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 Chapter 1

 


All of the windows of the diner exploded
inward.

One moment Ruthie McDonald was standing,
pouring coffee for one of her regular customers at booth six; the
next, she was lying on the floor of the restaurant covered with
broken glass. There was dust in the air, in her hair, and in her
mouth, and she coughed to try to clear it from her air passages. It
didn’t help — every breath brought more of it into her lungs. She
ached all over, but outside of a few scratches, she didn’t seem to
be bleeding anywhere. No sharp piece of glass had pierced her
throat, no limbs ended in bloody stumps, so it seemed she was going
to live.

Everything seemed deathly quiet, but as she
rose to her knees and looked around, she realized that it couldn’t
be this quiet: everywhere was confusion. People looked like they
were shouting and crying and screaming. Then she understood that
the concussion had deafened her, and the unnatural quiet was due
only to her inability to hear the chaos all around her.

Looking out of what was left of the window,
all Ruthie could see was a great cloud of dust, with loose sheets
of newspaper flying everywhere. Slowly awareness had begun to sink
in — a bomb had exploded, somewhere nearby. Not in the diner
itself, but maybe across the street, close enough to blow out all
the windows and knock her to the floor. People were hurt, probably
killed, but she was lucky, she had escaped with only a few
scratches. She got to her feet, looking to see what she could do to
help.

She noticed that the table at booth six was
cleared of everything — a stack of newspapers had been blown all
over the place by the blast, and even the coffee cups and
silverware had ended up elsewhere. Then she remembered that her
customer, the fair-haired young man that his friend had called
Miles, was gone. She didn’t remember seeing him run past her,
though he must have. And then she remembered his friend, the older
man called Jack. Jack had gone across the street to buy another
newspaper. The newsstand, once visible through the window, was
completely obliterated.

There were people in the diner crouched under
tables, sobbing and shaking, unable to place themselves at any
further risk. Ruthie fought the urge to do the same and chose
instead to do the opposite. She had to get outside and see if there
was anything she could do to help. Carefully she made her way
through the smashed glass and panicking customers within the diner
and headed out the front door. Outside, dust and blowing papers
were everywhere. Cars were stopped in the middle of the street,
doors open, their occupants having left them to seek safety
elsewhere. Ruthie could faintly hear, as if underwater, the sounds
of sirens approaching. Good — her hearing was slowly returning.

Pieces of the newsstand were scattered
everywhere. The bomb, if that’s what it was, must have been close
by the newsstand to destroy it completely. It might have even been
in the newsstand. The nearest building was also heavily damaged,
with much of the outer wall on the ground floor blown away. There
was smoke in the air, and though she didn’t see any open flames
yet, something must be burning somewhere inside the building. Here
and there were injured people, some moaning and limping away, some
still and unmoving on the pavement. Those she couldn’t tell if they
were alive or dead. She wanted to help them all, but she needed to
find Jack first. He had to have been near the newsstand when the
bomb exploded, and must have been caught in the blast.

Why did she feel she must find him? She
hardly knew him, and so many needed to be helped. But in her
befuddled state, as she struggled to come to grips with the
enormity of what had just happened, one thought seemed to override
the rest: he is my customer. I’m supposed to take care of my
customers.

Just fifteen minutes ago, it had seemed like
a perfectly normal beginning to a typical day. Ruthie had just
begun her shift at the diner, located on a busy corner in an
eclectic Chicago neighborhood, where office buildings were squeezed
between sushi bars and tattoo parlors. Ruthie knew most of her
regular customers by sight. They knew her by name — it was on the
name tag on her mint-green uniform top — but she generally didn’t
know theirs. Most of them wolfed down their eggs with a splash of
coffee, then it was out the door to the office complex across the
street. With luck, they’d remember to leave a reasonable tip
behind.

But when Ruthie started her shift, she noted
that table six, by the window, had her two most regular customers,
and it was these two that were the exception to the rule. They
never seemed to be in a hurry, but instead would sit in the booth
for at least four hours, well into mid-morning, with a stack of
newspapers in front of each of them. Ruthie would bring them a
continuous supply of coffee and make small talk with the pair, who
would always be friendly but never seemed to offer many clues as to
why they were there, day after day.

The older man, who looked to be in his late
forties, was balding with heavy eyebrows and a prominent nose.
Ruthie had a good ear for accents, and his suggested New York. From
his no-nonsense manner, she had the feeling he was a cop, although
she’d never seen any sign of a badge or gun on him. The younger man
looked to be about Ruthie’s age, which was twenty-seven. He was
fair-skinned with light brown hair and a neatly-trimmed mustache.
Both his accent and manners suggested the South, though Ruthie
couldn’t place exactly where. But like his companion, he never
volunteered any personal information about himself.

Each morning, the two men sat by the window,
drinking coffee and reading newspapers. The newspapers, Ruthie
could see, came from all over the country, and some from overseas.
Occasionally one would stop and circle in red an item in a paper,
or stop to show it to the other. But Ruthie would never be close
enough to hear what they were saying about it, and if she walked to
their booth to refill a coffee cup while they were discussing a
news item, they stopped talking as soon as she was close enough to
hear.

It all seemed very mysterious, and Ruthie
couldn’t help weaving stories in her mind about who the two men
were, and what they were up to. Whatever it was, they seemed so
serious and intent on their work, which Ruthie enjoyed imagining
was something slightly illegal and probably dangerous. Maybe they
were foreign spies, looking for coded messages buried on page 7 of
the Des Moines Register. Ruthie hoped it was true, though it didn’t
seem very likely. Whoever they were, they were polite to her,
tipped her well, and always had a smile and a friendly greeting for
her when they saw her.

And during the eight hours of a
mind-numbingly routine job, they were the most interesting part of
her day, so Ruthie found she spent much of it observing them from
across the room. She had long ago decided they were no more than
professional colleagues, not really close friends, and certainly
not a gay couple — like herself, they were merely going through the
daily routine of a job they had to do. She just had no idea what it
could be.

She caught herself studying them again this
morning, and then she noticed that one or both of them was
conscious of being watched by her. So she decided to make her way
to their booth to refill their coffees.

“Thank you, Ruthie,” the
younger man said, polite as always. The older man did not look up;
he was circling an item on the financial page of the Boston
Globe.

“Got enough papers today?”
Ruthie asked innocently. Today’s stack was at least twenty
newspapers, no less than any other day.

The younger man paused to look at the stack,
as if seeing it for the first time. “We could use a few more, I
guess,” he said with a straight face.

Ruthie didn’t know if he was joking, but she
decided to play along. Maybe they would say something that would
reveal the point of this strange exercise. “There’s a newsstand
across the street. I’m sure there’s a few over there you don’t have
yet.”

At this the older man looked up and glanced
out the window. A white van was pulling up to the newsstand,
decorated with an oversized logo of the Chicago Sun-Times. The back
door of the van opened and bundles of newspapers were being tossed
out to the curb. “Next edition of the Sun-Times is here,” he said.
“Miles, mind if I...?”

“Go ahead, Jack.” Miles
and Jack. Finally she had names to go with the faces.

The older man — Jack — got up from the booth.
“Excuse me,” he said as he crossed Ruthie from behind, never making
eye contact, and headed for the diner’s front door.

“I was only kidding, you
know,” Ruthie said after Jack had left. “Really, it looks like
you’ve got enough newspapers here for... whatever it is you do with
them.”

“That’s all right,” Miles
said in his soft Southern drawl. “Jack gets a little obsessive
about his papers. So do I, I guess. One or two more won’t make any
difference at all.”

There was a pause in the conversation, and
Ruthie said, “Your breakfast will be up in a minute,” which was
true. She wanted to ask what the papers were for, but she found she
couldn’t. What if they were doing something nefarious? Something
not quite legal, not quite moral? Would proper polite Miles tell
the truth about what they were doing, or would he tell a charming
lie? Or would he suddenly turn cold and refuse to talk, thus ending
the possibility of any more pleasant morning banter, not to mention
a good tip? In any case, what they were doing was their own
business, and Ruthie had no right to invade their privacy.

So she changed the subject. “Have you and
Jack known each other long?”

“Ages,” Miles said, and
chuckled softly to himself. Ruthie laughed with him, not knowing
how that could possibly be funny. Then, as if there should be no
misunderstanding about in what sense they were together, he added,
“We’re not a couple, if that’s what you’re thinking. We just work
together.”

“Oh, no. I didn’t mean to
imply —” Embarrassed, Ruthie started pouring more coffee into
Miles’s cup, even though she had just refilled it two minutes
earlier. She had to change the subject, so she went instead to the
one question she had been previously avoided. “So what do you do
with all those papers?”

Miles looked up at her, his pale blue eyes
locked onto her own. For a moment, Ruthie thought he didn’t know
whether to tell her the truth, or concoct a fabulous lie.

She never knew what he was going to say, for
at that moment all the windows of the diner exploded inward.


 


 


 


 Chapter 2

 


He is my customer. I’m
supposed to take care of my customers.

Rational or not, that thought led Ruthie to
dash across the bomb-blasted street, around stopped cars and
trucks, and search the debris where the newsstand once stood to
find Jack.

It took a moment for Ruthie to get her
bearings. Was this where the newsstand had been? There was very
little here to suggest it, but she could see the nearby
intersection, and she knew how far up the street the small blue and
white structure had stood. Apart from the newspaper pages flying
everywhere, no trace of the newsstand remained. But where was Jack?
Then, in the midst of a pile of concrete rubble, she saw a figure
lying motionless on the ground. The body was coated with a layer of
white dust and ash, but Ruthie knew it must be Jack.

When she approached him, Ruthie found that
Jack was pinned under a concrete slab that had fallen from the
building facade. She had no medical training, but she didn’t need
any to realize at once that he wasn’t going to survive. He was
struggling to breathe, and blood was starting to trickle from his
mouth as his eyes rolled back into his head. One hand was still
clutching the late morning edition of the Sun-Times.

“Hang on,” Ruthie pleaded,
although she wasn’t sure if she was speaking to Jack or herself.
“Help will be here soon.”

But she knew help would not be here soon
enough. Any emergency personnel in the area were already occupied
dealing with casualties that numbered at least in the dozens. Jack
would be gone before they could get to him.

Ruthie couldn’t move the concrete slab, and
she knew that wouldn’t even save him if she could. All she could do
was cradle Jack’s head in her lap as his life was slipping away.
Tears came to her eyes as he dropped the newspaper. With his last
effort, he tugged at the left sleeve of his jacket as he coughed up
more blood.

Ruthie watched, confused, as Jack undid the
cuff button on his shirt sleeve and pulled it back. There was
something wrapped around his forearm. From a distance it would be
invisible, but up close Ruthie could see that it was a fine mesh,
about seven inches in length, that enclosed his arm. Within the
strands of mesh, yellow and green lights were dimly glowing and
flashing. It fit his arm so snugly, it was almost a second skin.
Obviously Jack meant to show this thing to Ruthie, but he would not
get the chance to tell her why. His body went limp; his breathing
stopped.

At the instant of his death, the tiny lights
in the mesh stopped glowing. A seam that had not been visible
before down the length of the object popped open, and the entire
thing dropped off his arm. It fell to the pavement beside them.

With the dead man’s head still resting on
her knees, Ruthie picked up the strange item. It felt light, almost
weightless. She could not tell what it was made of. It was stiff
like metal, but the strands were almost transparent, like some kind
of synthetic. There was some sort of invisible hinge along one
side, so the two halves functioned together like a bracelet.
Wondering how it opened and closed, Ruthie put it around her own
left arm and pressed it closed.

It was a gesture with little thought behind
it. However, it was an action that would change the course of the
rest of her life.

Once it was on her arm, the two halves of
the thing snapped closed, with no trace of the seam remaining where
it had opened. Green lights began madly running down the length of
the object, flickering to life the instant it was on her arm. It
fitted to her skin exactly, even though her arm must have been a
good deal thinner than Jack’s. But strangest of all was the
sensation she felt with the thing on her arm, like an electric
current, not painful but vaguely pleasant. She had the odd
sensation that the object, the device, was exploring the nerve
endings in her skin, getting to know the network of nerves in her
arm and making connections with the rest of her nervous system.

She knew she ought to be frightened, but she
wasn’t. Somehow this seemed perfectly natural to have this thing
attaching itself to her arm, to her nervous system. She was
fascinated by this process, and stared intently at the procession
of green lights dancing down her arm. Perhaps it was the succession
of abrupt shocks — the explosion, the death of her customer — that
numbed her to the idea of a strange object making itself at home on
her arm. Maybe the item itself was doing something to calm her
during the process of adopting a new host. Whatever the reason,
Ruthie didn’t fight it, but sat unmoving for almost a minute,
watching and feeling the object attach itself to her.

“He’s dead. isn’t he?” a
voice said behind her. Ruthie turned to see Miles. She had not
heard him approach — suddenly he was just there. Miles’s voice was
thick with emotion and heavy with exhaustion; he sounded as if he
had just run a marathon.

“Yes,” Ruthie replied, and
she let Miles help her lower Jack’s head to the pavement. As Miles
did so, he saw for the first time the mesh-like object on Ruthie’s
arm.

There was a note of panic in his voice.
“Ruthie,” he said, his voice barely under control. “You don’t want
that on you. Listen carefully. I need to tell you how to take it
off.”

“Why?” she said. “What is
it? I don’t mind having it on me...”

“Listen to me! If you keep
that on you, your life as you know it is over!”

“Over?” Ruthie repeated.
She was startled by his extreme reaction, and for the first time
she wondered if she really had made a mistake in putting it on.
“You mean it will kill me?”

“No, no, but nothing will
be the same again. If you want to go back to the life you knew, you
have to take it off. Pay attention, the unlock procedure is
complicated. Do as I tell you, and we’ll have it off in no time.”
As he spoke, he took Ruthie’s ensheathed arm in both his hands. His
jacket sleeve rode up a little on his left arm, and Ruthie could
see that Miles also had the mesh around his own arm. The lights on
his device were blinking in a pattern that perfectly synchronized
with the lights on Ruthie’s arm.

None of this was making any sense to Ruthie.
“I don’t understand. What is it? What does it do?”

“I’ll tell you later,”
Miles said, but there was something in his voice that made Ruthie
think that later meant never. He pointed at a location on the inside of her arm where a
green light was blinking rapidly. “Press there four times, wait two
seconds, then press it six times more. Then —”

Suddenly every light on her arm started
pulsing red. What she could see of the thing on Miles’s arm was
doing the same. “Shit!” Miles said. “Not now!”

“What? What’s
happening?”

Miles started pressing on the blinking light
on her arm himself, frantically. He continued for several seconds
more, then stopped. “Damn. There’s not enough time.”

He let go of Ruthie’s arm and took her hands
in his. The two of them made a strange sight, kneeling on the
sidewalk oblivious to the scene of destruction and rescue around
them, not to mention the dead man at their side. “Listen to me,” he
said. His voice was calm, but there was a note of urgency in it as
well. “There’s going to be a reality wave. There’s no time to
explain it to you but it will be bad, worse for you because you’re
not fully integrated into the timeband yet. Just hold on and it
will be over soon. Once it passes — well, we’ll see what we’ve got
to work with.”

Ruthie couldn’t follow any of this at all.
“What are you talking about? Aren’t we still trying to remove this
from me?”

“No time. We’d never make
it through the entire unlock procedure in time. For better or
worse, you’re one of us now.”

One of whom?
Ruthie wanted to ask, but suddenly an invisible
hand reached into her gut, squeezed and twisted. Vision blurred,
and she felt herself falling, even though she could still feel the
solid pavement beneath her. There was a roaring and a ringing in
her ears and a bitter taste in her mouth. She could feel Miles
squeezing her hands, and she squeezed back. Now she was surrounded
by a swirl of colors and a multitude of sounds, making it
impossible to see or hear anything else. The colors persisted even
when she closed her eyes. Her arm was itching and burning under the
mesh-like object, and if Miles wasn’t gripping her hands she’d
probably try to rip it off of her, but instead she could do nothing
except ride it out.

Several eternities later, or maybe just a
few seconds, all the unpleasant sensations stopped. Ruthie found
she was shaking uncontrollably, and tears were running down her
face. “It’s all right,” Miles said to her. “It’s over.” He put his
arms around her to comfort her, as one would a child. Ruthie was in
no condition to refuse the gesture. She sobbed into his shoulder as
she struggled to regain her composure and make sense of the
situation.

Miles began speaking to her in a low, calm
voice. “Ruthie, you made it. The reality wave has passed, and next
time you have to go through one, you’ll be better prepared. But
listen to me. When you bring your head up and look around, you’re
going to see that everything is different. That’s to be expected,
but I don’t want you to be shocked. People are staring at us
already, and I don’t want you to make a scene. Just act like
everything’s normal, and I’ll explain everything as soon as I get a
chance. Okay?”

“What do you mean?” she
asked, but then she lifted her head from his shoulder and saw what
he meant.

They were kneeling on the sidewalk, in the
same position as they were before, and her green waitress uniform
still showed the dust and ash from the bomb explosion. But
everything around them was different. There was no sign of any
explosion — no debris, no blasted buildings, no sirens from
ambulances or police cars. Jack’s body was not there. People were
walking down the street as people do in every city, walking around
them and giving them a puzzled look as they did so. At first glance
it looked just as if would have if the explosion had never
happened.

But as Ruthie studied the scene more
closely, she realized that more had changed than just that. She
thought this was still Lincoln Avenue in Chicago, but now she
wasn’t so sure. Most of the buildings didn’t look familiar to her,
but some of the older ones did. Across the street, where the diner
should have stood, was a small grocery store. Other familiar
businesses in the neighborhood were missing, replaced by ones she’d
never heard of.

Puzzled, she stood up. Miles did so also,
brushing bits of plaster out of her hair. The pedestrians on the
street also had changed somehow. It took Ruthie a moment to figure
out what it was, and then she realized that it was their clothing.
There was an odd sameness to what people were wearing, not the
typical colorful variety that one would expect in this
neighborhood. The clothes were conservative, the colors muted, and
the styles looked oddly similar, as if everyone shopped in the same
store or had developed similar tastes.

This was reflected in the cars on the
street, too. There seemed to be a lot more boxy compact cars on the
street than usual. No SUVs, no sports cars, just one mundane style
of car after another, with a very limited palette of colors, soft
browns and greens and grays.

“I don’t get it, Miles.
What’s happened?”

She saw that he was studying their
surroundings, too, taking in all the differences just as she was.
“I’m not sure. Keep looking, but try not to attract attention to
yourself.”

“Where are we? This isn’t
—”

“We’re still in the same
place,” he insisted. “This is Chicago, Illinois, on November 7,
2007, just as before. But it’s not your Chicago. I’ll explain
everything — oh, God.”

He stopped and stared, and now Ruthie saw
what he was staring at.

It was an American flag, flying from a
flagpole outside a bank building. Ruthie could see the red and
white stripes as it fluttered in the breeze. But when the wind
caught it and unfurled it to its full length, she could see that
was should have been a blue field in the upper left quadrant was
instead black. It did not contain fifty white stars. In their place
was a single white symbol, instantly recognizable and unmistakably
abhorrent.

It was a Nazi swastika.




 


 


 


 Chapter 3

 


Ruthie stared at the hateful symbol. Who
would display openly such a desecration of the flag? While Ruthie
never had any strong political leanings, she was brought up to
believe that the flag was a sort of sacred object, and should
always be treated with the utmost respect. A sudden fury rose in
her at the sight of the symbol of fascism and genocide corrupting
the Stars and Stripes.

“That’s horrible,” she
said. “Who would —”

“Shh.” Miles stopped her
from continuing. “Don’t let people hear you. No one here sees
anything out of place about that flag. Act like everything’s
normal. Don’t make a scene. That’s not the only one.”

He nodded in the direction of another flag,
further down the street. Even at this distance she could see it
also bore the same combination of patriotic and profane
symbols.

“Let’s just start
walking,” Miles suggested. “I’ll explain as we go.”

Ruthie didn’t budge, totally confused by the
latest in the strange sequence of events. “But my job — the diner
—”

“Forget about it. We need
to walk.”

Ruthie started to panic.
“You don’t understand! My purse is in the diner — my driver’s
license, my credit cards. I’m supposed to be working now — I can’t
leave in the middle of my shift without letting Carol know first
— where did the diner go?”

Miles shook his head. “Ruthie, you have to
calm down. I know this doesn’t make any sense, but I doubt if
you’ll ever see that diner again. Everything you knew is gone, and
if you’ll listen, I’ll try to explain it to you. Come on, walk with
me. We’ll attract less attention if we’re walking.”

“Everything… is gone?” She
felt dazed and completely disoriented, but forcing herself to be
calm, she did as he asked and started walking.

“Everything. I’ll try to
explain.”

There was something about Miles’s voice that
seemed to help. It was a soft, almost melodious voice with a trace
of a pleasant Southern accent. In the last fifteen minutes Ruthie
had witnessed a succession of traumatic events: the bomb explosion,
the death of a man with his head in her lap, the strange device
attaching itself to her arm, and now the inexplicable disappearance
of her workplace and most of the surrounding neighborhood. Yet when
Miles spoke to her, it made the impossible seem almost rational,
and the catastrophic seem almost routine.

“That awful sensation you
experienced is something we call a reality wave,” he began, talking
in a low voice that Ruthie had to strain to hear. “It starts
someplace back in the past and races forward to the future, erasing
everything that happened and replacing it with a new series of
events. The world you know is gone, Ruthie, wiped out of existence
by the reality wave. You and I would never have known it happened
except for the timebands. They kept you and I out of the
timestream, so we were unchanged. We can still remember the
previous history, but no one around us will, because it never
happened to them.”

“Timebands?” she repeated,
looking at the fine mesh on her arm. It was barely visible; no
lights were flashing within it now.

“It’s what you put on when
Jack died. We’re Travelers, Ruthie. Time travelers.”

Ruthie tried to wrap her mind around that
concept. She always tried to keep an open mind about things like
UFOs and aliens and such. She wasn’t a big science fiction fan, but
she always conceded that more things were possible than people
generally knew about. But time travel? That was a lot to accept all
at once. It would be more believable to simply admit she must be
hallucinating, all this must be some kind of a delusion. But it all
seemed too real — it didn’t feel like a hallucination. And Miles
seemed so earnest. She thought she could usually tell when someone
was trying to deceive her, but Miles sounded like he really
believed what he was saying. Could Miles be telling the truth?

“But the
flag...?”

“It’s the flag of this
country, Ruthie. Something happened in the past — something
happened to the
past — and the U.S.A. isn’t the same any more. I think the Nazis
are in power. Maybe they have been since World War Two ended. I
don’t know for sure. We’ve got to learn more. Until we do, don’t
—”

He stopped talking because a police officer
was approaching. He looked straight at the two of them and then
walked directly toward them. To Ruthie, he looked exactly like a
regular Chicago cop. Same uniform, including the distinctive
checkerboard band around the hat. Her first thought was that maybe
this officer could help her. Maybe he could do something to help
her find her way back to the world she had somehow lost. But then
Ruthie noticed a look of apprehension in Miles’s face, and she
understood. In a city where people display the Nazi swastika
openly, maybe the police are not here to help you.

“Passbooks, please,” the
policeman said, stepping directly into their path and blocking any
further forward progress. The name tag on his uniform shirt
said O’Shea. The
man’s manner was businesslike and not threatening, but his right
hand rested on the baton attached to his belt.

“Sorry?” Miles
said.

“I need to see your
passbooks,” O’Shea said slowly, irritation creeping into his voice.
“You’re required to show me your passbooks.”

Ruthie almost said that they didn’t have any
passbooks, but Miles interrupted. “Our passbooks are back at our
place of employment, officer. We had to step out for a moment to
run an errand. We’ll be happy to go back to get them if you
like.”

Officer O’Shea didn’t seem happy to hear
that. “Law says you have your passbook on your person at all times.
Show me some I.D.”

Ruthie realized that all of her
identification — driver’s license, credit cards, and so on — was in
her purse, back in the diner. But the diner didn’t exist any more.
She had no identification at all, no way to prove who she was.

Miles gave the officer a driver’s license.
O’Shea turned it over in his hand, back and forth. “What kind of a
card is this, Mr. Terwilliger? I see it says Illinois Drivers
License on it, but it doesn’t look like anything issued by the
state of Illinois.”

Ruthie didn’t see how it was any different
from any other driver’s license, but the policeman acted like he
had never seen one like it before. Miles shrugged. “It’s what they
gave me.”

O’Shea spoke into his radio, clipped to his
shoulder belt. “O’Shea. I’ve got two to bring in on passbook
violations. Twenty-four hundred block of North Lincoln Avenue. Come
pick me up.” Moments later, a Chicago police car, red lights
flashing, pulled up to the curb. It would have looked exactly like
a Chicago police car should, except for the flag with the swastika
painted on the door.

“This isn’t necessary,
officer —” Miles began.

“I’m afraid it is, Mr.
Terwilliger. We received a citizen’s report a few minutes ago that
a man and a woman were acting strangely on Lincoln Avenue. We
encourage citizens to report suspicious activity to us as a matter
of public safety — you know that. Now to have no passbooks on top
of that, well, I’m afraid we need to take you in.”

Ruthie looked helplessly at Miles, who did
not seem as concerned as she thought he should. “Don’t worry,” he
said to her. “It will be all right.”

Officer O’Shea shook his head and chuckled
sardonically as he opened the rear door of the cruiser. The rear of
the police car was separated from the front by thick Plexiglas, and
there were no door handles on the inside. Miles and Ruthie
reluctantly got into the car, and the door shut behind them.

“What are we going to do?”
Ruthie asked.

Miles held up his left arm, where the
timeband was hidden under his jacket sleeve. “The timeband goes
into sleep mode after a reality wave. It’s a necessary safety
measure — the timeband needs time to recalibrate before it can
safely make any jumps. As soon as the timebands go active again,
we’ll jump pastward and our disappearance will just be a
frustrating mystery for the police.”

“Pastward?”

“Into the past. A hour
will be enough — they’ll never know what happened to us. That’s
what the timebands do. They allow us to move back or forth in
time.”

Ruthie was doubtful, but she decided to take
his word for it. “How long until the timebands... recalibrate?”

“Not long. Maybe fifteen
minutes. Until then, sit back and enjoy the ride.”

Amazingly, Miles did seem like he was
enjoying it. He didn’t seem at all bothered to be under arrest in a
twisted version of the city. But Ruthie, who had never been placed
in the back of a police car for any reason in her life, was having
difficulty keeping herself from giving in to sheer panic. “This is
all like a bad dream,” she said to herself. “Why aren’t I waking
up?”

Ruthie looked out the window as the police
car made its way down streets she thought she knew well. Much about
the city was the same. The el tracks still thundered overhead, and
streets still had the same names. Some buildings, if they were old
enough, were recognizable. But there were other differences that
let her know this was not her Chicago. In this neighborhood there
should be dozens of ethnic restaurants with cuisine from as many
different countries. She didn’t see any — every restaurant seemed
blandly Americanized. And there were no fast food chains. How far
can you travel in a major American city without seeing a McDonalds?
There weren’t any, nor Burger King, Wendy’s, Subway, or KFC.

They passed a movie theater, and the names
of the movies and actors on the marquee were not any that she’d
ever heard of before. Billboards advertised products with brand
names that were different than the ones she had grown up knowing.
She noted also that all the billboards were in English, while in
her Chicago it was not uncommon to see billboards in Spanish or
occasionally Chinese.

One billboard was
especially disturbing. It showed Uncle Sam in his traditional red,
white, and blue costume, arm and arm with a blonde-haired German
Valkyrie, her other arm holding a spear with a Nazi banner flying
from the shaft. The caption, in large letters, simply read:
ENFORCE RACIAL PURITY. What had become of her country?

They arrived at the police station, which
looked more like a small fortress than any that Ruthie could
remember seeing. Men with automatic rifles stood guard at the outer
wall, and Ruthie and Miles were quickly led past them into a maze
of corridors and cubicles. A heavily-armed female officer came to
take Ruthie away, and Ruthie began to panic when she realized that
they meant to separate her and Miles. Without Miles, she was lost
in this madness, unable to help herself in any way. But the officer
pulled roughly on her arm and led her quickly to another part of
the maze.

In a daze, Ruthie did not resist as the
female officer thoroughly patted her down in a search for weapons.
At the end of the search, the officer spotted the nearly invisible
mesh covering Ruthie’s left forearm. “What’s this?”

What could she say? “It’s — it’s
nothing.”

“It will have to come
off.” The officer tugged at the edge of it, but it was so tightly
wrapped around her that she could not get even a finger under
it.

Ruthie shrugged. “It doesn’t come off. I
couldn’t get it off if I tried.”

“I’m sure we’ll be able to
get it off,” the officer said, a note of menace in her voice.
Ruthie didn’t think it was possible without removing her arm, and
then she realized that maybe that was exactly what the officer had
in mind. What kind of a place was this?

However, the officer did not send for the
bone saw right away, and instead led Ruthie to the next desk, where
she was fingerprinted, and then to another desk, where Ruthie was
given a chair to sit in while the officer took her statement on
computer. The computer, Ruthie noticed, would have been about
twenty or thirty years out of date on her world: low-resolution
boxy white letters glowing on a green background.

“Name?”

“Ruthie — Ruth
McDonald.”

The officer used two index fingers to type
it in, then asked for her address. The computer beeped loudly when
the address was typed in.

“Computer says you’re not
listed in the database at that address,” the officer said
crossly.

“That’s where I live,”
Ruthie said. She didn’t know what else to say.

“No, you don’t. There
aren’t any errors in this database. If the computer says you don’t
live there, then you don’t. So don’t give me a false address. Want
to try again?”

“I — I don’t think I’m
anywhere in your database,” Ruthie said, desperately trying to
think of something to say that would not get her into worse
trouble. “I don’t think you’d believe me if I tried to explain it
to you.”

The woman smiled crookedly. “Try me.”

What did she have to lose? “I don’t belong
here. Something happened, and my world disappeared and this one was
in its place. Everything’s wrong here. There shouldn’t be a Nazi
emblem on the flag — it should still be red, white, and blue —
people shouldn’t have to carry passbooks —”

“Stop!” the officer
commanded. Ruthie did. “Before you say another word, Miss McDonald,
you should be aware that there are microphones everywhere in this
building. And they are monitored not just by the Chicago P.D., but
also by Party officials. So far you’re only going to be charged
with passbook violation, a minor offense. No more than six months
in jail. Sedition is a far more serious crime, and it is punishable
by death. You would be advised to keep your political opinions to
yourself.”

Ruthie trembled, becoming more aware of the
magnitude of the situation. “I want to talk to a lawyer.”

The officer laughed. “Fat chance. Now, back
to the problem with your address... “

The interrogation lasted for another
forty-five minutes. During that time, the officer not only could
not find Ruthie’s address
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