we’re still over ground. I’d hate to come down in the
north Atlantic.”

“Is there anything we can do?”

“Hope we get lucky. Our luck hasn’t been too
good so far. We’re due for some good luck soon.”

They clung together in silence for several long
moments, watching the world expand below them. “Miles?” Ruthie
asked. “Who do you think started the reality wave? It couldn’t have
been any of us, could it?”

“I don’t think so. Our people are more careful
than that. It must be Sarah. Who else could it be?”

“You’re right. I wonder what we’ll find when we
reach the ground.”

“Could be anything, I suppose. I doubt it will
be good, if they don’t have space planes by 2089. Hey – I think my
timeband’s coming on line.”

Ruthie felt it, too: a mild tingling along her
left arm. The fine mesh of her timeband was coming to life again,
reestablishing a cybernetic connection with her own neural network.
The sensation was always a pleasurable one, but never more welcome
than on this occasion. Data streamed into Ruthie’s head, as the
timeband began making its constant reports on her exact position in
the timestream.

“Mine, too. It’s functioning normally now.”

“Thank God. We might just survive this after
all. Let’s get a little lower down, and I’ll take control of both
timebands and ease ourselves to the ground.”

They fell into an altocumulus cloud, and all of
a sudden they were alone in a world of white. Seconds later they
were out the other side, wet with the moisture of the cloud. Miles
lifted his face visor up. “We’re low enough to stop breathing suit
air,” he said.

Ruthie unlatched her face visor and slid it up
into the helmet. It was a relief to be breathing fresh air again.
She looked down; the ground was starting to get disturbingly close.
She estimated they were now only a few thousand feet up.

“Ready?” Miles asked. Ruthie nodded, and
suddenly all motion around them stopped. Miles had used his
timeband to freeze them in a moment of time. They were no longer
falling, but hung suspended at their current altitude, unable to
drop any further. There was no longer any wind, no sound of air
rushing past them, no motion to the clouds. Even some nearby birds
hung motionless in the air, caught in mid-wing-flap. Only Miles and
Ruthie were free to move.

“Rate of time flow, zero,” Ruthie reported,
repeating the information that she was receiving in her head. For
both she and Miles wore timebands, devices from an unknown
alternate timeline that allowed them to not only travel in time,
but control the flow of time around them. For them, time had now
ceased to flow. “Now what?”

“Now we hang here for a while. We’re still
traveling at a high velocity, even if it’s not apparent in a single
frozen moment of time. But if we stay here long enough, most of
that momentum will bleed off and our velocity will drop to
something manageable. That’s the theory, at least.”

“Theory?”

“Well, I assume someone tested it. Caesar or
Carlos, probably. Denise seemed to accept it as proven fact when
she explained it to me, and she’s got more degrees in physics than
any of us. It’s just another extra bonus that the timeband provides
us Travelers.”

“If you say so,” Ruthie said, trying to sound
confident. Surely Miles must be right. If not – well, there weren’t
any other options.

Ten minutes later, Miles announced he was going
to bring the time flow back to normal, to see what had happened to
their rate of descent. Immediately it felt like someone had tossed
an invisible mattress at them, suddenly slowing their fall.

“Ooof!” Miles exclaimed. “Didn’t expect the
transition to be so rough. But we’re falling a lot slower now. I’d
say the theory pans out.”

“What a relief,” Ruthie said. “Say, Miles, the
ground is still coming up kind of fast. Shouldn’t you stop us
sometime soon?”

“Be patient. Just a few seconds more…”

Below, a hillside covered with fresh green grass
seemed to be getting closer rapidly. Ruthie could see a few cows
below munching contentedly on the grass, unaware of the pair of
humans dropping in from above. Ruthie could tell they were only
seconds away from a messy impact if Miles, who had control of both
timebands, didn’t do something soon…

“Miles!”

“Now!”

Time stopped again, but this time Miles and
Ruthie were only four feet from the ground. Not far away, a cow was
caught in mid-glance as it looked up at the two interlopers, its
large eyes frozen in an uncomprehending gaze.

“Cutting it a little close, weren’t you?” Ruthie
noted.

“Hmm. I was trying for about twenty inches up,
so we could just step down to the ground. Guess I chickened out at
the last second.”

“This is low enough, thank you very much. How
long should we wait until our momentum is all bled off?”

“A few subjective minutes, at least,” Miles
said. “We were still traveling plenty fast when I stopped us. Fast
enough to have a rather messy touchdown that we probably wouldn’t
walk away from. Give it a few minutes before we let time start
running again.”

“All right.” She pulled herself close to Miles
and squeezed him tightly. “I don’t think I could have survived this
without you.”

“Without you, I wouldn’t want to survive it,” he
said in response.

They clung together, wordlessly, for several
frozen minutes. Then, without letting go, Miles willed time to
commence flowing again. They dropped easily to the ground, landed
in a tumble, and started to roll down the hillside, laughing.

Miles helped Ruthie back up to her feet. She
found herself looking up into the clear blue sky that they had just
fallen from, then laughed as she noticed that Miles was doing the
same thing. “Incredible,” she said.

“Any landing you can walk away from,” Miles
quoted, “is a good landing. That’s what we used to say in the CAF.
Of course, we usually meant landing in a plane, or at least with a
parachute.”

“Where do you think we are?”

“Upstate New York, I think, or Pennsylvania.
Maybe New Jersey. I couldn’t pick out many landmarks from the air,
but that’s my best guess. We need to start moving and try to find a
road or a town.”


CHAPTER TWO

 


It was a crisp November afternoon, cool under a
mostly blue sky. Miles and Ruthie both discarded their helmets and
gloves, but kept the rest of the pressure suits on for warmth.
Underneath they were dressed only in T-shirts and gym shorts. They
hiked up and down the low rolling hills, noting the absence of
late-21st century tech anywhere in view. They could see cultivated
fields, but no sign of any technology more advanced than what they
knew to be the late nineteenth century.

Ruthie kept checking the date off of the
internal data stream that the timeband provided. It was November 2,
2089, all right, but everything she saw could pass for two
centuries earlier. No airplane contrails, no traffic sounds from
any highways, nothing. They came across a dirt road, with deep ruts
dug into it from wooden wheels, so they chose to follow it and see
where it led.

“So what do we do now?” Ruthie asked after they
had walked for almost a mile without seeing anyone.

“Protocol says we attempt to return to Lemuria,
present era,” Miles said. Ruthie knew what the protocols were, but
wanted to hear them to confirm what she knew. “That may be a little
hard in this Variation. From everything we’ve seen, civilization
never made it out of the horse and buggy stage.”

“We don’t know that for sure.”

“No, we don’t. Hard to judge an entire world’s
technology when you’ve only seen a mile or so of it. Maybe this is
just the most backward region of a thriving advanced civilization.
But let’s assume the worst. Let’s say the best we could manage here
would be a long voyage to the South Seas by clipper ship.”

“We could move forward in time. Maybe in another
century or two they might develop jet travel.”

“Doubtful. I’ve read Caesar’s notes on the
Variations. He says that if civilization hasn’t advanced to a
certain level of technology by the mid-twenty-first century, it
never will. At least not in the range of the timebands. He should
know. He claims to have explored all seventeen possible Variations,
and I believe he probably did.”

“Okay,” Ruthie said. “Let’s say we can’t get
back to Lemuria quickly. There’s a protocol that covers that, I
recall.”

“Right. Any team members that can’t return to
Lemuria are to rendezvous at Battery Park in Manhattan, January 1,
1900, and try to synch up there. So I’d imagine that any of us who
weren’t in Lemuria when the reality wave hit will be trying to link
up there. That would be most of the team, I think.”

“Caesar and Harvey were still at the compound
when we left, but Ellie, Stan, Denise, and Tonya weren’t. I think
Ellie and Denise were busy in the 1920’s, making some financial
arrangements there – seeding the team’s fortune, I suppose. They
may already be in New York. Tonya had a project she was working on
in 1967 Los Angeles. And Stan was off in Europe, doing something
during the Napoleonic Era. He may have the most difficulty getting
to a rendezvous in New York if there’s no air travel.”

“Well, if there are still ships,” Miles said,
“they must dock in New York. That’s why we picked it as a
rendezvous point. It’s a transportation hub in any Variation. But
don’t forget the other protocol. We have to collect and bring back
documents from this era, so we can start to piece together when and
where the reality wave started. Even if it’s just a newspaper. Any
scraps of information will help.”

Ruthie looked around at the miles of pasture and
farmland in all directions. “No luck there so far. I haven’t even
seen a scrap of litter at the side of the road.”

“Listen,” Miles said. “I think I hear something
coming.”

There was the sound of horses’ hooves from
beyond the next rise, along with the creaking noise that a
horse-drawn wagon makes. Ruthie and Miles hurried to the top of the
rise to see what was there.

It was a wagon full of hay, drawn by a single
horse, with a man sitting atop the wagon driving it. The man wore
overalls and a straw hat, and he looked just like the typical
farmer of centuries past. His hair was grayish-black and his face
was reddened by the sun. He might have just stepped out of a
painting by Grant Wood.

Miles stepped forward, waving his arms. “Don’t
know how we’ll explain our pressure suits to him,” he said to
Ruthie. “Maybe we can pass ourselves off as circus performers or
–”

He had turned his head to look back at Ruthie,
to see if she could pass for a circus performer, so he didn’t see
it happen. But Ruthie did. The farmer unexpectedly drew a revolver,
pointed it at Miles, and fired.

“No!”

Ruthie immediately froze the passage of time,
stopping action in a frozen instant. There was no time to take
control of Miles’s timeband; he was frozen as well from her
perspective. Ruthie ran ahead to him to see if he had been struck.
No – her reaction had been quick enough; the bullet had not reached
her husband yet. She traced the line of fire back to the revolver
muzzle, still wreathed in the white-hot light of the muzzle flash,
and then forward toward Miles. There was the bullet, trapped in
flight, only about three feet away from Miles’s head.

Ruthie stood there looking at it, wondering what
to do. She couldn’t go back in time to warn Miles. That Miles was
in her past; she was in his future. That Miles would only perceive
her earlier self, who had no knowledge of the danger, not her
current self, who didn’t exist yet for him. If she went back a
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