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CHAPTER
ONE


In a nearby barn, the most
infamous cow in history was waiting for her moment with
destiny.

“Is that it?” Lew asked as the quartet made
their way down DeKoven Street. “I was expecting… more.”

It was more of a shed than a barn, back behind
the small wooden house. Chickens roamed freely in the yard. But
this was no farm. The house, barn, and livestock all were located
within the city limits of Chicago, on this warm Sunday night in the
year 1871.

“That’s it,” Denise confirmed, checking her
small notebook. Her notes for this mission were written on pages
that would quickly dissolve in water; even a teaspoonful would be
sufficient. It wouldn’t do for anyone to see that these four people
had prior knowledge of what would happen later this evening. “The
address is 137 DeKoven Street, and the house belongs to Paddy and
Cate O’Leary, and their four children. Feel that wind? It’s a warm
wind from the southwest, and when that barn catches fire tonight,
it’s going to spread the sparks and ashes, and all these wooden
buildings will ignite. The fire will burn out of control, hop over
the river, and by the time they put it out two days later, most of
Chicago will be in ruins.”

“We know,” Jason said sourly. “We attended the
same briefings you did. Harvey made sure that all were all experts
on the historical record.”

“But don’t forget, Denise,” reminded Ellie. “All
of that is what is supposed to happen, according to history, but
not what will happen. We’re here to stop the fire from starting, if
we can, or at least minimize the widespread destruction that came
to be known as the Great Chicago Fire.”

Denise nodded. They had been planning this
mission for weeks, ever since Ruthie had first suggested it. It had
been a long time since the team had assembled for a major mission
like this; for the past few years, each of them had been off
following their individual pursuits. There were eleven of them in
all — twelve if you counted Winton, but no one did, since he hadn’t
been seen or heard from in years. Eleven individuals who wore the
most astounding device ever created: the timeband, the mysterious
artifact that made time travel possible.

Denise had spent most of her adult life wearing
a timeband, and the device had taken her to countless points in the
past and future, including many versions of history that no longer
existed. But even though she was by training a theoretical
physicist, the most scientifically astute member of the team of
time-travelers, she still had no idea how the flexible synthetic
mesh wrapped around her left forearm worked. She knew it formed a
cybernetic connection with her brain, able to follow her mental
commands, but there was no known reason why it should defy the
fundamental laws of the universe and allow her to manipulate time
in this manner. It seemed like magic, but Denise’s scientifically
trained mind would not allow her to entertain that possibility. She
was sure there was a valid reason, within the principles of
science, that explained the power of the timeband,

“Check your comms, please,” a voice in Denise’s
ear said. That would be Tonya, the team member in charge of field
operations. She was in a boarding house on South Halsted, upwind of
the fire’s predicted path of destruction, and she would be
monitoring the team’s progress from there. Ruthie, the team leader,
had named Tonya to take charge of this mission, opting instead to
stay at home in 1961 Philadelphia and take care of the
children.

“I read you, Tonya,” Jason said. Jason was the
team’s combat specialist and drill instructor, a nineteenth-century
mountain man who had become an expert in all forms of armed and
unarmed combat. He had also, for many years, been Denise’s lover,
and their relationship had gone through many rough patches, but
somehow they were still together.

“Loud and clear, Tonya,” reported Ellie. She was
a former secret agent, skilled in the arts of espionage. Born in a
timeline where France, not England, had retained control of
colonial America, her rich French accent came through when she
allowed it to in unguarded moments.

“I hear you, too,” Lew said. Lew was Ellie’s
husband, twelve years her junior. Once, he had been a historical
reenactor as well as an amateur military historian. Now he put his
skills and knowledge to use on the team’s missions to the past.

“We can all hear you fine,” Denise told Tonya.
Tonya had been a helicopter pilot in the U.S. Army in the early
twenty-first century, and the team depended greatly on her skill
with nearly any kind of flying vehicle. When the mission was over,
they’d all jump to 2095 and Tonya would fly them back to
Philadelphia in a suborbital spaceplane.

“Everyone clear on the plan?” Tonya asked.

“We’re not going to go over the plan again, are
we?” Jason said. “We did that enough back at headquarters. Quit
trying to be a mother hen, Tonya, and let us do our jobs.”

“All right, all right. Go stop a fire. Tonya
out.”

Denise felt bad for Tonya — she didn’t deserve
to have been spoken to like that. But Jason was just being Jason.
He was good at many things, but being tactful was not one of them.
He spoke his mind, and he never cared about whose feelings might be
hurt.

“We check out the barn first,” Lew said. “Let’s
go take a look at the cow that will start it all.” He started
heading toward the small wooden structure, which had seen better
days. Paint was peeling from its sides, and some boards had warped
in the sun and were starting to come free.

“You do know,” Ellie told him, “that the cow was
almost certainly not to blame. There’s no evidence to suggest that
Mrs. O’Leary’s cow really did kick over her lantern. That was
almost certainly a story concocted to make some poor Irish
immigrants the scapegoats for the tragedy.”

“So what do you think caused the fire? Meteors?”
That was another popular theory. While the Chicago Fire was the
most famous, several other large fires occurred across the Midwest
on the very same night, and some had suggested that a meteor shower
or a disintegrating comet might be to blame.

“Absolutely not,” Denise insisted. “By the time
meteorites have made it through the lower atmosphere, they’re cold,
not fiery hot. A good-sized space rock might make a large crater,
but never a fire. The meteor shower theory was disproven long
ago.”

The truth was, as Harvey, the team’s historian,
had explained to them in their briefings, was that the real cause
of the Great Chicago Fire of 1871 had never been determined. There
were plenty of theories, and one Chicago gambler even claimed that
he had started the fire as a teenager, but no one had ever proven
beyond reasonable doubt what was the true origin of the Chicago
Fire. This mission, then, had two objectives. First, to find out
what really started the Chicago Fire, and second, to prevent it
from happening.

That second objective had been debated at length
back at headquarters. Some team members had argued that deleting
the Chicago Fire from history might cause a major shift in the
timeline, triggering the phenomenon known as the reality wave. A
reality wave was a drastic restructuring of historical events,
cascading across the centuries until the future became
unrecognizable. Should that happen, the resulting effect on the
timeline was usually unpredictable, and often catastrophic. The
future history of the human race might even end up in the dystopic
timeline known as Variation Seven — the dead-end timeline that
would result in the extinction of the human race within a
millennium.

Ruthie Terwilliger, the team’s leader, heard
arguments on both sides from the members of the team. In the end,
she decided to agree with Harvey — there was little chance that a
version of history without the Chicago Fire would be worse than the
current timeline. Preventing the fire, Ruthie decided, would save
the lives of possibly as many as three hundred people, not to
mention many more thousands in later generations who would not
otherwise be born. It would also provide a tremendous economic
boost to what was already the most rapidly growing metropolis in
America. Without the fire to check its growth, Chicago might become
a true City of Wonders by the twentieth and twenty-first centuries,
contributing in many unknowable ways to the benefit of mankind. For
these reasons, Ruthie gave the go-ahead for the mission back to
1871.

The sun was low in the sky when Lew tried the
latch on the barn door. It opened easily — the O’Learys saw no need
to lock it. The interior of the barn was dark, but the light of the
setting sun filtered in through cracks between the planks of the
western wall, providing enough light to see by. Inside were not one
but four cows, separated by wooden stalls in the very cramped
interior.

“I thought Mrs. O’Leary only had one cow,” Lew
said.

Jason shook his head and said, “The other cows
belong to the neighbors. The O’Learys rented out space in their
barn to them. Anything to bring in a little more cash in these hard
times.”

“Look at this place,” Denise said. “Hay piled up
to the ceiling, a pile of coal in the coal bin — the entire barn is
a fire waiting to happen. One stray spark and this entire structure
is an inferno.”

“That’s what’s due to happen in about three and
a half hours.” Jason was poking around the piles of hay, feeling
how dry the stalks were. “It’s five-twenty-one now, and witnesses
say the fire began about nine o’clock. In less than four hours,
something ignites the hay and coal stored here, and the entire barn
will be ablaze.”

“A cow kicking over a lantern would certainly do
it,” Lew mused.

“Lay off the cow!” Ellie went over and gently
petted one of the bovines. “It’s absurd to think that one of these
gentle creatures could cause such destruction. Focus on the
mission, dear!”

“This barn is giving me claustrophobia,” Jason
complained. “I’m going to stretch my legs and get a better sense of
what’s in the neighborhood. I’ll be back.”

Denise shot him a look. “That wasn’t part of the
plan.”

“No, but I think it’s a good idea. You three
will be fine on your own. You okay with this, Tonya?”

There was a hesitation before Tonya’s unseen
voice answered. “Go ahead, Jason. Just make sure you stay in
contact. Report in if you see anything significant.”

The tall man mumbled an acknowledgement and left
through the barn’s door.

“I hate it when he does that,” Denise said after
he was gone. “He knew we had decided to stick together, but he
still has to go off on his own. Why can’t he just follow directions
for once?”

Ellie placed a hand on the younger woman’s
shoulder. “Trust Jason’s instincts, Denise. He always has a good
reason for doing what he does. Something told him that we’d all be
safer if he was out there, keeping an eye on things, rather than in
here. Remember, he’s survived many dangerous situations by
observing his surroundings and acting on his hunches.”

Denise had to concede that Ellie was right. She
loved Jason, but their relationship had always been a frustrating
one. He was a stubborn man, a man who was more at home alone in the
wilderness than as part of civilized society. She felt that she
would never truly understand him, but she could not imagine living
without him.

“We’ve seen all we need to see in here, anyway,”
Lew said. “Let’s check in on the O’Learys.”

Lew led the women out of the barn and up to the
front steps of the modest house. Like the barn, it was badly in
need of repair, and entirely made of wood. A fire in the barn would
quickly spread to the O’Leary house and engulf it in flames.

Moments after Lew knocked on the front door, it
opened to reveal a woman. She seemed to be in her forties, a little
stout, and the lines in her face were framed by reddish-blonde hair
pulled back in a bun. “Yes?” she said, clearly surprised to see
three strangers at her door.

“Mrs. O’Leary?” The woman nodded, a look of
confusion on her face. “My name is Lewis Browne, and this is my
wife Ellie and my friend Denise Han. We’re sorry to disturb you,
but we feel we need to speak. May we come in?”

Catherine O’Leary studied the three strangers on
her doorstep. All three were well-dressed, according to the
fashions of the day. The man called Lewis was the youngest of the
three, nearly forty, with blonde hair and a neatly-trimmed beard.
His wife, Ellie, was both taller and older than her husband, with
fair hair that had been cut short in a bob. The other woman was
small and dark-haired, with coloring and features that announced
her heritage as Asian, perhaps Chinese. Mrs. O’Leary clearly did
not know what to make of the trio at her door, but she nodded
politely and allowed them to enter.

The house, as could be guessed from its
exterior, was modestly furnished, but it was well-lived in,
cluttered as a result of an entire family living in a small space.
The kitchen table, with six chairs, was still littered with the
remains of the evening meal, but the other residents of the house
were not present; the only other occupant here was the O’Learys’
youngest daughter, playing in a corner of the parlor with a
homemade doll.

“You’ll have to excuse the condition of the
house,” the woman said as she led her visitors into the parlor. “I
haven’t had time to clean up from supper, and I was about to put
young Katie to bed.” There was a thick Irish brogue to her speech,
and it was obvious that this family was a recent arrival to
America.

“Your house is lovely,” Ellie said with
sincerity. “Please, finish what you were doing; our business can
wait.”

Mrs. O’Leary thanked her, indicated that her
guests should make themselves comfortable in the parlor, and took
her daughter by the arm. The two of the disappeared into a back
room, and minutes later Mrs. O’Leary returned alone and seated
herself in an armchair facing her guests.

“Now, what’s this all about?” she asked. “Paddy
isn’t in trouble again, is he?”

“No, Mrs. O’Leary,” Ellie said. She was speaking
slowly and carefully; there was no trace of her French accent in
her voice. “We’re from the Chicago Safety Commission.” This was the
lie that they had agreed upon in order to get access into the
O’Learys’ house.

“Safety… Commission?” Mrs. O’Leary looked as if
she had never heard of the agency before. Which was not surprising,
since they had made the name up and nothing like that existed in
1871.

“Since this past summer has been exceptionally
dry, we’re making inspections of local property to see what might
constitute fire hazards,” Ellie continued. “Your barn, for example,
appears extremely unsafe.”

“I need that barn! Where else will I keep the
cows?”

“Understood, ma’am. The city does not wish to
remove the barn from your lot. However, we must urge you not to
bring lighted candles or lanterns into the barn. The risk of
catastrophic fire is far too great, a danger not only to your own
property, but to your neighbors as well.”

“Oh, I would never do that. When I go into the
barn to tend to the animals, it’s always during the daylight
hours.”

The three time travelers exchanged a look. “You
won’t be milking your cow tonight, after dark?” Ellie asked. The
legend held that the fire had started, around nine in the evening,
when Mrs. O’Leary was milking her cow and the cow kicked over the
lantern.

“Heavens, no. I plan to be going to bed, as soon
as my husband Paddy returns from the tavern. I’ll milk the cow in
the morning, same as I always do.”

“That disproves the old story,” Tonya said into
their ears, unheard by the lady of the house. “Mrs. O’Leary’s cow
didn’t do it. There’s no need to bother the woman any further — she
didn’t have anything to do with it.”

Ellie, Lew, and Denise got to their feet. “We
won’t keep you any further,” Ellie said. “It’s been very nice
visiting with you, and please remember to be careful with fire
around your barn.”

They made their way out of the house and walked
a respectful distance away from it. “What do we do now?” Denise
asked.

“Let’s check in with Jason first,” Lew
suggested. “Jason? Do you hear me? Where are you?”

Jason’s voice, strangely muffled, came over the
comm devices in their ears. “Give me a moment — let me find a
private spot.” There was silence for about half a minute, and then
Jason said, “It’s all right now. I didn’t want anyone to see me
carrying on a conversation with someone who wasn’t there.”

“Where are you?” Lew repeated.

“Local watering hole, about three blocks west of
you. A tavern where many of the local residents hang out. I think
I’ve found out some useful information. I described the barn to the
bartender here, and he said he knows it well. After dark quite a
few of the neighborhood boys hang out there. It's like their secret
hideout. There’s usually a dice game going on, and if they can get
a hold of one, a bottle of whiskey might be passed around. It’s
where they do all the things they don’t want their parents to know
about. The bartender said he didn’t think the lady who owns the
barn had any idea what went on there after sundown.”

“Including smoking?” Denise asked.

“You can bet on it,” Jason said. “Someone gets
careless with a stray match or some cigar ash, and the whole place
could go up. I’m sure that’s what happens tonight.”

“How many boys are we talking about?” Ellie
asked. “We could probably keep two or three out of the barn, but if
a large group of them are planning to attend, we may not be able to
do much about it.”

“I don’t know. I do know that the O’Learys’ two
sons are likely to be in attendance. One’s twelve, and the other is
eight. The other boys, though, are older, probably in their late
teens.”

“You should head back here,” Ellie told Jason.
“If there’s going to be a physical altercation with these young
men, we’re going to need you.”

“Yeah, I figured that. I’ll be there in a few
minutes. Don’t start the rumble without me.”

The sun had already set, and it was getting
quite dark on DeKoven Street. Some of the busier streets nearby
were illuminated by gaslights, but no such lights existed on this
short side street. It was a clear, moonless night, with no cloud
cover to reflect the lights of the city back to them. Denise could
barely see the faces of Lew and Ellie.

“We need to keep an eye on that barn and make
sure none of the neighborhood boys sneaks in there,” Lew said.
“It’s getting so dark, someone could easily slip into the barn
without anyone seeing them.”

“What if one of us waits inside the barn
itself?” Ellie suggested. “If someone else does sneak in
unobserved, the person inside the barn could call the others over
the comms.”

“Good idea,” Lew said. “Who do you suggest ought
to — “

But before Lew could finish asking the question,
Ellie had already disappeared into the darkness, and moments later
Denise and Lew could hear the door to the barn snapping shut.

“I thought the plan was to stick together,”
Denise said. “That’s not working out too well, is it?”

There was a note of resignation in Lew’s voice.
“I’ve gotten used to it. Ellie’s got all these ninja skills from
her days as a secret agent. She’s good at things like this, like
moving silently and hiding in plain sight. You and I would just
slow her down. Don’t worry, she’ll call us if she spots
something.”

They stood in silence for many minutes. Finally
Lew said, “You know, we could just jump ahead until the time the
fire is supposed to start. We are time travelers, after all.”

Denise shook her head. “That would definitely
not be a good idea. We’d be out of synch with Ellie and Jason, not
to mention Tonya. We’d be completely on our own if we did that.”
That was true — it was part of the design of the timebands that
Travelers had to be in synch with each other to interact. If Lew
and Denise did move ahead in time, they’d be in their teammates’
future, a future that the others didn’t inhabit yet. They could
move ahead to view the futures of regular people, but not each
other.

“I don’t mean we should stay there. Just jump
ahead long enough to see what’s about to happen, and then jump back
to be in synch with the rest of the team. That way, when the time
actually does arrive, we’ll be armed with foreknowledge and we’ll
know what to do.”

“I don’t know, Lew. Seems risky to me.”

“Where’s the risk? We’re time travelers! If any
danger arises, we’ll jump out of there to safety. Let’s check with
Tonya and see what she thinks.”

“All right.” Quickly they opened communications
with their teammate, and Lew explained to Tonya what they had in
mind.

“Well, it’s not part of the original plan, but I
guess the original plan has already flown out the window,” Tonya
said. “Go ahead. But I expect you back in synch with us in no more
than sixty seconds. If I don’t hear from you in that amount of
time, I’m sending Jason and Ellie on a rescue mission.”

“Roger that,“ Lew said. “It should take less a
minute to see what’s happening in the barn and see if any firebugs
are playing cards inside. Ready, Denise?”

“I suppose.”

Lew took mental control of both timebands and
commanded them to take them to 8:55 P.M., just minutes before the
time the fire was supposed to happen. Denise noticed two changes
immediately. First, the O’Leary house was now completely dark. Cate
O’Leary and her husband must have already gone to bed, as she said
they were planning to do. But second, there was a faint yellow glow
coming from inside the nearby barn.

“Someone’s inside with a lantern!” Lew cried.
“Come on, let’s see what’s happening!” He took off running for the
barn.

“Lew!” Denise called. It was no use; Lew wasn’t
stopping. Denise had no choice but to follow him. She saw Lew enter
the barn, and in the brief moment that the barn door was open, she
saw young men inside, seated on bales of hay with money and dice in
their hands.

Denise was just a few steps away from the door
of the barn when a hand gripped her shoulder and spun her
around.

“Where do you think you’re going, missy?” The
man had a lit pipe in his mouth, and as the glowing tobacco
illuminated his face, Denise could see bushy eyebrows and mustache,
as well as a nose that had probably been broken in more than one
fight.

“My — my friend’s in there…” Denise
stammered.

“Oh? Well, this game’s for men only, missy.
Ladies aren’t invited.” The big man looked her up and down in the
soft glow from the barn. “Or maybe you’re one of them working girls
from China? Come around looking for some business, earn a few
dollars?”

“No, please, I have to go inside…”

Suddenly there was a roaring noise from inside
the barn. The door burst open and several men and boys, some not
even in their teens yet, came running out the door. Inside, the hay
was ablaze, and the shouts of those who were still inside were
mixed with the panicked sounds of the trapped cows.

“My mother’s cow!” the man who accosted Denise
cried. “Step aside, missy, I’ve got to get the cows out of there.”
He roughly pushed Denise aside and made his way inside the barn,
now filling up quickly with smoke.

Denise recovered her balance and followed him
into the barn. All she could see were flames and smoke, but from
the noise around her it was clear that not everyone had made it out
of the barn yet. “Lew!” she screamed.

She heard his voice call back to her, although
she couldn’t see him. “Denise! Get out of here, jump back to the
others…” His words were lost in a fit of coughing, and Denise was
trying to cough out the smoke as well.

Denise tried to focus her thoughts upon the
timeband, intending to give it the mental command to send her back
in time, back to earlier in the evening before the fire started.
But she couldn’t concentrate — her mind was filled with images of
burning alive in the enclosed space. She screamed “Lew!” again,
hoping he could save her.

She couldn’t see — her eyes were tightly closed
to keep the smoke out. But she could feel the heat of the fire all
around her, and she had lost track of which was the way out of the
burning barn. Denise felt someone grab at her right arm — she hoped
it was Lew — and she felt someone pull her in a direction that
might be the exit.

She forced her eyes open to see where they were
going, and she was relieved to see Lew’s familiar form helping her
toward a black rectangle where there was no flames, only the
blackness of night. But when she was only a step away from
salvation, one of the timbers supporting the roof gave way, and a
fiery beam fell from overhead and slammed into the side of her
head, knocking her unconscious.

 




CHAPTER
TWO


Lew was just a couple of steps
away from the doorway when he heard the roof collapse, and he
turned to see the roof beam fall and strike Denise in the head.
Acting on pure instinct, he took control of their timebands and
commanded the rate of time passage to slow to near zero. Denise was
still falling, but everything else around them — people, flames,
even wisps of smoke — stopped moving and froze in place. The noise
around them, which had been a chaotic mix of human voices, animal
sounds, and cracking wood, was at once reduced to a dull muffled
roar.

Before Denise could hit the floor, Lew had an
arm around her waist and was keeping her more or less upright.
“Stay with me, Denise!” Lew called, but it was no use; his friend
was unconscious. Aware that Denise was no more than dead weight,
Lew grabbed under her legs with his other arm and lifted her up,
then hurried out the door.

Panting and coughing, he laid Denise down on the
ground a safe distance away from the burning barn, then allowed
time to resume its normal pace around them. It looked like all the
people and animals inside had made it out safely; there was a man
with a wooden leg leading the cows out, one by one. But the barn
had already been reduced to a skeleton of burning timbers, and the
strong warm wind was carrying glowing embers across the yard,
starting new fires wherever they landed. The O’Learys’ house was
now on fire, as were other houses in the neighborhood, and all
around were the sound of panicked people and animals.

“Wake up, Denise, we’ve got to get out of here,”
Lew said as he gently shook the fallen woman. She didn’t look badly
injured, not even where the roof beam had struck her. He hoped that
she hadn’t fractured her skull, but there didn’t seem to be any
sign of that. She was still breathing shallowly, and her pulse
seemed strong. Yet she wasn’t waking up, and that worried him
greatly. Her injuries might be far worse than they appeared if he
couldn’t rouse her back to consciousness.

By his internal clock, more than two minutes had
elapsed since he had told Tonya they would be back within sixty
seconds. He knew that he had to get back in synch with his
teammates before they panicked, and he especially needed to get
medical help for Denise. He wasn’t a skilled medic, but his wife
was, and Ellie would be able to administer the first aid that
Denise needed.

Lew had never tried to control the timeband of
someone who wasn’t conscious, but he knew that theoretically it
should work. The mechanism of the timeband had been described to
him as acting like a second brain, able to process data and perform
actions just as the human brain did. The fact that Denise wasn’t
conscious shouldn’t be a factor; he should be able to command both
timebands to work together to move them back in time, just as he
had brought them here minutes earlier. As he had done many times
before, he reached out with his mind to take control of the nearby
timeband.

But something was wrong. His own timeband
reported to him at once that Denise’s timeband was inactive, and it
was unable to comply with his mental request. That was extremely
odd — not only was Denise unresponsive, but her timeband was
offline as well. Lew had no idea what was causing her timeband to
behave this way; he could think of no precedent for it in all of
his years as a Traveler.

He hated to leave her, but there didn’t seem to
be any choice. Thankfully he had set her down upwind of the fire;
there was little chance that the fire would spread in this
direction. Lew would only be gone a matter of seconds, at most a
minute, and he hoped that nothing would happen to her if he left
her unattended for that long. There was a crowd of people on the
street now, but their attention was focused entirely on the burning
buildings; no one would pay any attention to an unconscious woman
lying in shadows.

“I’ll be right back, Denise,” he said to her,
even though he knew she could not hear him. Then he willed his own
timeband to bring him back to the moment earlier in the evening
when he would again be in synch with Ellie, Jason, and Tonya.

What had been a scene of mass destruction and
chaos was once again a tranquil Sunday evening in the city. Lew was
alone again in the dark, but now there was a loud insistent voice
in his ear.

“— come in, Lew! Do you read me, Denise? Answer
me, dammit!” Tonya was not happy that he was overdue, and she
wanted him to respond at once.

“I’m here, Tonya,” Lew said aloud. “But I had to
leave Denise behind. She got caught in the fire, and she’s hurt,
and her timeband isn’t working right. I need to take Ellie to her
right away —“

“You’ll take both of us!” Lew didn’t see where
Jason had come from or how he had arrived so quickly, but he
appeared out of the darkness and was suddenly in front of Lew. Lew
looked down to see a large-bladed knife in his friend’s hand. “I
swear, Lewis, if anything happens to her…”

“Let’s go, Lew,” Ellie said, stepping out of the
darkness as well. She had a small leather-coated box in her hands,
which Lew knew was her medical kit. He didn’t know exactly where
Ellie had hidden it upon her person, but there was probably plenty
of room within her nineteenth-century skirts to do just that. “Take
us to her.”

Again Lew gave a mental command to his timeband,
this time controlling both Jason’s and Ellie’s timebands as well.
He could have chosen the exact moment that he had left Denise, but
then Denise would be out of synch with them, which might or might
not make a difference. Instead he chose a moment less than a minute
later, the exact amount of time that he had spent explaining the
situation to Tonya and joining Jason and Ellie.

The fire was still raging out of control. So far
there had been no response from firefighters — Lew remembered that
the slow response time had been one of the contributing factors to
the disaster, the fire engines having been accidentally dispatched
to the wrong location.

Ellie rushed at once to Denise and knelt beside
her. She was the most accomplished field medic of the group, and
she had saved her teammates’ life in the field on more than one
occasion. Immediately she opened up her medical kit and began
preparing a syringe. The kit had been constructed to look exactly
like medical equipment that would be in use in the mid-nineteenth
century, but Lew knew that the medications inside those
ancient-looking vials were not from this century at all. Ellie had
at her disposal drugs that would not even be developed until the
end of the twenty-first century.

“What’s going on here?” a rough-sounding voice
asked. A man with a wooden leg was standing near where Denise was
lying, eying her closely. “Did the Chinese working girl collapse
from too much smoke?”

“Watch your mouth,” Jason said, moving toward
him. “I know who you are. You’re Pegleg Sullivan, aren’t you?
Witnesses will put you at the scene of the fire. Did you start
it?”

“That’s a lie!” the one-legged man roared. “Two
of the cows in that barn belong to my mother — I had to get them to
safety! Then I saw this China girl on the ground, and I wanted
to…”

“You leave her alone, Sullivan!” Jason said, his
words emphatic but his voice barely a whispered growl. He raised
the knife blade up and pointed it at Sullivan’s bull neck. “Get out
of here. I mean it!”

Pegleg Sullivan looked Jason up and down.
Despite his disability, he was a still a big man, with arms
well-muscled from years of manual labor. He easily outweighed Jason
and probably had won his share of barroom brawls, and he was
probably trying to figure out how to disarm Jason and teach him a
lesson. His eyes focused on Jason’s knife.

Jason never gave him the chance to try anything.
He struck Pegleg with a quick left to the jaw, followed immediately
with his right elbow to the man’s throat. He swept Pegleg’s good
leg out from under him with his right foot, and when Sullivan went
down, Jason landed on top of him with his knife to the bigger man’s
Adam’s apple.

“Don’t cut me!” Pegleg Sullivan squealed.

Jason snorted with disgust, then let the
defeated man up. “Get out of here,” he growled, and Sullivan
complied, limping away as fast as his wooden leg would let him.

The fight over, Lew turned his attention back to
the first aid that Ellie was administering to Denise.

“I don’t understand this,” Ellie said aloud.
“I’ve administered a bronchodilator to deal with the smoke in her
lungs, as well as antidotes for poisoning by cyanide and other
toxins that she might have inhaled. She’s also received a strong
stimulant that ought to have awakened her, but she’s still
unconscious. There’s no sign of a skull fracture, and her pupils
are symmetrical and responsive to light. She ought to be awake, but
she’s not.”

“I can’t reach her timeband, either,” Lew said.
“It shouldn’t just shut down, should it? Even if Denise is
unconscious, her timeband should still be working.”

“I only know a few instances when a timeband
would shut down. One would be if there’s been a reality wave, which
would put it in sleep mode, but we know that hasn’t happened,
because all our timebands would have been affected. Or there’s
repair mode — I know that only too well, when the Scion tried to
cut my timeband off of me. My timeband stopped functioning for
several hours that time. But there’s no reason for Denise’s
timeband to be in repair mode; it hasn’t been damaged like mine
was.”

“Stop speculating and do something!” Jason
shouted. “If you haven’t noticed, we’re at the scene of a major
disaster, which is only going to continue to get worse!”

Lew looked around. The fire had continued to
grow in intensity, and now buildings on all sides of them were
aflame. The local residents had all fled to safety, leaving only
the four of them surrounded by burning structures. He realized that
they were not in a good place at all — they would soon die from the
smoke and flames if they didn’t escape soon.

“We’ve got to get out of here,” he said. That
would not be a problem for them — they could easily use their
timebands to flee to any other time-period, when the city was not
on fire. But they would have to leave Denise behind.

“Not without Denise,” Jason insisted. “You’ve
got to bring her around, Ellie!”

“I’m trying, Jason, but it’s no use. There’s no
medical reason why she’s still unconscious, but she is. Just like
there’s no reason why we can’t use her timeband to save her.”

“Pick her up,” Lew suggested. “We’ll carry her
out of here.”

Jason bent down and lifted Denise easily in his
arms. “Which way?”

Lew looked around, but there was smoke in all
directions now. There was no way to tell which was the way to
safety, or even if there still was a safe way out.

“I don’t know!” Lew said, feeling a wave of
despair hit him. “I’m sorry — this is all my fault…”

“Go, save yourselves,” Jason told Lew and Ellie.
“I’ll stay with Denise…”

Lew took in what Jason was suggesting. It was
unthinkable that Jason should stay and sacrifice himself to be with
Denise, but there was no point in all four of them dying here. But
what other choice did they have?

“Wait!” Ellie said. “What’s that sound?”

Something was making a tremendous racket, hidden
in the thick gray smoke. It sounded like the clanging of a great
bell mixed with horses’ hooves, metal rattling, and a human voice
above it all urging something forward. Then they were amazed to see
a horse-drawn milk wagon appear out of the smoke, driven by a
wild-eyed Tonya at the reins. There was a brass bell attached to a
pole by the driver’s seat, and Tonya was ringing the bell madly to
urge the pair of horses through the inferno.

“Get in!” Tonya commanded as she reined the
horses to a stop.

Jason was lifting Denise into the back of the
wagon even before the wheels had rolled to a stop, and Lew and
Ellie quickly made their way in as well. “Once again, it’s Tonya to
the rescue,” the woman on the driver’s seat grumbled. “This is
getting to be a habit.”

“What’s the matter, couldn’t find a helicopter
or a rocket plane?” Jason asked.

“Had to make do with what was available. Hold on
tight, we’ve got to hurry if we’re going to make it out of here at
all.” She snapped the reins viciously, and the horses whinnied and
plunged into the smoke the way they had come.

Moving swiftly through the Chicago streets, Lew
could see now how quickly and extensively the fire had spread.
Dozens of houses were on fire now, and only the Chicago River
separated the conflagration from the heart of the city, the
fashionable houses and expensive commercial buildings by the
lakefront. But Lew knew there was no stopping this fire — it would
soon leap over the river and burn most of the city to the
ground.

But Tonya was steering the wagon upwind, and
soon they were clear of the burning buildings. There was an ominous
orange glow in the sky behind them, but ahead was a sky still black
with stars. Tonya drove the horses with wild abandon. Lew had seen
the same look in her eye when she was pushing a helicopter or jet
plane past its usual limits, when speed was essential and time was
short, but he had no idea that she was capable of doing the same
with a pair of horses.

The horse-drawn wagon came to an abrupt stop in
front of the the boarding house on Halsted Street that they were
using as there temporary base of operations. Lew and Ellie helped
lower Denise down to Jason, who was waiting to carry her inside. As
Tonya was tying the wagon to a nearby railing, Lew could hear her
mutter, “Can’t believe how screwed up this mission got. Couldn’t
have gone any worse if we’d tried.”

“I’m sorry, Tonya,” Lew said. “This is all my
fault.”

“Oh, no. This was a group effort. There’s plenty
of blame to go around. The mission plan was simple — stick
together, stay in synch with each other. But Jason has to go off
and be lone wolf, Ellie decides to play secret ninja, and you and
Denise go off scouting out of synch with me and out of comm range.
And I’m the damned fool that approved all of it. And what did we
get? One of our team is down, and we don’t know why, and the city
is still on fire!”

Lew wanted to respond to this, but he did not
know what to say.

“Get inside. Let’s see what we can still salvage
out of this mission.” Tonya turned her back on Lew and headed into
the house, and Lew dutifully followed her in.

The team had only rented a single room in the
boarding house for the week for Tonya’s use — she had used the time
to set up her monitoring equipment, and the others had not planned
on staying more than a few hours in this era. Jason laid Denise
down on the room’s only bed, then stepped back so that Ellie could
continue to try to treat her.

“There’s no change,” Ellie said. “It’s like
she’s in a deep sleep, but there’s no apparent physical cause. The
drugs I’ve injected into her should have awakened her, and I’m
afraid if I introduce any more it might do some lasting harm. We
need to get her to a real medical facility — even the infirmary
back at headquarters would be far preferable to this. At least I
could do an EEG and an MRI there.”

“Unfortunately, if we can’t access her timeband,
she’s not leaving 1871,” Tonya said. “And I’m not taking her to
what is laughingly called a hospital in this time-period. You’re
her best hope now, Ellie. If anything at all can be done for her,
I’m sure you would be the one to figure out what to do. I want you
to stay here and care for her until the rest of us get back.”

“Get back?” Jason asked.

“Did you forget? We’ve still got a fire to stop.
Now that we know exactly when and how it started, that shouldn’t be
too much trouble to prevent. Jason, you and I are going back to
DeKoven Street and jump about a half hour back in time, we’re going
to throw those dice players out of the barn, and we’re going to
make sure that the barn never catches fire.”

“What about me, Tonya?” Lew asked.

Tonya smiled and handed Lew a coin. He looked at
it and saw it was a dime — not from the current year, but a
Roosevelt dime from the mid-twentieth century. “Lew, you are going
to jump to 1961, find a pay phone, and use the dime to make a
collect call to Ruthie in Philadelphia. Someone needs to report to
our team leader how pear-shaped this mission became. I think you’re
just right for the job.”

Lew nodded. It was not a call he was looking
forward to making, but he still felt responsible for Denise’s
condition, and he would do what Tonya needed him to do.

“Everyone, listen up,” Tonya said. “We all made
mistakes tonight, bad ones, and I pray to God that Denise is okay
and doesn’t pay the ultimate price for our foul-ups. We were
supposed to work together as a team and we didn’t do it. The truth
is we’ve spent the last few years off on our own too much, and
we’ve forgotten how to work together. But right now, we’ve got to
concentrate on salvaging what we can from this mission — we can’t
afford any more mistakes. Understood?”

Lew knew Tonya was right. Six years ago, the
team had come together for one huge rescue mission, a thousand
years in the future, to retrieve Ruthie when she was a prisoner of
evil Travelers known as the Family. That was the last time they had
truly worked as a team; they had all gone off in separate
directions, exploring different eras in history, while Ruthie and
her husband Miles concentrated on raising their daughter in their
home in the suburbs. This mission to stop the Chicago Fire from
happening was an attempt to “get the band back together”, a chance
to use the timebands for some positive good again rather than
mundane sightseeing. But Tonya was right; it had been far too long
since they had worked as a team, and there was much they had
forgotten about teamwork.

“You want me to come back after I’ve called
Ruthie?” Lew asked.

“That will be Ruthie’s decision,” Tonya said.
“We’ll wait here to rendezvous with you, but if I know Ruthie,
she’ll probably come to Chicago herself to take charge on site.
Just tell her what the situation here is, and follow her
directions.”

“Right.” He went to Ellie and embraced her
tightly. “Take care of her, love. I’ll be back as quickly as I
can.” Ellie kissed him, and then he hurried out of the house to
make the jump ahead to 1961.

 


“What’s going on, Lew?” It wasn’t a great
connection, but the irritation in Ruthie’s voice could be heard
between the crackles in the long-distance call. “The history books
still describe a great fire in 1871. What’s the problem?”

“It’s Denise, Ruthie.” Lew gave Ruthie the
condensed version of the accident in the barn: how Denise had been
hit by a falling roof timber that had rendered her unconscious, and
how her timeband was not accepting commands from any of them.
“Jason and Tonya are heading back to try to keep the fire from
starting, so you might still see some change in the historical
record, but until Denise wakes up, we can’t move her back to your
time-period. She’s stuck in 1871 for now.”

“All right, Lew. Exactly where are you?”

“I’m at a pay phone on the corner of Halsted and
Cermak, outside a Lithuanian grocery store.”

“Stay there. Don’t leave that location until
Miles and I arrive. We’ll jump forward to the 2270’s, take a tube
train to Chicago, and we’ll join you in less than two hours. We’ll
take over from there.”

“Got it. What about the kids?”

“Miranda’s old enough to watch William and
Phyllis until we return. I’ll alert Sarah and she can look in on
them if we’re gone longer than I expect.” Miranda was the daughter
of Ruthie and Miles, and she was now twelve years old. William, age
nine, was Denise’s son, and Phyllis, six years old, was the
daughter of two other Travelers, Catherine and Winton Harpers.
Sarah Rickert, once the team’s greatest adversary, had long ago
reconciled with Ruthie and her family and was now an adopted
grandmother.

“Are you going to tell William what’s
happened?”

“No, I don’t think so. Not until we know better
exactly what has happened. Hopefully, Denise is just taking a
little restful nap, and she’ll wake up soon and there’ll be no
reason to get her son worried about her. But if she doesn’t wake up
soon — well, we’ll cross that bridge when we come to it. Just wait
there, Lew. We’ll get there as soon as we can.”

“Okay. See you soon, Ruthie.” He hung up the
receiver and heard the dime fall down inside the phone. He knew he
was attracting some curious glances from the pedestrians on the
street — his 1870’s suit was certainly out of place in 1961 Chicago
— but there was nothing he could do about that. There was a bench
not far from the pay phone, and he sat there and waited.



CHAPTER
THREE


Denise opened her eyes, expecting
to see the burning barn around her, but there was no barn. She was
sitting on bare ground inside some vast cavernous structure. The
illumination was coming from torches fixed to the distant walls,
which appeared to be made of logs. Above, the ceiling was made of a
lattice of wooden poles, and between the poles the roof was open to
the starry sky. Her head still hurt where the beam had struck it,
so she knew that much had happened, but nothing else around her
reminded her of the scene on DeKoven Street that preceded the
accident.

“Lew?” she called. “Can you hear me?” No answer.
“Lew? Jason? Ellie? Tonya?” There was only a silence within the
large wooden structure.

She stopped to examine the data
that her brain was receiving from her timeband. The timeband
continually fed information into her mind, and Denise, like all
experienced Travelers, was adept at interpreting the data and
comprehending it. The most important fact it told her was the exact
time and date, which was just as she expected it: 9:10 P.M. local
time, on October 9, 1871. But there was something else attached to
the data, a notification that she had never seen before:
Archive Mode.

What the hell was “Archive Mode”?

Slowly, Denise got to her feet. As she did so,
she looked down and noticed that her clothes had changed. All of
the team members had dressed appropriately for what would be proper
for 1871 Chicago, and Denise had been wearing a pale yellow dress
with full skirts and petticoats and a matching bonnet. But that
wasn’t what she was wearing now. Instead, she was wearing a long
dress made of animal hide, her dark hair styled in braids on either
side of her head. The collar and cuffs of the dress were decorated
with many multi-colored beads, and around her neck was a necklace
made of many polished stones.

Denise recognized the dress at once. She had
owned something similar, years ago, during the time that she lived
in the city of Millioke, around the year 1922. But she couldn’t be
back in Millioke. That city existed in a country called the North
American Nation, in a timeline that didn’t exist anymore. In the
current timeline, Millioke was Milwaukee, Wisconsin, and instead of
the North American Nation, the United States of America existed
instead.

What was going on? That timeline had vanished in
a reality wave that occurred years ago in her past, replaced by a
new sequence of events where the American Indians no longer were
the dominant people on the continent. But as she looked around, she
knew that this huge wooden structure was typical of the
architecture of this era in the One Nation, which would be what the
N.A.N. would be called in the 1870’s. She remembered when she,
Ruthie, and Sarah had first encountered the One Nation, and they
visited the city on the East Coast called














































cover.jpg





