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CHAPTER
ONE

July 3, 1863. Gettysburg, Pennsylvania, United
States of America.

Things were going badly this time from the start.
The enemy’s firepower had been increased dramatically, and only
minutes after leaving the treeline, all eighty-seven members of the
28th Virginia, Company D, were blown to bloody bits in the
explosion of a rocket-powered shell launched from an M270 MLRS
somewhere behind Union lines. Elsewhere in the Confederate
formation, similar large holes were being torn into the assault by
the precise fire of the Union rocket artillery. Still the officers
urged the men forward, and the magnificent and hopeless spectacle
that would come to be known as Pickett’s Charge was played out one
more time.

Miranda Han kept one eye on the sky as she marched
forward, elbow to elbow with a soldier in butternut on either side
of her. She wondered if she would have time to do anything about it
if one of those rockets were headed for her. Possibly she could
escape in time, but the poor soldiers on her left and right
wouldn’t stand a chance. She marched on, shouldering the heavy M2
rifle she had chosen instead of the Enfields that most of her
comrades were carrying. Ahead of her was a half mile of open ground
that had to be crossed before the Confederates could hope to break
through the Union line. Miranda wondered what surprises the Family
had in store for her before she even reached the Emmitsburg
Pike.

Random thoughts flicked through her head as she
marched forward, men dying all around her as they began to move
into range of the gun artillery. Somewhere on this field, she
remembered, was her great-grandfather. Her father had told her many
times that Corporal Thomas Terwilliger had fought in the battle of
Gettysburg and survived Pickett’s Charge. Miranda didn’t know in
which regiment he had served or where in this mass of thirteen
thousand men he might be, but it really didn’t matter. History was
turning out differently, and Tom Terwilliger might not be so lucky
this time.

She wondered if the men in this battle line that
marched alongside her even knew she was female. She’d done her best
to disguise that fact, which wasn’t hard considering she was taller
than most of the men in the company, but she thought some of them
probably suspected. Women soldiers in either army were not unheard
of, and Miranda had met several during the two months she had
served in Pickett’s division. What worried her was that some of
them might be Travelers, like herself, and might be from the
Family. There was probably Family on both sides of this battle,
working to influence the outcome.

The colonel had ordered a right oblique, and every
soldier in the battle line turned forty-five degrees to the right
and marched ahead in the new direction. The enemy fire was just as
intense here, as the Union riflemen began to find their range.
There were still hundreds of yards to go, but soldiers all along
the battle line were falling as bullets and minie balls ripped into
their bodies. As the order was given to march forward again,
straight at the copse of trees that marked the center of the Union
line, Miranda noted that the front rank of her company had thinned
dramatically. So far she was untouched, but she wondered how long
her luck would hold, and whether she’d have time to do anything
about it if it didn’t.

Minutes later her company reached the rail fence
that ran alongside the Emmitsburg Pike. The tight formation broke
apart here as men scrambled over or through the rail fence, then
hurried to reform on the other side. Miranda climbed up the fence
and had gotten one leg over when she spotted something out of the
corner of her eye. Some bright object was moving fast, very fast in
her direction.

By instinct she grabbed hold of the rate of time
flow and slowed time down to a crawl all around her. Immediately
everything around her began moving in slow motion, from the men
climbing over the rail fence to the wisps of smoke drifting across
the battlefield. Miranda could see minie balls in flight, seeming
to move no faster than a butterfly, as they lanced past her. And
she could see the bright exhaust flame of the rocket-powered shell
as it continued directly toward her, moments away from blowing up
this fence and every Confederate soldier that was crossing it.

There was nothing she could do for the other
soldiers in her company; most of them were now only an instant away
from sudden death when the incoming shell exploded. But she could
save herself in any number of ways. First, Miranda could use her
innate ability to move herself in time and jump to a moment in
either the past or the future, avoiding the lethal explosion
entirely. But she preferred not to do that, since it would defeat
the entire purpose for being here. She’d spent the last two months
arranging for herself to be present at this particular place and
time, and she wanted to see it though to the end. Leaving the
battle before its conclusion was not an option she was going to
choose.

Or she could stop the flow of time entirely and
freeze everything around her. Then she could take a leisurely walk
away from the fence while bombs and bullets hung motionless in the
air around her, the tens of thousands of soldiers on this
battlefield frozen in a single instant of time while she moved a
safe distance away. But she immediately rejected this choice also.
She had come to feel a sense of camaraderie with her fellow
soldiers, all of whom had the courage to face death without the
benefit of the power to freeze time, and she thought it cowardly to
use this ability so freely when so many others around her couldn’t.
Even if her free Travel ability gave her an advantage that others
didn’t have, it seemed wrong to her to use that advantage when she
still had other options before her. So instead of stopping time
entirely, she merely slowed it down just enough so that she could
drop off this fence and run to safety.

Except – her canteen strap snagged on a fence post,
keeping her stuck to the fence for an extra moment. With her free
hand, she pushed the canteen up and over the fence post, counting
on the weight of the canteen to free the strap. That was what would
have happened, if time was flowing normally. In this time-slowed
condition, though, the canteen remained suspended in place, hardly
falling at all, and Miranda was still caught on the fence as the
shell approached. It took her a few extra subjective seconds to
realize what the problem was, and by then it was almost too late.
At the last possible moment she lifted the canteen and strap off
the fence post, then dove away from the fence and the incoming
shell.

In slow motion, the explosion of the rocket shell
seemed to go on forever. Miranda tried to outrun the shock wave,
but there was no way she was going to make it in time. It felt like
a giant iron fist thumped her on the back and knocked her off her
feet, and then the air was filled with broken pieces of metal,
wood, and bodies floating past her. Lying on the ground, she
covered her head with her arms and hoped that she would make it
unscathed, but there was a sudden white-hot pain in her left leg as
a fiery piece of shrapnel drove itself into her.

She kept her head down until the force of the
explosion subsided, and then she tried to struggle to her feet. It
was no good; the leg below her knee was a bloody mess, and it was
far too painful to bear her weight. She dropped down to the ground
again, unable to do anything else except let the flow of time
return to normal -- otherwise she might bleed to death before any
help could reach her. The third day of the battle of Gettysburg
continued on without her, and Miranda watched helplessly as the
rebel soldiers marched away from her toward their final
confrontation with the enemy.

What was she doing here? It had seemed like a good
idea once, but now it seemed like a ridiculous gesture. She had
known there had been heavy tampering with history at this point in
time, and the Family had brought in a huge amount of resources to
try to subvert the course of historical events here. Miranda had
gotten the quixotic notion that she could somehow undo all the
Family had done by slipping into the battle, dressed as a common
soldier, but lying here on the bloody grass she realized at last
how ludicrous that notion had been. She was probably going to die
here, just one more casualty out of thousands, and it would have
all been for nothing. She began to cry for the stupidity of it
all.

The fighting was far off now, someplace near
Cemetery Ridge. Miranda was struggling to stay conscious, afraid
that if she closed her eyes, she’d never wake up. The sound of the
cannons and the muskets, the shouting and the screaming, seemed to
fade away, and Miranda didn’t know if it was because they were
further away now or if she was drifting into unconsciousness. Then
she slowly became aware of another sound, one that belonged to
another time and place, that seemed to grow louder and louder.

Her mind rejected the notion at first, but then she
became convinced that what she thought she heard was actually real.
She turned her head and looked to the west, toward Seminary Ridge,
and swooping over the ridge in attack formation was a squadron of
Apache Longbow attack helicopters, about twenty of them. They
covered the ground between the two ridges in a matter of seconds,
then opened up on the Union lines with 30 mm rounds and Hydra 70
rockets. Miranda could see the Confederate battle flag hand-drawn
on the belly of each helicopter as it passed over.

She was still thinking this might be a hallucination
created by her brain as it neared death when one helicopter slowed
down and hovered near her position, then descended to just a few
feet off the ground. Two crewmen in gray jumpsuits exited the
helicopter and dropped to the ground, then ran up beside Miranda.
Their heads were hooded and goggled, but they each wore Confederate
flag patches on their shoulders.

One quickly looped a tourniquet cord around
Miranda’s wounded leg while the other put a canteen to her lips.
“Are you the cavalry come to the rescue?” Miranda murmured before
drinking.

“Air cav, ma’am,” her rescuer said. The voice
was female, and Miranda thought she ought to recognize
it.

Then they lifted Miranda off the ground and expertly
carried her up to the open door of the chopper. Two more of the
helicopter’s crew helped pull her inside, then the original two
vaulted in after her. “Go, go,” one rescuer called to the pilot,
and the helicopter rose up swiftly from the battlefield.

Miranda was barely conscious, but she still asked,
“Who do I have to thank for the rescue?”

The woman with the canteen pulled off her goggles
and hood. “Who do you think, silly? It’s me.”

All of the helicopter crew members took off their
hoods, and they were all Miranda.

 


November 2, 2078. Philadelphia, Commonwealth.

Miranda Terwilliger, age six and a half, was not
happy. She was supposed to be in her room, finishing the arithmetic
problems that had been assigned to her by Harvey, her teacher this
week, but she had already finished them and now she had nothing to
do. She could go outside and play, of course, but it was raining,
and so she had to find something to amuse herself inside. But it
was so boring here. All of her fun games and toys were at their
other house, in Doylestown, but her parents were needed here, so
Miranda had to find something to do at the Philadelphia
headquarters, a tall building in the downtown area of the city.

But it was so boring here. All of the grown-ups were
always so busy here and they never had any time to spend with
Miranda. And there weren’t any children her age that she could play
with. Her parents had planned to let Miranda go to a real school in
Doylestown so she could be with other kids, but so far they hadn’t
found a school they liked. They knew Miranda was getting a good
education right here, taught by the members of their team, so they
were in no real rush to get her placed in a conventional school.
And of course, there was also the small matter of Miranda’s ability
to travel through time. Even though she’d promised her parents that
she wouldn’t jump from one moment in time to some other, or freeze
time in the classroom if she needed some extra time to do an
assignment, her parents weren’t quite sure if they could trust
Miranda to keep her promise. It would not be pleasant if the
principal had to call home because Miranda had been time-traveling
when she wasn’t supposed to.

Well, if she couldn’t go to a real school, she could
at least play like she was at her own school. She decided she would
be the teacher, and all of her stuffed animals and best dolls could
be her class, and she’d pass out papers and make them do homework,
just like in the schools that she’d read about. So she put all of
the animals and dolls in rows in her room, just like a classroom.
Now she needed some papers.

By the year 2078, most of the old uses for paper had
finally been eliminated. Nearly everything existed in digital form
and was easily displayed on an electronic screen and transmitted
across the computer network, so paper had become nearly obsolete.
But Miranda was sure that they must still have papers in a
classroom, because that’s what she saw in a book once, so she went
on a search of the complex to see if she could find some
papers.

Where did she see papers before? Oh, that’s right,
in Uncle Caesar’s study!

 


“Ruthie!”

Ruthie Terwilliger, mother of the would-be teacher
to stuffed animals, was summoned into the private office of Angelo
Rosetti, better known as Caesar. She arrived to find her daughter,
looking very contrite and abashed, in a leather-covered chair that
was much too large for her, and the elderly team leader sitting
behind his desk trying to control his anger.

“What did she get into this time,
Caesar?”

“This,” Caesar said, lifting and then dropping
dramatically several overstuffed file folders thick with papers.
Some were typed, some handwritten, but all were covered with dense
collections of words, enough to fill several books. “Young Miss
Terwilliger found her way into my files and decided to turn them
into spelling and arithmetic homework for her menagerie of
toys.”

“Uncle Caesar yelled at me,” Miranda
said.

“I most certainly did not,” Caesar countered,
still a touch of anger in his voice. “But I let her know the
importance of respecting the property of others, as I am sure you
will reinforce.”

“Of course.” Ruthie looked sternly at her
child. “Young lady, go straight to your room. I expect you to be
there when I come to speak to you about this.”

“Yes, Mommy.” Miranda slunk out of the room
and headed down the hall.

“I’m sorry, Caesar,” Ruthie began. “It’s hard
for her here. We try our best to keep her occupied, but she gets
bored. And she’s too bright – she wants to keep busy at something
all the time. When Miles comes back from his mission, we’ll go back
to Doylestown, and she’ll be out of your hair.”

“She is never ‘in my hair’, Ruthie. I adore
that child, and you know it. You and your family are welcome to
stay here as long as you like. I just became upset when I saw what
she was playing with. These files are irreplaceable.”

“Oh. What are they? Did she ruin
anything?”

Caesar pulled out some of the top sheets. The typed
pages had “MIRANDA” scrawled in the margins in crayon, and on some
of the pages the “N” or the “R” was written backwards, but other
than that they appeared undamaged. “Nothing was lost that can’t be
recovered, fortunately. It took over seventy years to compile these
files, you see. It’s the record of my life’s work, the story of my
life as a Traveler. My memoirs – my autobiography.”

“Oh.” Ruthie was staggered as the full import
of what Caesar was saying sunk in. No one on the team knew the
entire story of Caesar’s past. All they knew was that he had
possessed a timeband longer than any of them, and in his long
career as a Traveler he had mapped out all of the possible
variations of history. Ruthie didn’t think any of them was even
aware that a written record of Caesar’s life existed.

“Actually, it’s rather serendipitous that your
daughter found these today, and that I had reason to tell you about
them,” Caesar continued. “I had been thinking about calling you in
and showing them to you anyway. You see, Ruthie, I think it’s time
someone else went through these files and took the time to organize
them, edit them, and put them in a more permanent form. Something
for future Travelers to read and learn from – learn from my
mistakes, especially. I thought you might have the skills to do
them justice. Would you be interested in the job?”

“Are you sure, Caesar? I mean, I’m flattered
that you thought of me and think I could do it, but are you sure I
have the skills to handle the job? I’ve never done anything like
this before.”

“Well, there’s a first time for everything. I
think you’ll do just fine. I’ve always been reticent about letting
anyone else read my files, so that’s why they’re in such a
disorganized condition now, but I think it’s time now for someone
else to read them, and I think that person should be you. I’ve
never had a daughter, Ruthie, but you’re as dear to me as any
daughter could be, I hope you know.”

“I know.” There was something in Caesar’s
expression, something just behind the calmness in his pale blue
eyes, and Ruthie was afraid she knew what it might be. “Caesar, is
there a particular reason why you need someone to go over these
files now? I mean, it’s been seventy years and you’ve never let
anyone read them – why now? Are you…”

Caesar hesitated, then nodded. “I’m dying, Ruthie.
I’ve cheated death for far too long, but there’s a limit to how far
you can extend the human lifespan, you know. No one else knows, and
no one else has to know, but the medical scans have been telling me
that my major organs are only a few weeks away from shutting down
forever. There’s nothing left that can be done.”

“No.” Ruthie couldn’t bear to hear the words.
She’d been part of Caesar’s team for almost seven years now,
working to fix the disruptions in the flow of history caused by
their enemies, and she loved Caesar as she would have her own
father. More so – her real father had been absent while she was
growing up, and had been nothing like the strong, loving,
principled man that Caesar was. Without saying another word, she
walked around the desk and put her arms around Caesar, holding him
tight and crying on his shoulder. Caesar permitted this for a
moment, then gently lifted her arms from him and pushed her
away.

“None of this, please. It’s not dignified.
I’ve lived a life that has been far too long for anyone to weep
that it’s finally ending. There is still much to be done, and I
intend to use the remaining time well. But my files – Ruthie, you
will take care of them?”

“Of course, Caesar.” Tears were streaming down
Ruthie’s face now, but she was determined to stay composed in the
presence of this man who was so calm in the face of his own
mortality. “How -- how are you feeling?”

“I feel fine,” Caesar said. “Thankfully, there
is medication that, even if it cannot forestall the eventual
deterioration of my body, can at least make me feel like all is
still normal, even this close to the end. Don’t worry about how I’m
feeling, Ruthie. As I said, there is still much work to be done,
and I’m still on the job.”

“You haven’t told anyone else?” Ruthie asked.
Caesar shook his head. “Don’t you think they have a right to
know?”

“There will be time for that,” Caesar
insisted. “When Miles is back, and before Lew and Ellie leave on
their next assignment, we’ll have a team meeting. I’ll explain my
situation to all of them, and we can discuss -- what comes next.
But please, not a word to anyone until I have a chance to speak to
them all. I know this will be a shock to them. It’s best they hear
it from me.”

Shock is an understatement, Ruthie thought. How
could the team function without Caesar? Ruthie couldn’t imagine how
it could. Caesar was the moral center of the team, the one they all
looked to for direction. Without him, they were just a collection
of individuals with timebands -- and that made them the most
powerful individuals in the world. Caesar had united them into a
force for order, for responsibility, for justice. Without him,
could they all be trusted to use the power the timebands gave them
wisely?

Ruthie felt she had to ask the question that was now
bothering her. “Who is going to lead us after you’re gone?”

Caesar smiled. “All of you will have to make that
choice, when it’s time. I’m certain it will be a wise choice,
whomever it is. Now dry your eyes, Ruthie, and go to work. Go hug
your beautiful daughter for me and tell her I’ll buy her a whole
ream of paper for her school, if she’ll just leave my papers
alone.”

Ruthie forced herself to smile, then leaned over to
kiss Caesar on the cheek. “You dear old man. I wish we had more
time.”

“Time, my dear Ruthie, is never in short
supply for us.”

 


That night, after Miranda had gone to bed, Ruthie
made herself a cup of tea, got comfortable with under a warm
blanket on their sitting room sofa, and started reading the first
page of Caesar’s document.

“It all began one morning in my offices in
Provincia del Cabo de Bacalao...


 CHAPTER
TWO

January 12, 1932. Ciudad del Norte, Provincia del
Cabo de Bacalao.

[From the journals of Angelo Rosetti, “Caesar”]

It all began one morning in my offices in Provincia
del Cabo de Bacalao. At that time, I was a bureaucrat in the
Imperial Scientific Prefecture, a section chief assigned to the
northernmost settlement in New Spain. In this timeline, Provincia
del Cabo de Bacalao was a lightly settled region of small fishing
villages, although in other timelines, it would be known as the
metropolitan Boston area. My assignment was to catalog and classify
items of scientific interest and report them to my superiors in
Rome and Madrid. While it would typically be considered a high
achievement to be appointed section chief at only twenty-four years
of age, this was in fact not a coveted post. There was little of
scientific interest in Cabo de Bacalao, and I had arrived at this
post as something of a punishment for views that were considered
unorthodox and heretical in some circles. Because of some important
family connections in my native Sardinia, I required an assignment
of sufficient rank and prestige, but my rivals in the Prefecture
made sure that I would be relegated to the most distant outpost in
the Greater Spanish Empire. I had spent eight months in this
position without finding the need to make a single report of
significance to Madrid or Rome until I learned of the death of the
spy.

His name, I was told, was Michel-Marie Moreau. He
had been apprehended in the western part of the province by members
of the intelligence apparatus, who found him attempting to sabotage
a hydroelectric power plant on the Rio de San Lorenzo. Normally his
activities would not have been brought to my attention, but there
were a number of inconsistencies in the eyewitness reports that
seemed to merit investigation by someone with a scientific
background. Specifically, Señor Moreau had been observed
disappearing and reappearing in ways that appeared scientifically
impossible. One such disappearance occurred as he escaped from
custody, although shortly after reappearing, he was shot to death
by imperial agents, thus negating any chance of interrogating
him.

“So the man is dead,” I said after receiving
the report. “What do you expect me to find out? Your agents are
obviously mistaken -- spies don’t disappear and reappear like that.
Interrogate your agents -- I think you’ll discover they were
drinking on the job.”

“I think you should investigate further, Don
Angelo,” Don William O’Toole said. He was my opposite number in the
intelligence apparatus -- a bureaucrat of equal rank to me, but one
whose prospects for future advancement seemed much more promising
that my own. “In examining the body, we discovered an item that no
one has yet been able to identify. So we’re delivering it to your
prefecture for analysis.”

“An item? What kind of item?”

“This.” He took from the pouch that was
strapped across his shoulder a small package. Inside the package
was a piece of nearly transparent mesh, and I could tell at once it
was both extremely lightweight and extremely strong. I picked it up
and felt the fine texture of the material through my fingers. It
appeared to be made of thin, flexible fibers of some synthetic
material. I did not know it at the time, but I had just made
contact with the device that would transform the rest of my life --
as well as the lives of every other human on the planet.

A timeband.

“It was attached to Moreau’s left arm,” Don
William was telling me. “We think it has some internal power
source, although no one can figure what might be powering it. At
least it seemed to have power -- there were lights flashing on it
while Moreau was alive. As soon as he died, the lights stopped and
the thing detached itself from Moreau’s arm.

“Detached itself? Are you sure?”

“Three witnesses reported the exact same
observation. At the moment of Moreau’s death, the lights stopped
flashing and a seam opened up on the item where no seam had been
visible before. It fell off his arm and dropped to the
floor.”

“I see. How many people are aware of the
existence of this item?”

“Four. Myself, and the three agents who were
present at Moreau’s demise.”

I took a document out of my desk drawer and
scribbled a few hurried lines. “I’m placing this item, and all
reports that refer to this item, under imperial seal. Please
communicate to the three agents that any discussion of matters
under imperial seal is punishable by death. Is that
understood?”

William O’Toole smiled and began laughing, then
stopped when he saw that I wasn’t laughing. “You’re serious?”

“I’m entirely serious. This office has
authority to quarantine all scientific information that is vital to
the security of the Empire, and I’m invoking this authority now.
Not even your agency has jurisdiction in this affair. I’m taking
possession of Moreau’s artifact, and I shall use all power granted
to me by the King-Emperor to keep its existence secret. I shall
conduct my investigation personally in order to discover, as I
suspect, that this device is fact a valuable scientific asset to
the Empire.”

“I’m aware of the extent of your authority,”
O’Toole said soberly. “I’m just amazed that you had the courage to
invoke it. Very well, Don Angelo, I acknowledge that you are now in
custody of this item under imperial seal, and my agency
relinquishes all claim to it -- and all responsibility for it. It’s
all yours, Rosetti.”

“Thank you.” I felt bad having to resort to
the legal powers granted to me by virtue of my status in the
prefecture, but I thought it was necessary. Moreau was in violation
of several natural laws if he truly did what he was reported as
doing. Since I did not believe it was possible to violate those
laws, some other factor had to be at work here, and I felt sure it
must be the device that had been on Moreau’s arm.

That night I began extensive testing of the item. I
did all the work myself, taking over the prefecture lab after all
the other lab employees had gone home. I have never had more than a
very basic background in science -- my position, as I have said,
was due more to family connections than to any actual aptitude or
achievement in science -- but I knew enough to conduct a barrage of
tests upon the substance and structure of the mesh. As I suspected,
the mesh was made of some nonmetallic conductor, stronger than
steel, and each strand of the mesh contained the computing power of
the most advanced computing machines of the time.

I soon became convinced that the mesh was capable of
creating a powerful artificial intelligence, well beyond anything
that the Empire or any other nation was capable of producing. Where
had this come from? Moreau seemed to be a French spy, but France
was not technologically advanced enough to create this.
Unfortunately, the mesh resisted all of my efforts to activate it
or communicate with its artificial intelligence.

At this time I had access only to very primitive
technology, crude compared to what I would later have available to
me, and so there was little I could truly do to analyze this
unusual artifact. Also I was very hesitant to use much force on it,
as I was reluctant to do anything that might damage the object –
little did I know that the fine mesh material was nearly
indestructible and would probably be able to withstand anything I
could bring to bear on it. In the end, I performed the only test
that I could possibly make to determine the device’s true nature –
I placed the object on my own arm, just as Moreau had worn it.

What followed next was almost beyond description.
First, the two opposite edges of the mesh immediately joined
together, and the now-cylindrical shape contracted to fit snugly
around my lower arm. from the wrist to nearly the elbow. There was
no evidence of any seam where the two edges joined. Small points of
colored light appeared in the fabric of the mesh, and these red,
green, and yellow pinpoints of light moved up and down the length
of the object in elaborate patterns. The object had gone from being
dormant to suddenly alive, and its new level of activity was
startling.

More dramatic, though, was the feeling I had as the
device began to make cybernetic connections with the nerves of my
arm that ran just beneath the skin. I could feel the object become
an extension of myself, and with seconds I was sure that it was
sending raw data directly through my nervous system into my brain.
This was
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