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Аннотация
When Capt. Ben Bantam is tapped to go back in time in order to retrieve a cure for the vicious Shadow plague, he is shocked to arrive in an alternate 1944 where electricity doesn't exist. Instead, a parallel past has mysteriously arisen � complete with parasols, stunningly luxurious Aerotels, hydrologic computing, Helux-powered 'cloud growlers' and a space elevator-based moon race with Germany. And of course, there is the lovely Dr. Rachelle Archenstone �
But when Hitler is made Chancellor in this world and the American space program sabotaged, Bantam is the only one who realizes the true depth of the danger posed by the newly formed Nazi party. Together with Rachelle, he races to save this America while seeking an explanation to the mystery of this alternate past � and with it, a way to return to his own world with the Shadow's cure. But when it comes down to a choice between his lovely Rachelle and a thousand years of Nazi rule, what will he do?  Thrill to a tale of a Yesterday that never was � And yet was!


Mark Jeffrey
Age of Aether


One: Twice Upon A Time

THE DAY Benjamin Bantam had waited for all his life was here at last.
And what a day it was! Crisp navy-blue skies were filled with marbled clouds that drifted in small whirls here and there � with just the right amount of sun-soaked wind keening off nearby Mirror Lake.
Ah, perfect. It was exactly as he recalled.
As Bantam sat on the park bench, he glanced over his shoulder at the massive Army base behind him. Fort MacLaren. Somewhere beyond the barbed wire was the top secret Gaultier-Ross Supercollider. It would be charging by now, he thought. The very thought made his scalp tingle.
No, he corrected himself: it would actually have been charging for weeks at this point. Remember?
He laughed at his faded memories. Ah, well. That was inevitable for a man of his very advanced age.
Somewhere very close, but beneath the ground, a great circular chamber several miles in diameter was purring with enriched tachyon energy, building up to release a Volzstrang Wave in a single massive detonation�
�Excuse me. Is your name Benjamin Bantam?�
Bantam looked up. A young woman in her early twenties stared down at him. Even though her Facebook photos had prepared him for the resemblance (which was obvious, even beneath her surgical mask), he had never heard her voice before. It was uncanny: she even sounded the same!
For a long moment, Bantam simply could not speak. His mind tumbled with split-second jabs and cross-cuts of another time, another place. Emotions that he had assumed were long-forgotten suddenly came rushing to the surface. They were an overwhelming geyser in equal parts love and pain. Or aether and iron, as she would have said.
Still, he didn�t dare falter now. Not with so much at stake. He couldn�t afford to spook her, have her run away.
Bantam stood and held out his hand. �Yes, I�m Benjamin. Thank you for coming.�
The girl recoiled from his outstretched hand. Ah yes, Bantam recalled. Germs. The phobia was understandable, of course: the BlackPox had savaged off a third of the planet by this time.
�The Shadow�, as the BlackPox was commonly known, was an especially violent strain of smallpox. The fleshy boils it produced were huge � and black. They also soiled the blood of the infected, turning it from bright and healthy red to dark ink. The dead would have a viscous flow from their mouth, as if they�d vomited oil right before expiring.
The Shadow was extremely lethal and contagious: whole continents had been depopulated within weeks. China had been especially hard-hit: endless miles of ghost cities now existed, without a single soul occupying a single building. India was likewise nearly empty. And in the United States, the Shadow had wreaked a trail of black blood from Washington State down through Oregon. In San Francisco, the death toll had been in the high eighty percentile figures. Texas and Florida were also hit hard. The Northeast was largely spared � but there was as of late a fresh bloom of outbreaks in New York City, and another eruption of death was expected imminently.
Bantam nodded with a tight smile and dropped his hand. �Sorry. I always forget. So hard to get used to � again.�
Now she seemed embarrassed. �Oh, no that�s okay,� she said. �I�m Sabine Portis. But you already knew that.�
Bantam surveyed her face. Unlike her, this girl was a Goth. She�d dyed her hair a rare shade of midnight with a pencil-thin streak of blue. Several silver crosses hung from her too-white neck. And a sunken, surly expression creased her face.
�Please. Have a seat,� Bantam said. She did.
They sat on the park bench, just staring at each other for a moment.
�Well � uh. I came. Like you asked.� She fidgeted. Her eyes darted around.
And she�d only come because Bantam had offered to foot the bill for her entire college education. Out of nowhere, this benefactor had shown up, just when she�d needed the break. She didn�t really know him or anything. He�d just started messaging her on Facebook, saying that it was imperative that they talk.
And now, she noticed him staring. �You don�t like the way I dress. I know. Neither did my Mom. It�s okay. �Be the strange you wish to see in the world�, as I always say.�
�Ghandi?�
�The Joker,� she replied.
Normally, there was no way she would have come to a weird meeting like this. But the Pox had taken both her parents, leaving her destitute. Sure, she had a boyfriend, but his parents were amongst the Pox-slain as well and his meager savings were also about to run dry.
But she didn�t like this, not one bit. She didn�t like being somehow indebted to this stupid Crypt-keeper, sitting here in his semi-hip suit and black Converse All-Star sneakers.
Sensing her unease, Bantam handed her a check. �You needn�t worry: I�m keeping my promise. Not only will your college be paid for, but you will be taken care of financially for the rest of your life. You can share what I�ve just given you with whomever you like, of course.� Bantam head-nodded to her boyfriend. �There are no conditions, no strings, save one: that you listen to the story I have to tell you.�
Sabine gasped when she read the amount on the check. �Is this � real? Will this �?�
Bantam chuckled. �I�ve done very well in the stock market over the years, Miss Portis. I�m a very wealthy man. I bet on Apple when they were nearly out of business in the 90�s. I was one of the first angel investors in several well-known Internet companies. I�m a limited partner in several of Silicon Valley�s most respected venture firms � Sequoia, Kleiner-Perkins, Accel � you name it. Of course � that was all before the BlackPox came and blew the market to hell.
�But the check you hold in your hand is good. And it�s all yours.�
Sabine was shaking. �And all I have to do is � listen to you?� Bantam nodded. �Why?�
Bantam nodded again with a small smile. �Because I assure you, you won�t think I�m telling the truth. At least, not at first. You�ll think you�ve wasted your time. But you�ll stay, because of the money, because of that check you hold in your hand. And by the end, it will all make sense, and you�ll realize absolutely everything I�ve told you is true�
She nodded slowly, glancing up at her boyfriend nervously. �Okay. I�m listening.�
�Great!� Bantam nodded. �Well, let me get the recorder going first �� Bantam pulled out an iPhone and opened an app. �Going to tell this once, and once only � want to make sure I get it all down ��
Sabine smiled a bit at that. �I didn�t know someone your age even knew how to use an iPhone.�
Bantam looked her straight in the eye and said, �Oh, I grew up with this. Do you know what it was like, waiting all this time for iPhones to be invented again? Going back to paper maps? No GPS, no nothing? Egads, it was insanity. And I actually had to use rotary dial phones again. With no call-waiting! I�d forgotten what a busy signal even sounded like.�
Sabine blinked.
�See? There we go. This is what you�re getting paid for,� Bantam said. �To sit there and think I�m babbling. At least at first. What would you say if I told you that you and I were the exact same age?�
�Um ��
�We were born in the same year, anyway. Right now, I�m twenty-four. In real time. Do you know that I�ve never been past the day that is today? And I�ve been waiting for it all my life. Isn�t that interesting? This whole time, I�ve known exactly what was going to happen in the world, every single day. I�d wake up and say, Oh! Today�s the day Kennedy is shot. Or today�s the day of the Challenger explosion. Or the dotcom meltdown.
�But tomorrow � I have absolutely no idea what happens tomorrow! For the first time ever! I�m terrified by that � and I love it � and I�m terrified! I�m not used to surprises these days. Tomorrow is an absolute mystery. But at least I�ll actually move forward in time for the first time in ��
Sabine cut him off impatiently: �You said you knew my grandmother.�
At once, Bantam�s entire demeanor shifted. Her words hit him like a blow. Not in a bad way; just � deeply. She saw it at once, there was no mistaking it � or faking it. She was surprised by this.
�Yes,� Bantam swallowed thickly. �Your great-grandmother. Rachelle Archenstone. An extraordinary person. And wonderfully beautiful, of course.�
�Hmm,� Sabine said. �I never knew her. She died before I was born.�
�Yes,� Bantam whispered reverently. �I know.�
�Okay, explain,� Sabine snapped suspiciously. �How did you supposedly know my great-grandma? And you�re supposedly also my age, all at the same time?�
�Because there are two of me,� Bantam said. �Right now, anyway. Pretty soon there will only be one of me � the me me, the one here right now.� Bantam jabbed his thumb at Fort MacLaren. �See that behind me? That�s why asked you to meet me here. We could�ve met anywhere. But I needed it to be here, so you could see for yourself when it happens, when they make the Volzstrang Wave. They didn�t know it would put on such a light-show outside of the Collider!� He laughed for moment.
�Right now, my twenty-four-year-old self is in that building. He�s in the Army. One of the best soldiers they have right now, I�ll have you know. That�s why they picked me. Young-me is in there, deep underground, being strapped into the capsule, this very second. And soon � very soon � they will fire up the world�s largest supercollider and produce a Volzstrang Wave.
�And that capsule, containing the young Ben Bantam, will surf the Volzstrang Wave. The young Bantam will ride the Wave back through time, back to the year 1944. It will work: the Volzstrang Wave actually can propel a capsule containing a live person back through time, and it can be surfed with great precision, just as the equations showed. Humanity will have achieved time-travel for the very first time.�
Sabine nodded. Her expression indicated that she didn�t believe any of this, but she�d go along with it for the money. At least for now. �Ooookay. So, the Army is sending people back through time. Why?�
�The BlackPox,� Bantam said. �The Shadow. It�s a mutant strain of smallpox. Everybody knows that. But what isn�t common knowledge, because it is top secret, is that the Shadow was actually created during World War II, right here at Fort MacLaren. It was created as a weapon. They were going to use it on the Nazi�s, infect them all. That was how we were going to win.
�But before that happened, the War ended. There was no need to use the weaponized, highly lethal smallpox anymore. It was stored on a shelf somewhere and forgotten. Until three years ago, of course, when it somehow got loose and started killing half the planet.
�And the other part nobody knows is: back in 1944, there was a cure.�
�Ah,� Sabine nodded. �Why make a plague if you might catch it yourself.�
�Exactly,� Bantam replied.
�So they sent you back in time to get the cure.�
�Yep.�
�And you were the first person to ever go back in time.�
Bantam nodded. �One small step for maniacs.�
Sabine stewed on this for a moment. �But how do you know you were the first?�
�Well � that�s what they told me. And they seemed pretty nervous about it not working. I got a lot of averted looks like I was about to fry inside that capsule or something.
�There was another guy who started posting on the Internet, back in 2000. He said his name was John Titor and he was also in the Army, like me. Said there was, like, a time-travel branch of the military in his time, which was in 2036 or something. And he had just gone back to the 70�s to get a schematic for an old IBM computer part: he claimed it was critical in the future. Anyway, Titor said online that he was just stopping off in 2000 on the way back to his own time. Sort of sight-seeing.
�But you know what I think? I think he was full of crap.�
�Really,� Sabine said. This was amusing.
�Yeah. His time-travel tech didn�t sound right to me. He said it worked by using two rotating singularities mounted in a car. Huh. A time-traveling car. That sound familiar to anyone? And why post all that stuff online with your real name, etc.? Especially if you�re a for-real time-traveler? Maybe someone will come along and kill your young self, just to see whether that erases all your Internet posts.�
�Well?�
�Well, what?�
�Well, would it?�
Bantam winced. �I�m getting to that.�
�Okay. So you�re my age, you say you were born when I was born. Okay. What music did you listen to?�
Bantam snorted a laugh. �I listened to Planet Furious. But I�ll bet your speed is more Dandelion Smash. And I�m going to bet your favorite tunes are �Tantricity�, �Sea Mountain�, and probably �Catatonic Leopard Print�. Am I close?�
Sabine nodded, whistling and impressed. �You nailed it.�
�Yeah. I figured you for the lightsticks-and-lollipops crowd.�
�I used to be. Not any more.�
�That music all sounds like a broken washing machine to me. But I�ve got the Furious on my gym iPod. Or at least, it was. Back now. No iPods in 1944.� Bantam scrunched his face up, perplexed.
�You were saying,� Sabine said.
�Yes,� Bantam replied, eyes snapping back to the present moment. �I was just remembering the old-today. The first time I was in today, on that very base behind us, about to travel back through time ��

Two: The Volzstrang Wave

INSIDE THE Gaultier-Ross Supercollider, a young, twenty-four-year-old Ben Bantam screwed up his courage, waiting for the Volzstrang Wave to send him back to 1944.
He wore a spacesuit. Well, not actually a �space� suit, of course, since he was a Chrononaut, not an Astronaut. Nevertheless, he was covered from head to toe in a white lead suit, and he wore a helmet with a lead-lined clear plastic visor. Volzstrang radiation was calculated to be very deadly.
Though no one had ever produced a Wave of this size before � so no one really knew for sure.
He was strapped into a chair inside the cramped time-capsule. One side was considerably larger than the other � the side that faced out of the circumference of the supercollider. The Wave would form and pick the capsule up and carry it around and around the supercollider at blindingly terrific speeds.
And then � if everything went well � Ben Bantam would become the world�s very first time traveler.
He was excited beyond belief.
He was going to be the guy that went back in time, found the cure to the Shadow, and saved the world. He would be an American hero. He would be the Beatles, Steve Jobs, Luke Skywalker, Buzz Aldrin and Harry Potter all rolled into one.
Sure, this mission was classified now. But it would eventually be made public. There�d be movies. There�d be books. Tours. Ticker-tape parades.
Girls.
And more girls.
And even more girls!
With great power � comes great fun in abusing that great power!
He laughed at himself. Was that really his motivation to be a hero?
Why, yes, when he thought about it. It was.
Well, not all, his brain retorted quickly. And there was truth to that also: Bantam had a very deep and abiding love of America. He loved the Constitution. He believed that the United States was the last, best hope of humanity. He was a patriot and really did want to do his part to serve his country, to do the right thing. That was just who he was: it wasn�t really a choice so much as an expression of a forgone conclusion.
The previous weekend, Bantam and his friend Rocco had gone out on one hell of a bender. It was Bantam�s last furlough before the Big Mission. But somehow, at the end of the night, Bantam had ended up having his fortune told by a certain Europa Romani.
She was a third-generation psychic, she explained. Her grandmother had come over from the old country at the turn of the twentieth century and lived in New York, before dying suddenly in 1912. Her granddaughter, this Europa Romani before Bantam now still possessed a severe and smoky beauty, despite her advancing age.
The Tarot cards flopped on the table in an odd arrangement. Romani's eyes danced over them with a flinty flicker. Her generous mouth whispered calculations of the soul. Bantam watched and wondered through the blur of beer whether she might be interested in �
�You will meet the love of your life!� Romani called out suddenly. She smiled, her eyes madly wide. She clearly enjoyed delivering happy news to her clients.
But then, the cards pulled her eyes back down.
�You will � not meet the love of your life,� she said, sadness and confusion filling her gaze.
WTF?
Bantam looked at Rocco. They both almost burst out laughing � and stumbling. Bantam was about to demand his money back from this charlatan, this terrible witch, when she said --
�You will kill billions of people.� Her eyes stabbed at him like daggers, dripping with disgust. And again: some gravity of the soul pulled her eyes back down to the cards.
�You will save billions of people.�
�Okay, wait a minute � � Bantam slurred. �They can�t both be true. At least lie well, fer Chrissssakes. I�ve already said I�d pay, so � �
But Romani wasn�t done. Speaking like a machine gun, she said: �And yet both are true. You have two futures, both as real and palpable as the nose on your miserable face. And your curse will be monotony. Nothing will surprise you. Your life will have no surprises. How horrible for you!
�What are you? What kind of deep and terrible thing are you? Begone from me! Avaunt! Now. Leave! Get out of my sight! Never come back here!� 
Romani had gone crazy, hurling candles and cards and curses at Bantam and Rocco as though they were the worst possible people on the planet.
Bantam sighed. What had that been all about?
Whatever.
�Hey Control. We got that bad power relay figured out yet?�
�No. Sit tight Bantam. Do something to keep your mind occupied.�
Bantam looked around the cramped capsule mournfully. �I could rearrange the furniture in here, I guess. I like good Wangchung.� 
Control gargled out a laugh.
�Listen. Take your time,� Bantam continued. �Just � no whammies, last thing I need on this mission is whammies. Got it?�
�Yes, Bantam,� Control said. And then more somberly: �You got it: no whammies. All our hopes are riding with you.�
That made Bantam gulp a bit.
All our hopes �
He felt a little guilty just then. Not a lot, but certainly a little. His mission was to retrieve a cure for the Shadow. Holy. Freaking. Shit. This was not about the skirts, it was about saving lives. A lot of lives. Billions, in fact.
Billions? What was that Europa Romani had said?
�When you get back,� Control said. �We�re buying you dinner. Whatever you want. Wherever you want. We�re going to make reservations now. What do you want?�
Bantam smiled. �Steak,� he said, nearly tasting it. �At Mastro�s. And I want it rare. I�m talking super-rare. Like, cow sushi.�
Laughter filled his ears. And then: �Hey champ, I think we got it fixed. How you feeling? Having second thoughts?�
�Not on your life,� Bantam replied. And he meant it.
�Well, when you pee your pants � and you will once that Volzstrang wave smacks you upside the ass � just remember your suit was designed to handle that.�
�Fat chance,� Bantam replied with a grin.
�T-minus ten minutes, Bantam. The Wave is building.�
�Thanks.� Bantam knew that half the technicians in Control thought he would actually be dead in minutes. There were some mathematical models that predicted that Volzstrang radiation was for more intense than anyone had guessed. Some schools of thought held that Bantam would simply cook in the capsule like a cat in a microwave.
But the other mathematical models � the good ones, the ones Bantam liked � predicted that the entire trip back through time would take only minutes. During it, Bantam would be safely encapsulated inside the twenty-eighth dimension.
When he arrived in the past, he would re-enter normal space. His trajectory was planned such that he would �re-appear� above ground � there was no supercollider in 1944, after all: he couldn�t very well materialize inside solid rock.
But after that: nobody had the slightest clue what would happen next.
The landing would be rough. That was a given. And of course, during World War II, the sudden appearance of some weird pod on a super-secure military base would be treated with extreme suspicion. In fact, everyone would probably assume it was a Nazi trick at first.
But once there, he was instructed to find General Coralbee. Coralbee�s son had instructed Bantam in several family secrets, things that nobody could know unless they were a Coralbee also � or one of the clan had entrusted a deep secret to him. And that would be a mark of extreme trust.
One of these secrets was that General Coralbee was gay.
This was not a big deal in the present day, but back in 1944, it was everything. The General had kept his sexual orientation an absolute secret until his dying day. He had not even indulged a relationship or even one fling, deeming the war effort to be much more important than his personal desires.
He was a soldier, and an American: anything at all that had the slightest chance of compromising this was utterly unacceptable in his worldview.
Coralbee was wedded to America.
Armed with this knowledge and other secrets, Bantam knew that if he could only get to Coralbee, he would be able to convince him he was from the future. And if he could do that, he could get access to the cure for the Shadow.
He had a number of whizbang electronic devices he was bringing with him as well: an iPhone and iPad, for starters. He�d show these magical devices to the inhabitants of 1944. They would Oooh and Ahhhh. He�d wow them with his future-tech. This kind of thing couldn�t be faked, Coralbee�s scientists would tell him.
There would be no other reasonable conclusion: Ben Bantam really is from the future, they would say. 
His story would hold up. They would eventually realize they were all on the same team. They would give him the cure for the Shadow. It might even take months to convince them, but that didn�t matter: time was on his side. He could even leave the 1944 years or even decades later, so long as he arrived in the future near his departure time.
Of course, there was the second problem: Once they believed he was a from the future, they were going to want future-weapons and knowledge to defeat the Nazi�s. They would lean on Bantam for information. And he had been strictly instructed not to tell them anything specific about the War itself.
He went over it again in his mind, the carefully-worded phrase they had given him: I�m here and I�m American, so you already know things will turn out well for the United States. But if I reveal anything more than that, then we all run the great risk a different outcome. And that would be highly undesirable. I�m under orders from the future President of the United States that I may not disobey.
The truth was that there were different schools of thought on whether the past could be changed or not. Some felt that inevitability would always take hold: the past could not be altered. Any attempt to do so would introduce �wild chance�, as once theorist put it: freak events would occur that were way outside of statistical probability. For example: should Bantam attempt to kill Hitler, Bantam himself might be killed by a meteor � to to preserve the consistency of the timeline.
But others had argued that this theory did not allow for free will, and therefore had to be incorrect. Even the smallest action Bantam might take could have profound effects on the future. This was the Butterfly Effect crowd. They had nearly succeeded in stopping the mission into the past, but the Shadow was proving too large of a threat. What good was it that the Nazi�s had been defeated � only to have the entire human race wiped out less than a century later? Even if Bantam profoundly altered things and succeeded in returning with the cure, this will still be a better outcome than human extinction, it was argued.
The famous Volzstrang Equations predicted that the same Timewave that had traveled back through time would produce an equal and opposite rebound wave. Thus, theoretically, all he had to do was hitch a ride on this future-facing wave, Shadow cure in hand, and bam! 
He was the savior of the world.
Of course, there was a flip side to all this.
If he could not find a way back to his capsule or was in some other way prevented, or marooned in the past, he would then bury the Shadow-cure inside a special box they had provided him with. The box had a special transponder built into it, and would be easily detectable in the future. A special low-powered battery would ensure the signal would continuously broadcast over the decades in between.
Someone pointed out that if this had indeed happened, the transponder box was already buried on the base and they ought to be able to find it in advance of sending Bantam back in time. But repeated searches had turned up nothing.
�T-minus two minutes, Ben.�
He looked at the screen showing the tunnel behind him. In the curvature of the collider tunnel, he could just now see a faint blue crackling light.
Here.
It.
Comes.
The Volzstrang Wave was building.
Then, he heard a sound like howling wind.
The voices on his headset became panicked of a sudden. �What?� Ben asked. �What is it?�
�Hang on Ben we � GET THAT SHIT SHUT DOWN! There�s a spike in the energy we didn�t � SHUT IT THE FUCK DOWN! NOW! � We didn�t see in the math. We don�t know if � �
At this point, static audio snow froze out the signal.
�Hello?� Ben said. �Control. Come in, Control. This is Bantam. HELLO?�
The wind-sound got louder. The blue crackling light grew brighter.
Something was coming around the corner.
Then, he saw it: the Volzstrang Wave, just as Hoermann Volzstrang�s famous equations had predicted.
Ice crashed through Bantam�s veins. The panic in the Control room combined with this sight made him taste copper.
Comprised of a fireball made of blue lightning, the Wave utterly filled the supercollider. It pushed at the edges of the tunnel: already, massive cracks had appeared. Metallic soot fell with hunks of ceiling.
The Volzstrang Wave was literally ripping the supercollider apart as it rampaged forward. This explained the panic in the Control Room.
The Wave was going to crush him.
There was nothing he could do.
He closed his eyes, inhaled and �
BAM! The capsule was lifted up. Ben felt his stomach drop out as he accelerated massively in the space of a second. This was going to crush him. G-forces, he knew, would shred his body to ribbons at this sudden shift in velocity.
Yet they didn�t.
He sped up massively again, and then tripled that.
He did not feel the massive pressure on his lungs, the elephant on his chest, that he had expected to feel, that he had felt in the fighter jet.
It must be the 28th dimension, he thought ridiculously.
But a sudden jolt snapped him back to the present. He shuddered. The capsule had already made more than ten revolutions around the Ross-Gaultier Supercollider. Or at least, that�s what it said on the screen.
Bantam glanced nervously around the interior of the capsule: there were no cracks. It appeared to be holding together just fine.
Well, that was something, anyway.
Already two minutes had passed, the entire trip was only supposed to �
Without warning, he felt his stomach drop out, like he was on a roller coaster. That could only mean one thing: he was airborne. He jerked his head to the monitor: he was above ground, that was certain. He was no longer in the Supercollider.
So: he�d been thrown clear. But he couldn�t make anything out other than that. It was all blurry lights and tumbling: the capsule was spinning.
Surely he could not be in 1944. Surely he had not actually time travelled. Or had he? Surely the Supercollider had merely been ripped apart by the stampeding Volzstrang Wave and he had been simply being tossed out of the centrifuge.
It was easier to believe that.
The capsule hit the ground with a violent lurch and then rolled to a stop.
Bantam caught his breath and allowed a moment for his heart to resume something like normal heartbeat. Then he unhooked his restraints and popped the door open, fully expecting to see a firetruck and ambulances racing toward him.
Instead, he was greeted with a sight far more bizarre than anything he could have ever predicted.

Three: Mother of All Whammies

BEN BANTAM stumbled out of the capsule, barely able to stand.
It was twilight: the edge of evening. That alone was weird: it had been morning seconds ago. He blinked at the sky. A dazzling full moon hung there, partially obscured by a shoulder of cloud.
Beneath this sky, and perhaps more importantly, men surrounded him. Army men. But like no Army men he had ever seen. They were all clad in some kind of body armor. It was like they were covered in soup bowls, or large scales that slid around gracefully to accommodate their motions.
And yet, this body armor was also a military uniform. It most resembled a Union uniform from the Civil War in coloring and placement of shiny buttons and buckles and yellow cords and trim on a base of deep blue. And their helmets had bits of silver and yellow feather.
They brandished silver and black guns. These, too, were odd, but there was no mistaking the barrel and trigger and what that implied.
�Ho there! More light! Get a naphtha on him!�
Somewhere nearby, there was a sharp hiss. Another floodlight blinded Bantam. It was an odd light � almost like a gas lamp, Bantam thought. It had the feel of flame.
This is not MacLaren, Bantam thought with a sinking feeling. Nothing looked right, nothing looked like the pictures they�d shown him, that he�d studied endlessly. Something had gone wrong, something had been miscalculated �
Or was this some secret project? Perhaps records of these armored suits had been lost along with the cure for the Shadow �?
�Hands up!� someone barked. �You in the spacesuit! Hands in the air, or prepare for a proper dewskitch!�
Spacesuit, Bantam mouthed. That was interesting. They recognized what he was wearing � or thought they did.
He tried to raise his hands, but found he was too weak. His legs wobbled and he fell to the ground.The Army men jumped nervously. �By Perdition!� one of them snarled.
�Don�t shoot! I�m just � dizzy,� Bantam yelled, or tried to yell. He was surprised by the lack of power in his voice. It barely projected past the end of his nose. He felt like a phantom: insubstantial.
Yet, it must have been enough. One of the Army guys � the Commander, it appeared � heard him. �What�s that you say? Dizzy? As in a Scaldrum dodge, I�ll wager! Then don�t move! Am I clear?�
The time travel � or whatever had actually happened � had made him dangerously exhausted.
�Yes,� Bantam said, as loudly as he could. �Don�t shoot. I�m not your enemy.�
�We�ll see, we�ll see,� the Commander said dubiously. �Fitzhenry! Kindly remove his helmet! I want to see the face of this magsman!�
Fitzhenry, Bantam repeated, sifting through the brain static. Fitzhenry � Fitzhenry � There was no Fitzhenry stationed at MacLaren in 1944. Bantam knew the duty roster by heart. It was yet another one of the endless details they�d made him study �
Fitzhenry stepped forward and several other men moved closer and stuffed their gun barrels in his ribcage. �No funny business,� Fitzhenry warned. �Now � how do I get this off?�
�There�s a latch in the back,� Bantam said, his voice raspy now. He was getting weaker. �You just unhook � oh there you go. You got it.�
The pungent smell of burning fuel hit Bantam immediately as soon as his helmet was yanked. He blinked at the lights blasting at him from several directions.
But despite this, he was struck now by the sight of a massive structure very close by. It was a tower of some kind, it appeared. It was made of a black-glass-like material, lit on all sides by strange floodlights. Yet what was utterly stunning about it was how slender and sleek it was. This tower reached up into the sky nearly forever. Very high up, beneath the winking stars, were things that looked like blimps, docked to it.
He felt like he was looking up at Jack�s legendary beanstalk.
Impossible that something could be so thin and so tall! The winds at those altitudes ought to have snapped something like this in half. It could not possibly be structurally sound. And yet, here it was.
A new man entered the yellow lights burning into him from all sides. This man wore a more traditional Army uniform and a top hat. He was very tall and somewhat fat. His hair was orange-red, and he wore a giant moustache that curled wildly at the tips � and which stretched back to an equally impressive shock of red sideburns.
�General Veerspike,� Fitzhenry said, rising and saluting now.
�Who is this?� Veerspike demanded.
Bantam tried to answer, but his voice had given out completely. His limbs were made of uranium and his vision swam. Waves of blackness tugged at the edges of his vision. 
�We don�t know,� Fitzhenry said. �We saw this � thing here,� Fitzhenry waved at the capsule, �come out of the sky and land. Then, out of it come him.�
�Is that the short of it,� Veerspike said, leaning down for a better look at Bantam. �So he came over the wall, did he? A cracksman?�
�Must have come over the wall,� Fitzhenry agreed. �But there are no reports of dirges or aeroflots from the towers, sir.�
�Well, no matter, no matter. We�ll find out who he is, right. Bring him inside.�
Fitzhenry and two other men dragged him upright, but that was finally too much for Bantam. The world tilted, his eyes rolled and he was out soundly.
BANTAM AWOKE.
He was handcuffed to a chair in front of a wooden table. There was a funny taste in his mouth. Had they given him something while he was under? Scop, maybe? He smacked his lips: he couldn�t be sure.
Physically, he felt okay � other than the weakness that still permeated his muscles. Strength-wise, he still felt like a stick figure made of jello. That joyride on the Voltzstrang Wave had tapped him out.Then he noticed that, incongruously, there was a fire simmering in a sumptuous fireplace nearby. A extensive bookshelf lined the wall. Ornate couches and rugs punctuated the room.
He�d expected a cold, aluminum interrogation room. This sure didn�t look like one. 
The door was abruptly yanked open. Three large men entered. Two remained by the door. The third � with a twirly, old-timey moustache, like a fisticuffs boxer� approached. He glared at Bantam like he wanted to crack him across the lip.
They were all clothed in Army uniforms this time; no body armor. But again, the uniforms looked odd, out of place: somewhat updated versions of Civil War-era military outfits.
The moustache man set down a leather-bound booklet with a scowl.
Here it comes, Bantam thought. He steeled himself. �Captain Benjamin Bantam. United States Army. Serial Number 8765266761,� he said. This was going to be the tough part, he might even have to take a beating or two �
Moustache-man turned aside to reveal a very small thin man walking behind him. The large man�s sheer bulk had obscured him previously.
Moustache-man left the room.
The smaller man stayed. He climbed up on the chair in silence. He wore a plaid outfit, and a monocle lodged in one eye socket. His mostly-bald head was a little too big for his body, making it look like a light bulb was plugged into his neck.
It was like he was always having an idea, and this idea was his own head.
He made a lot of clacking noises as he sat there. Bantam wasn�t sure whether he was clicking his teeth or what. The man reached into his breast pocket and laid three lollipops out on the table. Then, he looked up expectantly.
After a moment, he said, �Ah. Your pardon. You�ll be needing your hands back. Fitzhenry! Uncuff him.� Odd little voice, thought Bantam. Unexpectedly high-pitched.
The guard � who Bantam now recognized from scant moments last night (was it last night? Or had he been out longer?) set his hands free.
Bantam stared at the short man.
�Captain Benjamin Bantam, United States Army,� the man repeated. �My name is Dr. Hardin. Won�t you have a lolly?�
Bantam raised an eyebrow and leaned forward.
�Your choice, of course. I prefer the Honeysuckle Dazzler � that�s the middle one, that�s why I made it the middle one � but the Velvet Cinnamon Snap is quite good, as is the Nightberry Cream Delight.�
Bantam nodded. �I�ll take the Velvet one.� He picked it up: it was confection-as-art, hand crafted, over-sized, magnificent. As soon as he removed the wrapper, the air was soaked in the smell of pungent cinnamon.
�Ahhhhh!� Hardin cried, eyes misting with unmistakable joy. �I had forgotten that smell. I believe you may have made the right choice after all.� He stared intently at the two remaining lollipops. �Let me see, then, yes, let me see ��
His eyes were as intense as if he were performing differential equations in his head.
�Okay!� He announced. �Nightberry Cream Delight. You�ve inspired me, Benjamin Bantam, United States Army. I daresay you have indeed! I will expand my culinary horizons, educate my palette beyond the narrow confines within which I have tarried for too long. Rusted are my taste buds, yes. Rusted and wasted on repetition! But no more!�
Bantam held his lollipop. What now? He thought.
Hardin unwrapped his sweet to an olfactory explosion of fruitiness, somewhat like blackberry. The Doctor savored it. Then, his eyes popped open.
�Ben Bantam. Aren�t you go to try your lolly? You don�t think I�m trying to poison you, do you? Heavens, no.� He leaned in close. �I have a feeling you�re going to try to get us to trust you. Am I right? And since there are more of us than there are of you, shouldn�t you start by trusting us first?�
Bantam nodded slowly.
�And besides,� Hardin continued, �even if we were monsters, we could have just killed you in your sleep, no? And besides again, we�re far too curious about you. Killing you wouldn�t quench the questions that spin and brew in our cortexes, no.�
Hardin suddenly dove into his lollipop with abandon. When he came up for air minutes later, he announced: �Now: Magic!� 
Magic?
�Magic!� Hardin repeated as he produced a deck of cards. �Actual stage magic, performed by a human, not a �Ton. Well, half-a-�Ton, I guess to be fair. But I don�t use that part of me at all in doing the magic. There�s no secret compartment in my arm or anything. Or maybe there is. I�m not telling.�Bantam blinked again. �In your �?�
�Oh. Your pardon. Here. Nothing up my sleeve, if you will.� Hardin rolled back his suitjacket and white shirt underneath to reveal a forearm that seemed to be � mechanical. There was no skin, only glass. Bantam could see inside. Hardin wiggled his gloved fingers; the glass surface rippled: it was not solid glass, Bantam corrected himself. Rather, it was like clear rubber or some other exotic substance. Beneath this, finely-crafted ball bearings and pistons articulated the digits and wrist movements as gracefully as an organic arm.
Well. Nearly so. Although the mechanical parts were inside a lubricating liqui-packed gel, they still clacked around as they moved.
�Lost it,� Hardin said glumly, nodded at the mechanical right arm. �Experiment that went afoul. But we�ll get to that. First. Pick a card.�
What was this game Hardin was up to? And what was with that arm? Was that the trick? Something to disorient him? He�d never seen anything like that arm before. As far as he knew, prosthetic limbs of that sort were not even close to being possible.
Was he � in the future? Was that even possible?
Chewing curses at his ignorance, Bantam pulled a card from the deck.
�Don�t show me! But do tell me, Benjamin Bantam, United States Army: where are you stationed?�
�Fort MacLaren,� Bantam said. He�s going to say he�s never heard of it.
�That�s curious.�
�Why is that?�
�Because this is Fort MacLaren,� Hardin said.
�What?� Bantam said, genuinely surprised.
�You didn�t know that. You genuinely didn�t know that,� Hardin replied studying him. �I can tell about people. I�m very good at it.�
�No. I didn�t. I�m � I�m not sure � well, if this really is MacLaren, I can save us all a lot of time. I need to speak with General Coralbee. Is General Coralbee here? He can clear all this up.�
�Your card,� Hardin said. �Slide it back into the deck. Anywhere.� Bantam did so. Hardin shuffled the deck � fairly, as far as Bantam could see � and placed the deck behind his back. In a jiffy, he produced the Ten of Spades. �Is this your card, sir?�
Bantam nodded. �It is. But I already know how it was done.�
Hardin�s eyebrows shot up. �You do? Really. Usually it�s just the �Tons that know these things now.��Well, I don�t know no � �Tons. But I do know magic. Here. Give me the deck. I�ve got one for you.�
Hardin obliged.
�Pick a card, any card.� Then he stopped short. �Ah. I can do better than that.� Bantam ferociously shuffled the deck. �Here, you want a shuffle?� Hardin declined, seeming to think Bantam was doing a fine job of it.
Bantam set the deck down. �Jack of Diamonds,� he said flipping over the top card: it was. �Three of Hearts. Seven of Spades. Ten of Spades � again �� He flipped each topmost card of the deck off as he declared what they were. �See? Easy. Want to know how I did it?�
�First you tell me how I did mine,� Hardin replied, amused.
�Easy. Shaved deck. One side�s slightly narrower than the other. All you have to do is line up all the cards in the beginning and then make sure I insert my card opposite all the rest, which you do by turning your deck at the last minute if needed. Then you just strip it by sliding your fingers along the side of the deck and boom! You�ve got my card.�
�Excellent,� Hardin said. �And you no doubt noticed the subtle markings on the back of the deck, buried deep within the intricate design of the back of the card � the number of leaves indicates value, the shape indicates suit. You are very observant.�
�As are you,� Bantam replied. �That�s what this is all about, right? The cards. The lollipops. You want to see what I catch and what I miss.�
�Why no!� Hardin protested, genuinely insulted. �This is about magic!�
�Magic,� Bantam repeated.
�Yes,� Hardin said, growing very serious now and leaning forward. �The magic that you do. The magic that you know how to do that I don�t � and that is saying something.
�Tell me, Benjamin Bantam: How does one make a space-pod appear out of thin air deep inside the most secure Army Base in America � the very same base that serves as headquarters for the American space program?�
American space program? Bantam mouthed. Another surprise. Maybe he was actually in the 1960�s? 
That might explain why nobody reacted to Coralbee�s name. He was probably dead or retired.But that didn�t seem right either. The clothes were all wrong: these weren�t sixties uniforms. Hell, everything was off.
�Ah. You didn�t know that either,� Hardin observed, eyes narrowing. �I can see it in your eyes. But here we have a deeper conundrum � If this is a surprise to you, then why did you come to a spaceport wearing a spacesuit?�
�Ah. Well, it�s not exactly a spacesuit,� Bantam replied. �I�m not an astronaut. I�m a chrononaut. I don�t travel in space, I travel in time.�
Hardin raised an eyebrow � the one over his monocle.
�Okay, listen,� Bantam said, taking a deep breath and knowing how insane he sounded. �Here�s the truth, and I can prove it. There are things in my capsule, things I brought with me. They�ll prove what I�m about to tell you is true. And if General Coralbee is here, or if he can be reached, he�ll corroborate what I�m saying.
�So here it goes: I�m from the future. Yeah I know what that sounds like,� Bantam added quickly. �Just hear me out.�
Hardin only nodded.
Bantam continued, talking nervously like a machine gun: �The difference between me and a kook is I can prove what I�m saying. I�m on a mission for the United States Army, from the future. We need your help. There�s a disease we have there that you have a cure for here. Or at least � they did, back in 1944. I realize this isn�t 1944, that something went wrong. But if this is the 1960�s, then the things I have in my capsule will still prove to your science guys that I�m from the future, just like I say I am. It�s way beyond anything that you can make here and now. And maybe � just maybe you still have the cure we need. By my time, it�s lost. But it just might still be here, even in this time.�Hardin just nodded again. �That�s you�re story.�
�Yes. And I swear to God that it�s true, every word of it. And I can prove it. Bring me my things from the capsule. I�ll show you.�
�Yes. Your capsule. I�ve looked it over,� Hardin said. �It�s very elaborate and very odd. But it is an impossible thing. It can never work. And that is what I cannot understand. Why go to so much trouble to make an impossible thing? I am familiar with many of the materials, and there is a certain � logic to it. The cost to create it must have been astronomical. That in itself makes no sense.�
�Oh, I promise you it does work,� Bantam replied, rolling his eyes. �I�m here. But the capsule is just a part of it. There�s a type of energy� It�s sort of like electricity, but much more exotic and powerful. That�s what really sent me back in time.�
�Yes � about that,� Hardin said thoughtfully. He really is an odd looking fellow, Bantam thought. I feel like I�m talking to a Martian. Or a leprechaun. �One thing confuses me, Bantam. You said, back in 1944. Exactly what year do you think it is right now?�
Bantam shrugged. �I�m � I�m not sure. Something�s gone wrong. I was supposed to end up in 1944. During World War 2. But if you�re starting work on a space program, it has to be, what, the 50�s? Or maybe the 60�s? I�m not really sure, to be honest. I didn�t study this time period during my briefing for this mission.�
Hardin said carefully: �Benjamin Bantam. This is 1944.�
What?
Hardin didn�t look like he was joking.
Now it was Bantam�s turn to stare in disbelief. �No. That�s impossible.�
�I assure you it is true,� Hardin continued.
�You�re not in the 1960�s. This is 1944. April 8, 1944 to be precise.�
Bantam eyes widened. �I think my head just exploded a little bit in my mouth.� Then, getting a grip on himself: �Things are � different though. Something has to be wrong.�
�Different? Different how, exactly?� Hardin leaned in, genuinely curious.
�Everything. Your clothes. All the twirly moustaches. The fact that you�re even doing some sort of space program. Where I come from, there is no space program in the 1940�s. Everything is sort of � off here.�
�Alright. Let that go for a moment,� Hardin said. �You say you�re from the future. You want to gain our trust. I have a simple test for you. Can you tell us anything about our immediate future that could confirm your story?�
Yes, Bantam breathed. Yes of course. His brain was moving too slowly. They�d prepared him for this. His iPad had a full copy of Wikipedia on it � heavily encrypted and with a password a mile long, of course. If he could get to that, he could really wow them. But they�d also required him to memorize huge amounts of information, in case he was separated from his capsule or equipment � exactly like what had happened.
�Okay. Today�s April 8th you say? Okay.� He snapped his fingers and pointed. �Here�s something. Four days ago, on April 4, an Allied patrol should have snapped pictures of the Auschwitz concentration camp. That�s still a secret, so there�s no way I could have known that. You can check that out today.
�But here � this is better. Tomorrow Soviet troops will fully liberate Sevastpool � they�ll drive the Nazis out. It�ll be a complete victory, though a hard-won one.
�And I can even do better than that: I can tell you about a freak accident that will occur ahead of time. The sort of thing nobody could every predict or fake. Tomorrow, an RAF pilot named Nicholas Alkemade will be shot down over Germany. He�ll bail out at four thousand feet with no parachute � and he�ll live because the trees will break his fall.
�And two days later, on April 10, Mount Vesuvius will erupt. At 6:19 AM, local time. There. How could I fake that?�
Hardin nodded. �Well. We�ll see what happens, shall we?�
Damn right, Bantam breathed. Damn right.HOURS LATER, there was yelling outside his cell door. He could barely make it out.
�Listen, Hardin, I�m going in there. I�m going to ask him questions my way.�
�No, no. I�m afraid I can�t allow � �
�That leg penetrated our security perimeter! I want to know how! And he shows up at a space facility wearing a space suit? By my Newgate knockers, I want to know why! Was he planning on sharping the ship?� This was a gruff voice, Bantam wasn�t sure, but it sounded like General Veerspike.
�He says he just wants a cure to a plague we�re developing here.� That was Hardin�s voice. �Tell me. Are we developing such a thing?�
�Don�t be ridiculous!� the man snapped. �Look. You may be in charge of the civilian space program but I�m � �
�And I have discretion to make calls I feel are appropriate. Your orders are to service us � �
�He is a security issue. He doesn�t fall under your � �
�All base operations fall under our supervision. You�ll find that even security issues are left to our discretion.�
There was a pause and then, �For now.�FOR ANOTHER three days, Bantam was left alone. They�d given him an isolated cell with no windows or bed � just a sink and a toilet. They called it �The Salt Box�. Whenever he was moved, it was with a hood on his head: he was not allowed to see anything.
He was blasted with a hose for a shower, and then deloused, as though he were in an insane asylum.American Hero, he repeated to himself. I will be an American Hero. When he returned with the cure for the Shadow �
And then, after a blur of days, he was back in the interrogation room again. Hardin had returned, along with his two guards. But this time, another man Bantam recognized was with them.Even with these odd uniforms, the rank was recognizable.
�The name�s Veerspike,� the man said, seeing Bantam�s eyes on his shoulder �General Victor Veerspike.�
�Sir,� Bantam said, rising involuntarily before being yanked back by his cuffs. �Apologies sir, the Captain finds himself unable to properly salute.�
�Captain Bantam,� Veerspike said. He watched Bantam very closely for a long moment � and then dumped out the contents of a sack he had been carrying. An iPad and an iPhone tumbled out onto the table.
�Are these the items you told Doctor Hardin about?�
Bantam�s eyes lit up. Finally!
�Yes, sir! If may be permitted, these can prove everything I�m saying is true.�
Veerspike cocked an eyebrow. �Uncuff one hand. Will one hand be sufficient to operate these � apparatus?�
Bantam nodded vigorously. �Yes, yes. More than � sufficient.� These people and their batty phrases, Bantam thought vaguely.
As soon as his hand was free, Bantam flipped on the iPad.
But nothing happened. He flipped the switch and hit the button a few times. Oh no. Had it lost it�s charge? He�d made sure to keep it topped off, even keeping it hooked up to the capsule�s electrical system �
He tried the iPhone with the same result: nothing.
Either the Volzstrang Wave had somehow depleted it or one of Veerspike�s men had unwittingly run it down.
Well, not a problem: Easily fixed. He�d brought plugs with him and transformers for several kinds of electrical systems. �The battery�s dead. I�ll have to plug it in to make it work. Doctor Hardin. Is there a plug nearby?�
Veerspike and Hardin exchanged confused glances. �Plug?� Veerspike said.
�It�s out of juice,� Bantam explained. More looks of confusion. �Ah.� They didn�t know the word juice. �I just need an electrical outlet.�
At the word, electrical, all the men in the room showed signs of recognition. They knew the word. But something about it also made them wince.
Hardin leaned forward, clearly angry about something. �What are you trying to do?�
�I�m trying to prove my story. Trust me, once you see this, you�ll never doubt me again.�
�Are you saying your devices are � electrical?�
Bantam nodded. �Yeah. They are. Why?�
Tired glances were exchanged all around.
Hardin leaned in close, seething with anger and embarrassment.
�Electricity is a myth. Like Greek fire. It does not exist. Are you trying to provoke General Veerspike. Is that it?�
Bantam was taken aback. What was going on? �Why � no, of course not.�
�Then can you please demonstrate your devices?�
�I can�t. Not without � without, well � power.�
Hardin pulled away, annoyed.
�Okay fine.� Bantam persisted. �What about the Soviets? They took Sevastpool, right? And Nicholas Alkemade � the RAF pilot I told you about, he was shot down, right on schedule, yes? And he lived?�Hardin shook his head. Veerspike snorted in disgust.
�No,� Veerspike said icily. �None of those things happened. Not even close.�
No?
�Now you listen to me,� Veerspike growled. �I�ve been patient up until now. I�ve let the scientists go easy on you. But even they can see their trust was misplaced.� He glanced over at Hardin. �Now I want answers, or so help me I will put the Devil�s claw on you. Why did you break into this base?�
�General. Sir. I�m telling the truth. If you can contact General Coralbee, he can � �
�There is no General Coralbee!� Veerspike exploded. �There is no �electricity�! Nothing you�ve said has any basis in fact! I�d say you were a lunatic, but somehow you got around all of our security measures.�IT WENT ON like this for hours. The same questions, the same answers. In the end, Bantam was exhausted beyond belief and locked back in his dark cell.
He passed out as soon as he hit the floor.
So this time, he missed the voices outside.
�Did you tell him?� Hardin asked.
�Tell him what?� Veerspike said.
�That Vesuvius did erupt. Exactly as he predicted.�
Veerspike growled: �So add that to the list of questions he hasn�t answered yet. I don�t like things I don�t understand, Hardin.�
�Patience, General Veerspike,� Hardin said. �There is something very interesting going on here. It is worth investing some time to discover what it is. Would you say he is � dangerous? A threat you can�t handle?�
Veerspike seemed taken aback. �Him? No. But that�s the only reason we haven�t tortured the truth out of him.�

Four: Cliff Cleveland, Astronaut

BANTAM AWAKENED in a new room.
This time, he was in a bed. A really, really comfortable bed. The room itself was sumptuous and Victorian. 
But to his surprise, he saw an open window that led to a vast balcony.
With no bars, Bantam noted. 
He rolled to get out of bed, but found his arm restrained. Not by leather bindings: a needle had been stuck in his arm. He was on an I.V. drip.
�Tut!� a voice snapped. Bantam turned his head. Nobody was there. �Up here!� Bantam looked up: a blond buzzcut with a lantern jaw was hanging upside down. His knees were hooked around a pneumatic tube that ran across the ceiling. He wore a wide grin that Bantam gathered immediately was permanently plastered on his face. 
�You�ve got needles in you. When General Veerspike finally let Doc Archenstone examine you, she was most distressed.� The man made a frowny-face of mock seriousness. �She insisted on proper medical care.� He nodded at the I.V.
�Oh,� said Bantam. �Thanks. I guess. Who are you?�
The man burst into laughter. �Well, you passed the first test! I�m only the most famous man in America. The name�s Cliff Cleveland. Astronaut.�
Astronaut? 
Cleveland let go of the tube and landed on his feet with the perfection of a cat or a trained gymnast.
�Hardin wanted to see if you�d let your guard slip when you woke up. See if you were faking. But not you!�
�So what now?� Bantam asked. 
�Well, I asked Hardin if I could take you out for a walk. That is, if you feel up to it.�
�You mean � outside?� Bantam asked.
�Yes, I mean outside. You�re still on a leash, mind you. You�re still a prisoner. But � well, to be perfectly honest, they don�t know what to do with you. They can�t let you go � not at least until my launch. But they don�t want to be uncivilized. That would be ungentlemanly, of course. So. Are you game for a walk?�
�Sure,� Bantam replied, hardly able to believe his luck.
�Great,� Cleveland said. �There are clothes in the closet. I�ve heard you say you�re an Army Captain; we have no verification of that so I can�t let you dress as an officer. So for now, you�re a civilian again, and these are civilian clothes. I�ll give you a few hours to get ready.�
Cleveland rose. As he left he said: �Oh, and I would not endeavor to escape via the balcony � it�s a long way between floors, you�d drop to your death. And you�ll be shot while you are dropping. And when you are on the ground, you�ll be shot again. See you in a few hours!�
BANTAM removed the needle from his arm and rose to inspect his surroundings. 
One vertigo-laced peek off the balcony verified everything Cleveland had told him. He opted instead for a bath.
It took Bantam nearly half an hour to don the strange clothes they�d given him. The straps and the buttons and collar were thoroughly bizarre.
But it was the newspapers lying around the room that Bantam found the most interesting.
He had expected to see news of World War II. The battles. The dead. The heroes. But he saw none of those things.
Instead, the front page story was about the grand opening of something called the Phlogistonian Aerotel � a spectacular building supposedly �installed in the sky itself�, kept perpetually aloft by a combination of dirigibles and propellers. 
No way, his mind snorted. 
The next story was about the rising fortunes of a company called Neptune, Inc., the leading makers of 'hydrologic' devices. From the article, it sounded like Neptune produced some sort of water-based computing: the reporter connected the rise in stock price to a recent miniaturization advance using the liquid water state as a 1 and steam state as a 0. 
What was this?
Was this a joke?
Furiously, he turned the page.
The next article was about the supposed President of the United States: someone called Phineas T. Cobb. President Cobb was apparently en route to the South American summit.
Next came a story about the German Space Program and how it was behind America�s. Ah, here we go, he thought. But then again, it was all wrong. This wasn't Nazi Germany; this was just regular old Germany. 
To his utter shock, Bantam read that none other than Albert Einstein was the head of the German Space Program. A picture accompanying the article showed Albert � white hair waving the wind � standing proudly next to the German spacecraft: a great Jules Verne-looking eggish device made of iron and glass and gold. It was attached to a black-diamond pole that stretched up forever. 
With a start, Bantam realized it was very similar to the pole he�d seen when he'd first arrived at MacLaren. 
After reading the article several times, Bantam surmised that this spacecraft would not ascend with rockets, but instead was to be lifted out of Earth's gravity well by elevator. A space elevator. That's what the giant pole-thing was.
As he flipped pages, he saw several pictures of dirigibles. No airplanes, he noted. Not a one. And people still used horse and buggies to get around, judging from other pictures. There were, however, several �personal dirigibles� it looked like. They were like cars, but with wings and propellers and a cigar-shaped balloon to allow them to fly.
It seemed that the cities were clogged with these things. They flew amongst the buildings at all altitudes. 
But on the other hand, they had exotic materials that didn't correspond to anything Bantam knew of in his world. There were several mentions of Unbuntium and Naphtholeum. And a gas called Helux. 
And those giant space-elevator poles were not possible in his own world � there was no material strong enough to build something so thin and so tall. And yet, somehow these horse-and-buggy people had managed just that.
He also noticed that in the backgrounds of several pictures there always seemed to be great masses of tubes hoisted above the ground. They were raised by poles, and occupied the place where telephone and power lines would normally be. A few moments later, he came upon a picture in the crime section of someone smashing one of these tubes open and removing cylindrical items from it � this man was referred to as a 'hacker' and �a menace to the Pneumanet's security�.
The Pneumanet? Was that supposed to be some sort of Internet?
Everything here was all wrong, all off. This newspaper was like something from an alternate reality, a wrong reality. He felt dizzy suddenly.
Has he traveled to a parallel world? One where electrical things were never invented?
But no, he corrected himself, it was more than that. His own electrical things didn't work here. His iPad and iPhone. The time capsule. And Doctor Hardin had told him electricity didn't exist here �
He had questions. Lots of questions. 
There was a knock on the door. Cleveland's voice called out, �Mr. Bantam. Are you ready in there?�
Time for some answers.
THE MACLAREN ARMY base of this world was more like a university campus than anything else. It was idyllic, bucolic, and filled with trees and long rolling lawns, and even gardens with many spectacular varieties of flowers. The base did not have the spartan, sterile feel that usually came everything Army that Bantam had ever known.
It was a foggy morning. It reminded Bantam immediately of his own basic training. A dew clung to the grass and yellow shafts of dawn light danced through the leaves. Rosy-cheeked cadets shouting songs merrily as they jogged in formation. Whenever they passed Cleveland, their eyes drifted to him in wonder and shameless hero-worship. He waved with a broad movie-star grin each time.
�Well aren�t you a proper swell now?� Cleveland had said when he�d first seen him.
�What?� 
�Your clothes. You look like a proper swell now.�
�What�s that?�
�A dandy.�
�A what?�
�A fancier. A toff. With that mitting, those kecks and shiny crabshells �! You�re a fancy lad, sure.�
Bantam gave up.
�Sorry about keeping you close. Security and all. You understand,� Cleveland said.
�It�s alright,� Bantam said, eyeing a dirigible crossing the sky. �But I wouldn�t mind if you explained a few things to me.�
�Yes, of course. I love to converse as I stroll. Don�t you?�
�Oh. Well. I don�t really � stroll. But anyway. So I gather that America is not at war with Germany.�
�War? Oh, Heavens, no. Friendly competition, yes. National pride at stake, yes. But not war.�
�Was there a World War I here?�
Cleveland looked confused. �World War you say? No.� Then his eyes twinkled with mischief: �But aren�t you from the future? Shouldn�t you already know all this?�
Bantam stopped and furrowed his brow. �So you heard about that, huh?�
Cleveland nodded.
�And of course you don�t believe me.�
Cleveland shrugged and laughed. �I don�t know, to be honest. But just like Doctor Hardin, I can�t resist a good puzzle. And boy, are you ever one! You say you�re from the future, yet you don�t know anything about the past. Your predictions are all horribly wrong. And yet, you�ve undeniably somehow infiltrated the most secure Army base in America. 
�Then there�s your glocky little devices. Sure, they don�t work. But Hardin says that even still, they are made of materials nobody has ever seen before. Then there�s the volcano.�
�Volcano?�
�Oh, my pardon. Did I say your predictions were all wrong? Well. You did get one right. You said Vesuvius would erupt. And it did � right down to the minute you predicted. How could you know that? There is something to you, Mr. Bantam. But I don�t know yet what it is.�
Bantam sighed. �I did travel back through time. I promise you, I�m telling the truth. I arrived on the right day, in the right year. But for some reason, world history here is all different than what it should be. Something somewhere went wrong. 
�And then there�s the matter of electricity. There should be � �
Just then there was a sharp pfoot! sound nearby. Bantam started. 
Cleveland blinked and then laughed. �What, you�ve never heard a tube before?� When Bantam shook his head, Cleveland pointed up. 
Bantam saw that high above the ground, a network of pneumatic tubes branched and forked and twisted and turned high in the air. They were just like the tubes he had seen in the newspaper. Small cylindrical packages zipped around inside of them. 
�Huh,� Bantam mused. �It really is a series of tubes.�
�What?� Cleveland said.
Bantam enjoyed Cleveland�s expression for second and then said: �Listen. Is that the Pneumanet up there?�
Cleveland nodded. Just then two cadets on bicycles with large front wheels and tiny back wheels whizzed by. They waved at Cleveland, who shouted back, �Vim and vigour, boys! Good for you!�
�Mr. Cleveland. Cliff. Exactly how long has the Pneumanet been around?�
�Let me see. At least twenty years. Parts of it were up and running before that. But the serious construction started around the Day of the Red Sun. After the Difference Engine was � �
�Wait, what?� Bantam said. �Rewind that. What�s the Day of the Red Sun?�
Cleveland whistled. �See, that�s why I almost believe you, saying something crazy like that. Huh. 
�Well, the Day of the Red Sun happened back in 1881. The sun went crazy. It bulged and swelled, red as blood in the sky. Then, it spat out a coronal mass ejection. A massive one. And the sun aimed it straight at the earth. 
�It hit like a ton of bricks in Europe, mostly. It burned people alive. It destroyed whole forests and crops and buildings. Anything or anyone that wasn�t underground got cooked in some way. Then, after that, a lot more people died from radiation and starvation.
�Germany was hit the hardest. They were right smack dab at the center. They�ve struggled to recover ever since � that�s why this space race is so important to them now. 
�Anyway � there were a lot of rough decades after that. But the world rebuilt. One good thing that happened from the disaster of that Day: a lot of good men took it as a challenge. Men of vision. Men of progress! They toiled and labored and pushed themselves to the edge and invented all kinds of modern technologies: liquiputers, material sciences, medicine, and of course the Net itself.�
�But no electricity,� Bantam interrupted. �That�s the one big difference between my world and yours. Are you absolutely sure there is no electricity here?�
Cleveland nodded. �Oh, I�m sure. There are people who wrote of it in ancient times, of course. But it�s mythical. Like Greek Fire. Or lodestones. Or dowsing rods. None of � �
�No lodestones either? You mean you don�t have compasses?�
Cleveland guffawed. �No. Nobody takes the old reports of sailors who talk about such things seriously. They talk of mermaids and sea monsters as well. Who believes in those things today, here in this Age of Reason?�
Bantam chewed on this for a moment.
�But none of that is why I brought you out here, Ben Bantam.�
Oh?
Cleveland grinned. �No. You see I must confess to a slight prevarication. I have a question I want to ask. And it is a singular species of question that can only be asked in person.�
�What�s that?�
�This.� Cleveland slugged him clean across the jaw. It was the kind of punch that turned him around like a top.
What the � ?
But Bantam was not about to take that. He lurched to his feet, and smacked Cleveland square in his lantern-jaw. Cleveland fell down laughing. 
�Ho! Is that uppermost limit of your physical prowess?�
Bantam snarled. Now he was pissed.
Cleveland rose and began dancing around with his fists curled back in a fisticuffs-style boxing stance. �Okee, Bantam. Let�s see what your made of.�
A full-out brawl ensued. But very quickly, Bantam began leaning away from Cleveland�s boxing-style punches. Cleveland swung at air, and not connecting clearly began irritating him. �Whatcha standing so far away for?� Cleveland growled. 
It wasn�t long before Cleveland�s irritation got the better of him and began leaning in, trying desperately to land a punch. That�s when Bantam launched a roundhouse kick as his over-extended head. Cleveland instantly crumpled to the ground with a groan. 
�Oy! What was that?� Cleveland said.
�Tae Kwon Do,� Bantam responded. �Want to see some more?�
Cleveland shook it off and bounced to his feet. He threw another punch; Bantam sidestepped and placed his leg behind Cleveland�s � and swept him to the ground with his free arm. Cleveland landed with a thud, again befuddled at how that had happened. 
Bantam reached out to help him to his feet. Cleveland took the hand � and then sucker-punched Bantam as he rose. Bantam went flying backwards.
He was about to snarl when he landed at the feet of an angel. 
Bantam found himself staring up at a gorgeous brunette. 
She was covered head to toe in a very conservative dress and carried an open parasol. Frills spilled from her neckline and the ends of her sleeves. He hair was pulled up into a bun with a fascinator clipped to the top. Bantam coughed a laugh: she almost looked like a cartoon schoolteacher. 
Bantam rose to his feet. She was clearly annoyed. Eyes bright as lasers, Bantam thought. Stunning.
�Hi,� Bantam said with an outstretched hand. �Benjamin Bantam.�
The woman looked at his hand with a raised eyebrow. It was then Bantam realized she was wearing white gloves � and that he was now covered in dirt. Self-consciously, he wiped his hands on his trousers.
�Ah. The prisoner,� she replied. �We have made acquaintance, but you would scarce remember.�
�This is Doctor Rachelle Archenstone, Benjamin.� Cleveland said, wiping dirt from his own mouth. �She�s the one you have to thank for fixing you up.� As she looked at Bantam, Cleveland made the same mock-serious frowny-face he�d made back in the room. �Doctor Archenstone, a pleasure to see you.�
�I wish I could say the same for you, Mr. Cleveland! Brawling? Truly? And this mere weeks before your mission?� 
Bantam decided immediately that he liked the way her nose crinkled when she scolded.
�Ah well �� Cleveland said. �We astronauts are crazy. You know that, ma�am. And I�m pleased to say Bantam is every bit as crazy as I am.�
�Oh? And this is a boon?�
�Why, yes it is. He says he's a chrononaut; you'd have to be just as crazy to do that. So I guess what I'm saying is, I believe his story now.�
Rachelle looked between them, unsure of what to say next. Then: �So � you injure one another to adjudicate veracity?�
�That's the short of it," Cleveland replied with a shrug.
�Well � Rachelle is it? I suppose I should thank you for --� Bantam began
�Doctor Archenstone," Rachelle snapped with a twirl of her parasol. 
�Doctor Archenstone," Bantam repeated slowly. �I wanted to thank you for fixing me up. I guess it was you who had me moved to that nice room and put that I.V. in my arm. Thanks.�
Rachelle blushed suddenly. �You're welcome. Well. I see now that your constitution has improved remarkably and my ministrations are no longer required.�
Bantam just smiled. ��Your ministrations� � hahahah you know, I just love the way all you people here talk.�
Rachelle cocked an eyebrow. �Oh? And just what is it that provokes such mirth?�
�I dunno. I just feel like you all just popped out of a Jane Austen novel or something,� Bantam replied. 
�You�ve read Jane Austen?�
�Well � no. My speed�s more Steve Austin.� Bantam grinned broadly at what he thought was a clever joke and then his smile fell. �Uh � never mind.�
Rachelle nodded politely. �Well. I suppose shall endeavor to acquire one of his works.�
Bantam just nodded helplessly. �I do like to read though," he said, somewhat nervously.
Amused, Rachelle said, �Oh? Then tell me. What do you think of A Poor Boy's Hat?� she asked.
Bantam looked to Cleveland for help. Cleveland just let a low chuckle escape his lips. 
�What? Have you not read A Poor Boy's Hat?� Rachelle asked. She sounded incredulous. Bantam shook his head. �Why, it's only the most widely-read novel in the world right now! Well. You remind me a bit of Willoughby Willoughby, the main character.�
Bantam cocked an eyebrow. �Willow � what? Why didn't the author just name him Repetitively Redundant?�
Rachelle laughed lightly. Gayly, Bantam corrected himself inside his head. One laughed gayly in this time and place.
�Oh, you are tinsel-toungued, that much is clear. But you are a rake.�
�A � what?� Bantam was confused. �Is that like � a thief?�
�Of a sort. A thief of hearts.�
Bantam grinned. 
�Oh no, I do not mean it as a compliment Mr. Bantam. Quite to the contrary.�
�Oh. You think � you think I'm a player.� 
�Yes," she agreed, with just a touch of horror.
�Nooo. You have me all wrong," Bantam insisted.
With great power comes great fun in abusing that great power!
�Oh, do I?�
�Absolutely.�
�Very well then. What was the name of your last female acquaintance?�
Bantam snapped his fingers. �Beth.�
�I see. And how long did you court?�
�Mmmmm. Well. Like � three months?�
�Before that, who? Quickly!�
Bantam panicked inwardly. Then: �Angela!�
�You're lying.�
�No. I'm definitely not.�
�You looked up and to the left. When you prevaricate, that is your mannerism.�
�No it isn't!�
�Oh, I'm afraid you did it again, just there.�
Bantam suddenly became conscious of his gaze. It was filled with the sky. Quickly, he snapped it back down and met Rachelle's.
�Quite," she said, smiling smugly.
Cliff Cleveland guffawed heartily. �Oh, you are poorly matched in wits here, my friend! This will be a sore hour for you!�
Rachelle turned to Cliff. �At least Mr. Bantam has the courage to engage, Mr. Cleveland. I believe this is the first time we've spoken in months?�
Cleveland's face fell. �Well � uh � given your situation I figured --�
�I speak only of polite hello's, Mr. Cleveland. If the Moon itself is within your grasp, surely such a pleasantry is not beyond your seemingly boundless abilities?�
�No, ma'am," Cleveland stammered, tipping an imaginary cap.
�And what is that?� Bantam said, looking pointedly at a decoration in Rachelle's hair. �Is that a � fascinator?�
Rachelle turned white as salt when he said this. Then: �Why � yes it is, Mr. Bantam.�
�A � a sapphire, right? Goes well the blue feather. From an ostrich, I'd guess?�
Rachelle could only nod, mute.
Cliff Cleveland, astronaut, watched, stunned. He'd never seen Rachelle mute.
�Can I � hold it?� Bantam said. �Do you mind?�
Rachelle removed the gold-encrusted sapphire from her hair and handed it to him.
�Here it is �� Bantam said, displaying it clearly. �And now it's �GONE!� Bantam opened both palms to reveal the jewel had in fact vanished.
Cleveland immediately grabbed both Bantam's hands violently and turned them over. Then, he thrust his hands into his sleeves. �Prisoner! You will return to object to the lady immediately!�
But Bantam only laughed. �Settle down, Beavis. She's got it back already � look at her hair!�
Rachelle's hand flew to her head � as Cleveland's eyes did the same. Sure enough, the sapphire was there in the fascinator, as though it had never left.
�I am not so lucky as to have jewels in my hair," Bantam said, his eyes burning into Rachelle's. �I have only the stars above. A Poor Boy's Hat.�
Rachelle gasped aloud. �That is � that is to say it is not � but that is the general � you have read it, have you not, Mr. Bantam?�
Bantam shook his head with a grin. �No. I haven't. I'm kind of ebook snob, and you don't have any of those here. But I figured that was the gist of it.�
�Well then. Good day to you both,� Rachelle said nervously and walked away.
�Good day,� Cleveland and Bantam both said.
As she walked up the path and over the stone bridge just ahead of them, the dappled sunlight wiggling through the leafy canopy above framed her form in the soft dewy light of morning. 
And then the impossible happened: she turned, and looked right at Bantam, just for a second.
To Bantam it seemed like perfect moment, rehearsed or meant to be, burned into the fabric of reality from the beginning of time itself. It was like one of those movie-moments you never forget: when Rita Hayworth threw back her hair or Raquel Welch emerged from the ocean � except more subtle, more � well, more Jane Austen. It was the Jane Austen version of that.
He felt an actual zing run through him � and an overwhelming sense of deja-vu. 
Like he�d lived this moment in time before � 
Then, she turned away: possibly embarrassed or possibly not, and continued on her way.
Cleveland poked him in the shoulder. �Ohhhhhhh, you can get that out of your head right now.�
�What?� Bantam said.
�She�s engaged. To none other than General Veerspike.�
What?
�She�s an Archenstone. He�s a Veerspike. It was always to be.�
�An arranged marriage?� Cleveland nodded. �You actually do that here?�
�The old-money does. She�s old-money and so is he.�
Damn.
Though, of course: He was a prisoner in twirly-moustache-times. 
Like he seriously had a chance with Victorian prom-queen Rachelle Archenstone.

Five: The Day of the Red Sun

BANTAM AND CLEVELAND continued their walk. At last the tree cover thinned and opened to clear sky, Bantam barely stifled a gasp at what he saw. There stood the massive black diamond pole, reaching like a laser-thin line of obsidian up, up, up into the forever blue above.
Cleveland smiled as he following the line of his gaze. �Ah, yes. �The Great Endeavor�. The bold challenge. All of the best Pencils in America came here to answer it.� 
He turned to Bantam. �And you seriously don�t know about this.�
Bantam shook his head. �No. In my world � � But then he stopped himself short of a longer explanation and said simply, �We used rockets.�
Cleveland�s eyes raised. �Rockets? You mean � projectiles?�
Bantam nodded. 
�And men sit inside these projectiles?�
Bantam nodded again. 
Cleveland burst out laughing. �Huzzah! Your astronauts truly are mad!�
�Okay,� Bantam said folding his arms. �So how does yours work?�
�Very simple: my Starcraft is raised up the Volzstrang Pin beyond the upper atmosphere. When it reaches � �
�Wait. What did you say?� Bantam said, eyes stabbing Cleveland. �Did you say Volzstrang?�
�Why, yes. That�s what the black diamond tower is called. It�s named for the man who invented the interwoven molecular lattices that gives it such perfect structure, enabling it to reach the edge of the sky.�
�Cleveland,� Bantam said, grabbing him by the shoulders urgently. �This is important. Is Hoermann Volzstrang actually here at MacLaren?�
�Of course he is.� Cleveland said. �Other than Hardin, he�s the top Pencil.�
�Can I talk to him?�
BANTAM WAS led into a massive building. Inside was a single corridor that led to a great cylindrical room in the middle. Strange noises filled the air: it sounded like the roaring of a river punctuated by hisses of steam. 
�Hydrologic circuitry,� Cleveland yelled. �State-of-the-art Neptune aetherics. Loud as hell, I know. But it�s a lot quieter than what they had before! Not nearly as dangerous either.�
But Bantam was hardly listening. He could barely contain his excitement. Hoermann Volzstrang was actually here! It had been his equations that made time travel a reality. Maybe he could shed some light on what had happened, why he was in the strange other-1944 � 
The control room proved to be much quieter and downright pleasant. It was a spacious room, punctuated with red recliners and flowers, almost like a lavish hotel lobby. A crystal skylight above let dappled sunlight play across the marble floor.
All along the circumference sat men, typing furiously on mahogany-and-ivory keypads. Above them all rose great panels that appeared to be screens.
Screens? How can they can have screens without electricity? 
Inside the control room, Cleveland called out, �Doctor Volzstrang! Are you here?�
A walrus of a man turned around and pulled at his moustache. �Yes?�
�Doctor Volzstrang!� Bantam said, thrusting his hand out. But Cleveland yanked him back. �Tut! You are still a prisoner, Bantam. Have a care now! No sudden movements.�
Bantam nodded and then proceeded more slowly. �Doctor Volzstrang. Is there somewhere we can have a talk?�
MOMENTS later, they were seated around Volzstrang�s �screen�. 
Bantam was given a stylus that attached to gears and levers to another, much, much larger stylus that moved across a series of pins on springs and depressed them as it passed.
Bantam saw to his amazement that each pixel of Volzstrang's screen was made of a very tiny crystal with a highly reflective light side and a dark side. It was like the mechanics of a watch. Whenever something was entered on the keyboard, there was the sound of a small rush of water, and the �pixels� turned and formed characters, reflecting the naphtha light to cause it to �glow� like an electric screen might.
Feeling very odd about it, Bantam wrote the Volzstrang equations down in front of the the very man who had invented them. 
When the math was on screen, Volzstrang � a very quiet man, Bantam realized � stared with rapt appreciation, his mouth muttering a prayer of logic and numbers.
�It is ingenious, of course,� Volzstrang said finally. �Only a few minds in the world could have produced this. Is this your work, young man?�
�No,� Bantam said. �It�s yours. Even where I come from, you're one of the world's best Pencils.� Hey look at me, catching onto the lingo.
At that, Volzstrang looked up like he'd just been slapped. Cleveland cringed and shook his head; apparently this was a term like nerd.
Bantam quickly proceeded to tell Volzstrang they story of his trip back through time, with Cleveland chiming in now and again to tell the story from the Army�s point of view. 
When they�d finished, Volzstrang said: �Well. This is all academic. The production of the Timewave is impossible without the existence of electricity. Many of those numbers up there represent electrical qualities.� 
�Doctor Volzstrang. Just � just assume for a second that there is electricity. Pretend it�s real. If we produced a Timewave � and if say, someone rode it back through time � could it theoretically push them into an alternate universe where history was different?�
�No,� Volzstrang snapped. 
�No?�
�No.�
�You�re going to just totally rule that out?�
�Yes,� Volzstrang said. �That would take a different kind of wave altogether. The plasma vectors would form a differential plane that � �
Bantam waved him silent. �Okay. So not that.�
�Just how were you planning on accumulating tomorrows � thus effecting a return to your proper time?�
They all turned. Doctor Rachelle Archenstone stood behind them. 
Bantam rose, trying not to look her up and down. He realized that Cleveland and even Volzstrang were fighting the same urge. 
�The Timewave bounces forward in time once it unloads the capsule,� Bantam explained. �Therefore, it�s still here, all around us, right now, traveling forward in time. Even though you can�t see it or detect it. Unless you happen have a Volzstrang radiation detector.� Bantam glanced self-consciously at Hoermann Volzstrang. 
�Anyway, I just have to get my capsule working again. Then I can surf it forward in time, the same way I surfed it back.�
Surf? Rachelle mouthed. Bantam thought about kissing that mouth.
�He�s talking about what natives in Hawaii do,� Cleveland explained, perplexed why Bantam would choose such an odd analogy. �They have these long boards made of wood and ��
�But the Timewave does not bounce forward,� Rachelle interrupted. Her eyes danced over the equations. 
�But it does,� Volzstrang disagreed. �You can see that if the 28th dimension is folded into a spline curve, a rebound effect will occur when � �
�Yet it is not folded into a spline,� Rachelle said. �There is an erroneous assumption made here.� She pushed them out of the way. Her hands flew over the keyboard. �You see? It is folded, but into a hyperhexagon, not a spline.�
Volzstrang stared, pulling at his moustache, stunned. �My God. She�s right. I would have never seen that.�
�You didn�t,� Bantam said with a hint of annoyance. Then he turned to Rachelle. �And how did you know that? I thought you were a medical doctor?�
Rachelle shrugged. �I was admitted to University when I was twelve. My syllabus included a wide range of arts and sciences � including physics, of course. An education that is not well-rounded is not an education at all.�
Bantam nodded helplessly. �Yeah. I think that too.� Then he turned to Volzstrang. �Okay. It doesn�t bounce. So where does it go?�
�It continues traveling back through time,� Volzstrang shrugged. �It would simply keep going until it encountered another force to disrupt its trajectory.� 
�What kind of force?�
Volzstrang rolled his eyes. �I don�t know. Something very powerful.�
�Yeah but, like what?�
�An explosion,� Volzstrang said. �There are those among us who theorize that the atom is an enormous source of � �
�Yeah. It�s called an Atomic Bomb. And trust me: it works,� Bantam said. �But since you�re still theorizing, that means you�ve never actually exploded a nuke. You don't know how to make one, so it can�t be that. What else?�
Rachelle and Volzstrang sat there deep in thought. 
�A coronal mass ejection from the Sun might do it,� came a new voice. They looked up. Doctor Hardin stood nearby. �Yes. A coronal mass ejection would be just the thing.�
All of them were silent.
Hardin seemed to realize something just then. A small sigh escaped his lips. He sat his small form down and rubbed his sweating, oddly light-bulb-shaped head. 
�Oh,� Volzstrang said, being the next to see it. �Oh. No. It couldn�t be.�
Rachelle looked between them, slight alarm playing across her face: she wasn�t following. �What? What is it?�
Volzstrang leaned forward, his lips again silently engaged in a litany of logarithms. 
�The Day of the Red Sun,� Hardin said, pointing at the screen. �If you notice, there are strange attractors present in the underlying chaos math of these equations. On the one hand, we have the Timewave, rolling backwards through time like a wild beast unchained. But what is it, really? It�s essentially a wild flare of multiple kinds of tangled energies � light and heat only being the very surface characteristics thereof. But if you think about it in the abstract, the Timewave is very much like the negative of a coronal mass ejection. 
�On the other hand, we have the ejection itself. By chance alone, it is pointed at the earth. Normally, this would not be a problem � that happens all the time. Normally such phenomenon are quite harmless. 
�But this time, the Timewave and the ejection feed off one another. They are mirror images, they are two colliding storms. They build and multiply and multiply �
�The ejection is pulled towards the earth, massively magnified and aimed by the Timewave. The two phenomenon are lovers, made for one another. 
�And then � they collide, scalding the world.�
�But why Europe?� Volzstrang said. �That makes no sense. If the Timewave were truly generated here at MacLaren � would not this very base have been the target of this ejection?�
Hardin smiled a crooked smile. �And it would have, if not for the fact that it was nighttime here whilst it was high noon over Germany during that terrible, terrible day. The ejection was only stopped from reaching us by the mass of the very earth itself.�
Volzstrang nodded. �Ah,� was all he managed to say.
Rachelle�s eyes hit her feet. Bantam studied her. She seemed to be fighting back tears. 
Hardin noticed as well. �My dear. What is it?�
�My parents,� she said. �They met because of the Day of the Red Sun. Both my grandparents relocated to the same refugee camp in South America.� She glanced up oddly at Bantam. 
Hardin sat next to Bantam. �You�re still not getting it, so I will be try to be as gentle as I can.�
�What am I not getting?� Bantam said, irritated. Why was everyone tip-toeing around him now? Cleveland was confused as well.
�Your journey back through time � I believe it may have caused the Day of the Red Sun,� Hardin said. 
Thunk.
There it was. The other shoe of Jack�s Giant, dropping on him like a house.
�The history of the entire world may have been changed from that moment forward. I know � hard to believe. I�m not sure I believe it. But these equations that you produced are clearly the work of a genius. In fact, I even recognize the handiwork of Hoermann Volzstrang himself here � or the alternate version of him from the alternate version of history in your world, in any event. Wouldn�t you agree, Hoermann?�
Volzstrang nodded like a man in a trance. �This is exactly how I would have expressed this idea, had it been mine.�
�Complex mathematical ideas may be expressed in a million ways. The chance that these equations are expressed in exactly the way Hoermann would have chosen to do so is infinitely small.�
Bantam stood as what they were saying sank in. 
�But the electricity, though. Why does nothing electric work here?� Bantam nearly popped a vein. 
Hardin and Volzstrang exchanged glances. But it was Rachelle that spoke up. �The � the Timewave. Plus the ejection. It could have been enough to short out the whole planet. If you assume electricity was once real.� She blushed, embarrassed suddenly. �Oh, I feel silly even even saying such a thing.�
Hardin snapped his fingers. �Yes � yes! Of course. That makes sense. If you posit that the earth once had a natural electrical charge, that would be have been burnt out. Or more than that: it may have � oh! Yes. It is actively interfering with electrical phenomenon!� He turned to Bantam. �I must confess: I have always felt that electricity should be real. I�ve felt that since I was a boy and read stories of it! 
�But the experimental evidence always confirmed that it was not. And I am an empiricist: I always go where the evidence takes me.�
�So. Where is the evidence taking you now?� Bantam said. 
Hardin laughed. �Well. I examined your capsule in quite excruciating detail, Mr. Bantam, I am ashamed to say. In my own defense, I don�t believe that I damaged anything. I was careful there. But several panels were opened, and I attempted to ascertain how such an apparatus might be made to function. And it was without doubt that electricity was a major assumption of its design. 
�My first thought was that this was an elaborate hoax. Or a masterstroke of misdirection. You appeared on a Army base, after all. Perhaps you were an enemy, and you enlisted the help of top scientists. Could I have concocted such a hoax myself? I asked myself this question. Or Doctor Volzstrang?
�Were it put to us, truly and truly, to concoct a story such as what you have told, and build that capsule � could we have done it? And I am forced to conclude: We could not. It is too elaborate. Do you agree Doctors Archenstone and Volzstrang?�
They both nodded.
�Well. There you see. There it is.�
Bantam�s heart raced. He was nearly hyperventilating. �You mean this crazy top-hat world is all because of me?�
�It would seem so,� Hardin nearly whispered. �But I would also add, for what it�s worth, that I believe your story wholeheartedly and without reservation now, Benjamin Bantam. Given all the facts and their interlocking complexity, there is simply no other explanation that makes any sense.�
IT WAS THE NEXT MORNING that Bantam saw something in the newspapers that made every molecule in his body turn to ice.
Immediately, Bantam called for Hardin. Both he and Veerspike arrived together. �There. See that guy?� Bantam said, finger stabbing the paper. �In my timeline, he is responsible for the most horrible war ever known to mankind.�
The paper featured a large picture of a man with a curly moustache and a top hat. He was framed in an oval, like a proud portrait, and surrounded by drawings of a scroll-announcement and cherubs and eagles, as though this were a cherished annunciation or anointing. The headline in the scroll read:
ADOLPH HITLER APPOINTED SUPREME CHANCELLOR OF GERMANY
The moustache was different, as were the clothes. But there was no mistaking those eyes, those shark-eyes, filled with blood and ink. Those were the eyes of a shaman, of a legion. There was no one person in there; instead it was a well-pool of unconsciousness. Somehow, even here, he had managed to hypnotize the German people.
�You have to understand: whatever this guy does next will be bad. Very bad. In my world, he seized power earlier, in the 1930�s � so he�s a little behind schedule in yours. But you can bet he�ll make up for lost time.�
�What sorts of things?� Veerspike asked.
�He�ll attack other countries. He�ll start wars. In fact wouldn�t be surprised if it happened tomorrow. He�ll pretend to be friends. He�ll even sign treaties. Then he�ll roll in the war machines.
�Please. You�ve got to understand one thing: this man is dangerous beyond anything you�ve ever seen or could possibly imagine.�
Veerspike snorted. �Germany is our friend. Germany has always been an ally of America. They are grateful for all the aid we brought during the Day of the Red Sun.�
�Or resentful,� Bantam snapped back. �I�ve been reading your papers: their economy hasn�t been too great. And that was just the way it was in my world. Hitler took advantage of it: the fear, the resentment. Oh, the details are different, but the circumstances are the same. Bottom line? Germany�s got a little-man complex as a nation. And Hitler knows all the right buttons to push to goad it into doing what he wants.�
�You�re paranoid,� Veerspike said. �And ungentlemanly. Why ever would you try to rouse our hatred against our dear friends, the Germans? Bad form. Bad form indeed.�
Veerspike left. After a moment so did Hardin.
But Bantam noticed that Hardin took the newspaper with him.

Six: Sabotage Most Foul!

THE MORNING began with a mind-stabbing explosion.
Bantam awoke immediately. Pushing through the fog of dreams, he stumbled out onto the balcony.
The Volzstrang Pin, the impossible tower of black diamond that reached into space, was falling.
The base of the Pin was on fire � but in a way Bantam had never seen before. This fire was green. It sort of wiggled strangely in a way that clearly signified burning, but not in the way that a yellow flame flickered and licked. 
Boom! A secondary explosion went off, ripping into the Pin, sending millions of black-diamond shards spewing in every direction at once. As it struck the yards of pavement that surrounded the Pin, it sounded like the tinkle of broken glass.
As Bantam watched in horror, the Pin wobbled in slow motion, like a drunk about to tip over. Vibration waves traveled up the length of the Pin visibly bending the diamond superstructure. That sight alone was enough to strike fear deep in the heart: that thing was not supposed to bend. It was made of the hardest material known to man and then some.
It was going to tip over.
Dear God! How many miles high was that thing? Surely it would come down on much more that just MacLaren. It would hit surrounding towns. Lots of people were going to get killed. 
Unable to help himself, Bantam ran to the door, which was locked, of course. 
He had to do something! Intolerable that he could do nothing!
He could taste fire on the air now. Klaxons began howling all over the base. Back on the balcony, he could see a massive plume of acrid smoke steadily pumping out of the base like black lava injected into the sky. 
Men poured out of the barracks, donning their clothes as they ran. Dirigibles now circled the Pin. Personal flying machines of all types lifted off rooftops. Some of the men even jumped on exotic bicycles. 
Boom! A third explosion. This one did it. The base lurched up out of whatever secured it to the ground, almost like a pogo stick. When it rammed down again, the Pin shattered in several places, sending several segments whirling and falling.
One hit a dirigible, neatly slicing the balloon in two halves that flapped flacidly. The carriage went into free fall with the sounds of screams on the wind. 
The largest Pin segment � the one that reached up into space � was in free fall now, tilting as it fell. It bent like a switch as it did so. 
With a deeper shade of horror, Bantam realized what was happening. Oh dear God. It was going to crack like a bullwhip as it hit. 
As the near end landed, that was exactly what happened. The top portion suddenly gained speed. An unholy howl rang out as the uppermost Pin segment broke the sound barrier � a sonic boom. Then it snapped into the earth, continuing to drill down well past the horizon. 
Thousands of people were just killed in their beds, Bantam thought. 
Other shards of Pin bounced up from their initial impact, flying in several directions. Bantam realized that one small piece was headed directly for him. Stupidly, he stared as it approached.
It was like a chunk of a Greek column. It rolled through the air like a barrel. 
He could see a cross-section now. Wow, that�s a lot bigger than it looked from far away, he thought. The diameter was something like the size of a football field. 
Bantam�s brain finally kicked in and he ducked just as the Pin cross-section slammed into the room next to his. 
And then, mercifully, it was over.
It was only after a few more moments that Bantam realized that the American Space Program had been set back a decade at least. Germany would win the race to the moon for sure now. 
GENERAL VEERSPIKE KICKED open the door personally. 
Two of his men grabbed Bantam and held him down. 
�You son of a bitch!� Veerspike screamed. More men poured in behind Veerspike. Immediately, they began searching the room.
�What?� Bantam asked. �What is it?�
Veerspike snarled and belted Bantam across the face so hard Bantam�s skull rattled in his head. 
�What?� Veerspike imitated. �What? How dare you inquire as to �what�? That � � Veerspike pointed out the window to where the Pin lay broken and burning � �That is �what�! I know you are the villain behind it. I�ve known since you arrived that you were an infernal menace!�
Bantam blinked in surprise. �You think I did that? I�ve been here the whole time! I�ve been under house arrest! General, you know that!�
�I�ll tell you what you I know. I know that you appeared out of nowhere a few weeks ago. You broke through our security once somehow. That means you can do it again, probably at will. Then you tell this cock-and-bull story about time traveling. Well, you may have fooled Hardin and Cleveland but you haven�t fooled me.�
Wiping the blood from his mouth, Bantam said, �I seem to have fooled Dr. Archenstone as well.�
Veerspike�s eyes became dark pools of unconsciousness, filled with a flood of deep hatred. He shook, and raised his hand to strike again. 
But a voice called out: �Hold!� It was Doctor Hardin. Rachelle was with him. �General Veerspike. I thought I was clear that � �
�Not anymore!� Veerspike raged. �Not any goddamn more! Have you looked outside the window, Doctor Hardin?� Hardin opened his mouth, but before he could say anything, Veerspike continued: �No! Just stop it. Just stop it. Not this time!!!�
Hardin seemed to lose all power and shrink even smaller than he was. 
�General!� one of the men searching the room called out. �General. Look at this.�
Veerspike hurried over to where the man had pulled an armoire away from the wall. There was a small hold dug into the plaster behind it. The man brought forth a paper bag. Veerspike peeked inside it. His eyes widened. �Ah ha! Ah ha! You wanted proof, Doctor Hardin? Here it is!�
Veerspike pulled out a strange device. It had four chambers, each a different color. All four chambers were depleted. 
�Proton fire!� Veerspike sneered. �That explains the green flame.�
A look of horror came over Rachelle's face. Her hand flew up to her mouth and she ran from the room. Veerspike watched this smugly.
�What�s a proton fire?� Bantam asked.
�He pretends he doesn�t know! Oh, that�s rich!� Veerspike said.
�It�s a plasma fire,� Hardin said quietly. �An exotic chemical reaction. The mixture of four compounds creates it. It�s the only thing capable of burning through the black diamond superstructure of the Pin.�
�General Veerspike. Please. Listen to me. It was the Nazis! It wasn�t me! Hitler did this. Hitler blew up the Pin. I swear to you that I�m telling the truth! You�ve got to believe me!�
�Get him up!� Veerspike said. �Now we�re going to do things my way. Down to the holding cell with him!�
�General � I � � Hardin began. 
�This happened because of your carelessness,� Veerspike said. �Yours and Cleveland�s. And mine for indulging it. The prisoner had access to the entire base! He was walking around free! Well, I am now hereby activating Article 4, Hardin. The Emergency Powers Clause. That puts me in charge. I�d say we have an emergency, wouldn�t you? Am I being in any way unfair?�
Hardin shook his head.
�Good,� Veerspike said. �Now. Mr. Bantam and I are going to get acquainted. Much better acquainted.�
THE TORTURE was exquisite.
It employed a device known as The Pinion. 
It worked by setting the blood on fire, or so it seemed to Bantam. Through the haze of pain, Veerspike had explained something about the water in the body and sympathetic vibrations eliciting the amplification of pain, sharpening the experience.
Veerspike barely even asked him any questions: he just seemed to enjoy tormenting him.
How this went on, Bantam couldn�t say. The Pinion scalded his psyche in places he did not know existed. 
He prayed for death.
And it was death that came for him.

Seven: A Journey By AetherLev

�IT SEEMS that I am forever destined to administer to your delirium, Mr. Bantam.�
Bantam�s eyes adjusted to the lovely Rachelle Archenstone, bent over him and checking his pulse. A hint of a smile played across her face
�Where �?�
�We are on board a Mary Blaine,� she explained, eyes twinkling. �Well, an AetherLev, anyway. I am forced to confess that we smuggled you out of the Base. That is, Mr. Cleveland, Doctor Hardin and I.�
With a start, Bantam noticed that they were moving. He and Rachelle were in an ornate wooden compartment � a train compartment, it seemed. The lace-curtained window was curved, like he was on the inside of a cylinder. And indeed, he saw that, whatever he was inside of, was itself inside of a transparent tube. Their conveyance sped along at blinding speeds as the countryside whizzed by outside. 
�How �?�
�Simple. I administered a tincture that simulated death when I was asked to examine you,� Rachelle explained. When Bantam looked at her quizzically, she said: �Have you not read Romeo and Juliet? I had thought you an aficionado of literature. Anyway, the tincture stopped your breathing and all but stopped your heart. General Veerspike believed that he had tortured you to death � and I daresay he would have, had we not intervened.�
�But then �?�
�Your �corpse� was removed. Once it was in the morgue, Doctor Hardin was able to ship you onboard, whereupon Mr. Cleveland and I extricated you from your coffin.�
Bantam thought about this for a moment and then said, �Sooner or later, Veerspike will figure out what Hardin did.�
�He already has," Rachelle said, eyes averted. �Hardin had spirit several keys away from General Veerspike, concealing them within his false arm in order to effect your transit from the morgue. But the ruse was doomed to discovery from the very start.�
Bantam tried to sit up. �Why did he do that? I never asked him to --�
�Rest,� Rachelle insisted, and injected him with something that made him �
� WAKE WITH a J!O!L!T! several hours later as the AetherLev turned a sharp corner, rattling everything in the compartment.
By degrees, it came back to him.
� Smuggled you out of the base � 
Oh no. Hardin.
The door burst open and a man with a black beard entered, quickly closing the door behind him.
Bantam surged to his feet, adrenaline slamming through his belly. But the sheets were still wound tightly around him and he fell. The man pounced.
�Bantam! It�s me!� he said. The man pulled his beard down � it was Cliff Cleveland in disguise. �I�m famous, remember? I have to wear this when I go out!�
�Frack,� Bantam panted. Then getting to his feet: �You nearly gave me a heart attack.�
�You appear quite satisfactory for one who has accumulated several days in a morgue. It seems death becomes you.�
�Is that how long it�s been? Days? So what�s going on?�
�Well, ever since the explosion, the papers are blaring headlines about how the American Space Program is kaput. President Cobb is despondent. Germany is a shoe-in to win the Great Race now. Chancellor Hitler is ecstatic, of course.�
�Now do you believe me?�
�Of course I believe you,� Cleveland replied. �Why do you think I risked my neck to help Doctor Archenstone get you off the base? Besides. I am currently a man of leisure. I am an astronaut and somebody blew up my starcraft.�
�Okay,� Bantam said, sitting down. �Where are we going?�
�New York. You and Rachelle are meeting up with some friends of Hardin�s. A hacker society called the Cape and Cane. I, however, am due back at MacLaren.�
�You can�t go back there!� Bantam almost shouted. �They�ll � �
�No, they won�t. General Veerspike simply thinks I have been on family leave. The shock of the explosion and all. I�ll be fine.�
Bantam shook his head. �Yeah, about that. I thought Doctor Archenstone was engaged to Veerspike. Why is she helping us?�
The door opened again: this time it was Rachelle. She�d clearly overheard, judging from the glare she gave Cleveland. �I�ll leave you two alone now. I�ve got to get going anyhow.�
When he�d left, Rachelle said, �I confess that I suspect General Veerspike of being the true saboteur,� she said quietly, eyes down.
�You think he�s a Nazi?� Bantam ventured after a long moment. Rachelle only nodded in reply.
WHEN THEY ARRIVED in New York City, the first thing Bantam noticed was that it was very much larger than the New York of his own world. For one, the buildings themselves were much wider, taking up many city blocks at the base. And they stretched for many, many more stories into the sky.
Clearly, the structural advances embodied by the Volzstrang Pin were employed here as well. Bantam estimated that some of the buildings were at least ten times the height of the Empire State Building. 
They�d stepped from the train directly into a waiting air taxi. This was an ornate, open-air car-like compartment hanging from a smallish balloon. Rachelle explained that this ballon was filled with a ultra-light gas called Helux. This gas was one of the key advances of the age: it gave thirty times more lift per square inch than hydrogen or helium � and it wasn�t flammable. Thus, very small balloons could be used. The craft itself � called a Growler � was steered using propellers at the back and front, all of which were powered by steam.
As they ascended, Bantam saw that the buildings were tiered: their upper floors curved inward every ten stories or so, such that the structures came to a kind of point near the top. It was a city filled with steel-and-glass pyramids with soft edges, like the Chrysler building. This, in turn, opened vast canyons of air at the upper altitudes, which were subsequently filled with wafting fog banks � as well as criss-crossing pneumatic tubes, Manhattan Air Way cars zipping along on cables, and myriad personal flying machines. Small dirigibles with naphtha gaslights drifted along in a clog of traffic and ahhh-oooo-ga honking at multiple altitudes.
It was New York, to be sure: but a more graceful and elegant New York. There were sounds, but softer sounds, not the shrill insistence of Bantam�s own New York. There was the persistent whir of propellers everywhere that made for an omni-present low-level buzz, almost like this New York were a beehive. There was some sort of gentle ping noise that the Growlers used in the fog to alert each other and thus prevent collisions. 
The police � or Blue Bottlers, as Rachelle called them � wore a kind of batwing contraption combined with a back-mounted bubble. This enabled them to zip around much more quickly and nimbly than any other vehicle. In addition they used a higher concentration of the precious gas Helux in their bubbles, which gave them extra lift and speed. 
People in parasols and top hats thronged the Air Way platforms that seemed to hang off every floor of every building. New York was alive and pulsing, just as it ever was � even in this world.
Several very large billboards passed by as they flew:
~Dr. Wolcott's Cherry Morphine Drops~
Cures Toothaches, Asthmatics, and all Diseases of the Throat and Lungs!
The ad show two toddlers, glassy-eyed, with spoons near a bottle of red liquid. 
What Kind of Man Owns His Own Hydrologics? A Man of Progress, That's Who!
A Man who owns a geniune NEPTUNE!
Beneath this, a proud man sat in front of device very much like Volzstrang's had been, but much smaller. A pretty woman looked on adoringly behind him.
Next came two more:
Galvin's Tape Worms
Fleshy Women! Eat! Eat! Eat!
And never gain weight � ever again!
SANITIZED AND JAR PACKED
Helux Lifting Gas
It'll lift you to the Moon!
Above this last one was a picture of none other than Cliff Cleveland, thumbs up and grinning in a full-color artist's rendition.
After a time, the Air Taxi began to descend through the billowing shoulders of cloud. By degrees, a rickety wooden house appeared through the mist. Bantam's eyes popped open in surprise. �You sure this is the right address?� he yelled through to wind to the growler pilot. 
�Yes sir!� he replied. 
The house was raised on scaffolding that extended out of a building directly below it. Another building had been carefully erected around the house so as not to encroach on its property, and then after a respectful seven stories, jutted out again and resumed its upward climb. The result was that the house was perpetually blocked from the sun and existing in a shade of gloom and fog all the day long.
They landed on the platform and Rachelle paid the growler pilot. When he'd gone, the duo walked up the creaking porch stairs and knocked on the door.
�It's open!� came a voice inside. 
So this is the �Cape and Cane�, Bantam thought.
It was dark inside. The place seemed a horrible mess already. On the far wall, a large moving image of a naughty dancing girl flickered. The projection was thrown there by some kind of gas lamp-powered kinematoscope embedded in the far wall. The girl�s ethereal form moved to the tinkling of an elaborate gold-leafed music box nearby. She was like a ghost pixie whose doom it was to dance for eternity. The only other sound in the house was that of the gears of the music box: a steady oil-on-metal whirring purr.
�Need a coggler," muttered the voice of a man who stepped now into the straylight. �A good coggler could get rid of that noise.� The man was thin, like he hadn't eaten in days. His forehead was bandaged, and he wore a tattered trenchcoat over dirty longjohns. He gripped a bottle of bright green absinthe. �Then, I could hear my music right and proper and think!�
�You're with the Cape and Cane," Rachelle asked. 
The man cackled. �Ha! I am the Cape and Cane! What�s left of her, anyway.� He looked around drearily and then lifted a pinky ring to his nose and snapped it open. �Hold a minute. Just up from the weeping willow, have a mercy. Need to pack the snozzler.� He snorted.
�Are you doing � cocaine?� Bantam asked. 
�Why � yes. Yes I am,� the man replied yawning. �Whysoever would you inquire?�
Bantam fumed, not knowing where to begin. Rachelle took over: �You�re a friend of Doctor Hardin.�
�More like an online friend,� the man mused. �He knows me as DionySYS. We had lengthy confabulations on ferroequinology and the aetheric sciences. Debates about logiducts and aquagates, mostly. And throng plates. One must always have a discussion about throng plates. He found my delineation in an online salon and we went from there. Why?�
Bantam surged forward and grabbed the absinthe from his hand with one swift movement and smashed the bottle into the far wall. A splash of green and glass soiled the phantasm of the dancing girl.
�Because the Volzstrang Pin has been destroyed,� Bantam yelled. �Because you have a lead on who did it. We need your help and we need you to sober up and give it to us right now. For the sake of your country! You have no idea what�s at stake!� Swastikas emblazoned on Growlers � Bantam pushed the thought from his mind.
The man blinked. �Sober up? But I am far more useful polluted. My intellect expands. Vistas unavailable to it in temperance are laid bare, nude and raw. Oooh, I like saying that: nude. It�s like naked, but nuder. You could call me a useful kanurd.No, really. Hold your applause and astonishment. What is it you wish to know?�
�Hardin said you�d hacked a communication to the saboteur of the Pin,� Rachelle said.
�Hmm. My aren�t you tasty?� DionySYS�s gaze became watery and dull with lust. �Are you a ladybird? Hardin never mentioned you. Hardin. Hard-on.� He burst into laughter at the pun. 
Bantam slammed him into a wall. �Talk. Now.�
�Okay! Okay! Jesus. Glocky, isn�t he? Yes. Yes, I do have something, it�s true. Me and some cracksmen vented a tube weeks back. The Air Clankers were down for the night, and the Blue Bottles couldn�t see us in the soup. So we culled us some polly. One was a cylinder addressed to a �Ton. I know what you�re thinking. Since when did �Ton�s get p-mail, right? Well, this one did.�
�Which �Ton?� Rachelle asked.
�A performing unit. A slang cove magician. A hypnotist. An illusionist. Works a club nearby, called the Magfly. It calls itself �Gaspar the Great�. You know, after the � �
�Yes, yes. After only the most famous magician of all time. Of course I know that,� Rachelle said irritably. 
�Leave me alone!� DionySYS suddenly shrieked, collapsing against the wall and protecting his head with his hands. �Please! You have to go now!�
�There�s no reason to go all Hunter S. Thompson on us,� Bantam said. �Settle down. We�re leaving.� He nodded to Rachelle. 
And then they did.
As they sailed across the sky Bantam smiled when he saw a sign that read:
A Poor Boy's Hat
The Novel of the Age!
Thrill to the story that enchants young and old alike

Eight: Gaspar The Great

AT THE NIGHTCLUB Magfly, Bantam and Rachelle watched the Automaton Gaspar the Great run through his act. Humans no longer performed, Hardin had said. It was beneath them now. It was predicted that in the century to come, automation would quickly replace every human endeavor, Rachelle explained. And this was a worry: Mankind would be at leisure always. The plague of convenience would lead to boredom � and suicide in mass numbers. Rachelle could not fathom why Bantam found this hilarious.
Gaspar�s magic act involved sawing a woman in two � which was much more horrifying when performed by cold hands of steel than by human hands, Bantam had to admit. There were levitations and vanishings, and re-appearances and reconstitution of destroyed items. There was even Automaton ESP. And every act actually chilled Bantam further. In each, the �robot� lorded over his human audience: pathetic, foolable, fallible bags of blood and water. The message was clear: the Automaton, a being of perfect clockwork and precision, was the clever one, the one with the secrets, the one who would triumph in the end. 
Gaspar was the one God should have made. Had He done so, there would have been no Fall, and a clockwork Eden would still hold dominion over the Earth.
When the show was done, Bantam led Rachelle to the dressing room backstage. 
Bantam did not knock; he entered unannounced. The �Ton spun from the mirror. �Ho there! Hi there! No one is allowed in here after the performance! But I can be seen in rare public appearances on Thursdays at � �
�No, Gaspar,� Bantam interjected. �We�re not here for autographs.�
When he looked down, Bantam was astonished to see a small herd of miniature horses. They pranced over to him tentatively, curious. They seemed to be Gaspar�s pets.
�Oh? But whatever for why not? And I see you met the prads. Don�t you nobble them!�
�We have something far more important to discuss with you,� Bantam continued. �Have you ever seen � �
Suddenly, without transition, Bantam and Rachelle were standing on a building ledge, thousands of feet above the street below. The wind was ferocious.
Bantam registered this with shock as his hand lurched out to steady the horrified Rachelle and barely kept her from plunging to her death. 
�What happened?� Bantam shouted. �How did we get here?�
Rachelle shook her head. �I don�t � I don�t know! You were just talking to that �Ton, and then, we were here � ?�
�Sonofabitch,� Bantam breathed. �How did he do that?�
�I think he mesmerized us," Rachelle shouted into the wind.
�What? No," Bantam disagreed. �Impossible. There wasn�t enough time!�
�I assure you it is possible," Rachelle said, inching along the ledge. �There's an open window just around the corner � It is possible. I've seen it work, actually. He is a water-based automaton. Hydrologic circuitry. And humans are ninety-percent water. So all he needs to do is set up a sympathetic resonance to put our organic minds into a suggestive state. It can happen in an instant.�
�No wonder he looks down his metal nose at us," Bantam said. The duo climbed inside: they had apparently stepped out onto the ledge from the men's washroom of the club Magfly. �Okay, this time I'll go in there by myself," Bantam said. �But if I come out all zonk-eyed, you slap me awake. Got it?�
Rachelle nodded.
Finding his way back to the door with the giant star and the words GASPAR THE GREAT blasted across it was not a problem.
Bantam steeled himself and opened the door �
� and found himself exiting the dressing room.
�What happened?� Rachelle asked him. 
Bantam cursed. �I don't know. How long was I in there?�
Rachelle shrugged. �Only for a moment.�
�Well, I don't seem to be mesmerized.� Bantam said, slapping himself violently as he said mesmerized. �Ow!� he barked. �What was that for?�
�What was what?�
�Why did you slap me?�
�You slapped yourself.�
�No, I didn't," Bantam insisted.
�You are mesmerized," Rachelle replied � and at that word, Bantam slapped himself again. �That wasn't me!� Rachelle snapped.
Bantam scowled and shook his head. �Okay. One more try.�
He opened the door.
The small herd of horses ran over to Bantam as soon as he entered. Gaspar himself was in pieces: his head was inside a sphere, where it was receiving a treatment of oil on the jaw joints and buffing and polishing on the shiny parts. His legs were across the room where other smaller servant automatons were tuning them up, rebalancing them. His torso was open and his own hands repaired himself.
�Oh, you're back," Gaspar's head said, rolling its eyes. �How boring. I guess next time I'll have you drop yourself from a growler.�
�Wait!� Bantam said, bending to pet a mini-horse, figuring this would win him favor. �Wait. Just � wait. Before you do it again. I have a challenge for you. You think you're so superior to humans, don't you?�
Gaspar's head snorted. Several gears whirred and clicked in a transparent part of his head like grasshoppers. �Oh darling. You really don't know what you're playing with here, do you?�
�No. No, I probably don't," Bantam admitted. �But what about this? What if I can hypnotize you?�
Gaspar's head gave a crooked smile. �Impossible. Humans can't mesmerize 'tons.�
�But I'm good with magic," Bantam said, picking up a card deck and shuffling it. �And most humans can't do magic. Am I right?�
Gaspar didn't reply.
�Here," Bantam said, taking the top card from the deck and holding it to his forehead such that the 'ton could see the face and Bantam could not. �Seven of Spades. Jack of Hearts. Two of Hearts. Ace of Diamonds. Three of Hearts.� Each time, he pulled the card from the top of the deck. Now he drew from the middle in rapid succession. �Three of Spades. Ten of Clubs. King of Clubs. Queen of Diamonds. Four of Hearts. Shall I continue?�
�Not bad for a fleshy," Gaspar replied. �Not bad at all. Maybe you can work the Air Way platforms. But you'll never mes-mer-ize these iron eyes, sweetie. Cold water runs through my hydrologic veins, and it is ALL ice. Can't be touched. No human can do it, anyway.�
Bantam shrugged. �I don't know. You named yourself after a human magician, after all," he said. �Gaspar the Great � the original � was a --�
�I know who he was!� Gaspar exploded. Then the torso leaned over and snapped the head back on. �You want to have a contest? Fine. But if you lose, I�ll put you in lavender �. slowly! I'll have you fillet your own eyelids with a straightrazor. All that wet juicy flesh of yours? I'll pack pain in every nerve ending.�
�Okay," Bantam said. �You're on.�
The smaller automatons assembled the rest of Gaspar. When finished, he sat up straight in a wooden chair and said, �Very well. Make your attempt!�
Bantam took Gaspar's own watch and swung it in front of him. 
After several painful minutes, Gaspar moaned, �It�s not working.�
�I know, I know �� Bantam said nervously. �Here. Let me keep trying ��
�No,� Gaspar said. �I no longer wish to waste my time. You have lost: time to pay up!�
�Wait!� Bantam said. �Wait. You have to give me a fair chance. This takes time.�
�No, it doesn�t,� Gaspar said. �I can do it in an instant.�
�Well sure. You�re hypnotizing a human. I�m hypnotizing a �ton! It�s harder.�
�Not really,� Gaspar said. 
�Oh? Well I bet you couldn�t hypnotize yourself, for example.�
�Sweetheart, you must think me gulpy. You have no idea � �
�Yeah yeah. Big talk. You can�t do it. That�s why you�re anxious to shut me up.�
�I could do it if I wanted.�
�Then do it. Prove me wrong.�
Gaspar snatched the watch from Bantam�s hand. He swung it in front of his own face.
After a few seconds, Bantam said, �Gaspar.�
�Yes?� the �ton replied in a faraway voice.
�Are you under?� 
�Yes. I did it.�
�Good, good. Now. I know you work for the Nazi�s � that you�re a courier. You have a message right now, don�t you?�
�Yes.�
�Give it to me.�
The �ton opened a compartment in its chest and handed a rolled piece of paper to Bantam. Bantam opened it. It read:
GIVE SOLDIERS THE WEEKEND OFF. 
MAKE SURE THEY GET DRUNK.
That�s it? That�s the secret Nazi communique? 
�Rachelle!� he called out. She came in and he showed her the paper. �What could this mean? Do you have any idea?�
�No,� she said. �Unless � unless they want the Army incapacitated. They want our guard down for some reason.�
�Yes,� Bantam said, snapping his fingers and feeling stupid. �Of course.�
The door opened. To Bantam�s horror, Veerspike himself entered the room with two Army men Bantam recognized from the base. His eyes popped wide when he saw Bantam � and even wider at the sight of Rachelle. Instinctively, Bantam pushed Rachelle behind him and gripped her hand.
Veerspike gave a sickly smiled and pulled out a gun. �Welly well. So here's where my fiancee has been. Kidnapped by the saboteur � who I thought was dead! Rampsman! How'd you manage that, eh? You think I tortured you before? That was nothing. The Pinion can be turned up much higher.� He turned to Rachelle. �Come on, darling. Step away from the prisoner.�
�No," Rachelle said. She was shaking.
�What's that?�
�No, Victor. Our engagement is at an end.�
Veerspike went white as a sheet. �What talk is this? It's been arranged. You're an Archenstone. I'm a --�
�Traitor!� Rachelle shouted. �You were the one who brought down the Pin! I'd only suspected � but since you're here to collect your next message from the 'ton, now I know it was.�
Veerspike's face melted into a hurt-puppy look. �Sweetheart. You�ve got it all wrong. He's the one. Bantam, the prisoner. He came to the 'ton to get his next message from the Nazi's. I had him followed here. He's got you brainwashed.� Veerspike stepped forward. �I'm here to arrest him.�
Rachelle was on the verge of tears. �I found the proton flame chemicals. You thought you hid them well enough, but you didn't. I know where you keep the whiskey. I wanted to know --! I wanted to know if you were still drinking or not. But instead I found � that. I didn't even know what it was until you planted it in Benjamin�s room and pretended it was his!�
Veerspike's eyes fluttered. �Benjamin. Benjamin, is it? First name terms with Benjamin, are we now?� Veerspike raised the gun. �A lady does not refer to a gentleman by his first name unless they are familiar.� 
Veerspike was going to kill him. Right here, right now. Bantam saw it in his eye � the baroque, dull gleam of bloodlust. 
Before he could pull the trigger, Bantam yelled out: �Gaspar! Mesmerize all three of them! Now!�
The 'ton's gears whirred and chirped in his head. He emitted a strange blast of sound and the air shimmered. Bantam found himself yawning and doing head-nods � but Veerspike and his cronies immediately slumped to the ground.
�I don't know how long this will last," Bantam said, grabbing Rachelle's hand. �Run!�
They bolted from the dressing room and out of the club. Within moments, they were on an outside platform thronged with people. �Air Way cars over yonder,� Rachelle said. But one look in that direction and Bantam didn't like it; there were too many people. 
�No. This way," he said over Rachelle's protest. 
But no sooner had they stepped onto a new platform than Rachelle shrieked in alarm: her dress was caught in something on the ground.
�Moving pavement!� Rachelle yelled at him. Bantam looked down in alarm. Rachelle pulled against the hem of her dress, but the cloth was stuck between two plates of a metal sidewalk that pulled her along with it. The plates screeched and crunched as they slid forward.
Bantam looked over his shoulder; to his dismay, Veerspike and his men were just emerging from the Magfly � and they'd been spotted.
The moving pavement yanked Rachelle mercilessly forward. Below them, clanking machinery hissed with great gouts of stream, driving the plates. Bantam dropped to the ground and pulled on the hem � to no avail. There was no time for this: he ripped the garment and freed her. Together they bolted up a nearby staircase to a platform. 
A Manhattan Air Way car was just departing � they slipped inside just as the doors closed. Veerspike and his men arrived just in time to see the car speed along a cable into the fog.
�He'll only take the next car," Rachelle said. 
�I know," Bantam said. �But I just bought us some time to --�
There was a gunshot and the Air Way car shook violently. The sound of a wire vibrating wildly filled the air. 
�Is he � shooting at us?� Bantam asked. How? He can't see us: there's too much fog?
Bantam soon got his answer. Another gunshot, and the cable went slack. The Air Car began to fall.
�Hold on!� Bantam yelled to Rachelle.
But the Car's operator was smart enough to lock the brakes � it had a grip on the wire with crunch. Within seconds, it went taut as the car slammed into the side of the building it had just departed. The passengers landed in a pile at the rear of the Car, screaming in terror.
�C'mon," Bantam yelled to Rachelle. �We have to get out of here.� He stood and kicked out a window � to the horrified looks and panicked yells of the other passengers. 
He and Rachelle looked at each, and wordlessly made a decision: they jumped onto the Helux ballon of a nearby Growler. A great many were parked nearby, and Bantam and Rachelle scampered madly across their tops, great yawning deaths on either side. 
Veerspike and his men had wasted no time: they descended on the damaged Air Way cable and were already dashing across the balloons themselves.
They began shooting.
Holes appeared in front of Bantam and Rachelle, great spouts of Helux gas shot out of newly-formed bulletholes. Helux was visible as a cloud of gold particles, almost like glitter. But it vented with a terrible force that would certainly toss them over the edge if it hit them.
And it was heated, Bantam discovered with a shimmer of searing air against his face. That stuff was like lava blasting up � it would cook them where they stood if they were it.
As the shooting started, Growler passengers all around howled in terror. Nearby Air Way platforms emptied quite suddenly with a lot of uncivilized pushing and shoving.
Rachelle pointed. �There! We must jump to the next level down!� Bantam looked: another clumping of Growlers one story below. Probably a taxi line, he reasoned. 
He nodded and they landed softly on a balloon top. Here, they were obscured by the taxi line above: Veerspike had no clear shot.
�Again," Bantam insisted, seeing that it had worked once. And Rachelle nodded. When they reached the next level, they slid down one ballon surface and into the carriage of another.
The woman piloting the Growler yelled, �Tut! Who are you? A screwsman and his toffer?� But Bantam pushed her away from the controls and headed back into the fog bank, away from the building. Rachelle tried to quiet her.
�Perhaps we will lose him in the vapors," she remarked to Bantam.
�Maybe," Bantam said. �I'm not going to take any chances.� He pushed the steering wheel down and the Growler descended, covered by mist. He couldn't see a thing. He could hear a constant ping! noise all around him, coming from different directions at regular intervals.
�Set the doo-dah!� the woman yelled at him. �Are you mad? Nobody can see us!�
Bantam looked at Rachelle, then nodded to the woman. �You set it.� She pushed a button near the steering wheel; instantly, Bantam's Growler began to ping as well. 
Another gunshot rang out in the mist, then another. �He is vexed," Rachelle said. �He aims he knows not where, hoping by chance alone to --� Just then, a shriek rang out with a horrific popping sound. A naphtha lamp above them and to the right suddenly dropped rapidly. The terrified howling of the pilot grew fainter and fainter until it could not be heard.
This went on for several minutes, and then they finally emerged from the far side of the bank. Bantam spotted a platform on a nearby building. He let the woman have the wheel back. �Drop us off over there.� Scowling, she did so, and cursed them out as she left. 
Bantam and Rachelle entered the building, but after twenty minutes or so, they were surprised that is seemed to be completely empty of people. As they descended a staircase, it began to shake violently. �Aw geez," Bantam said. �What now?�
Out the window of the next landing, they saw that the building was moving. They were below the mist layer and could see all the way down to the ground: the building was mounted atop a very wide locomotive-like vehicle. It steamed along on a giant track.
Another gunshot caused Bantam to snap away from the sight: on a landing many stories above them was Veerspike and his men. Bantam and Rachelle exited to the floor they were on. 
They were in luck: this floor was open the sky on the far side, and it was literally stacked with personal dirigibles. There were hundreds of them. The craft looked like ski lifts with an Helux bubble attached. Oh, so that's why the building moves, Bantam realized. They were in a mobile parking garage! It probably rolled all over the city on a set schedule, letting people drop off and pick up --
Rachelle uttered a noise that indicated exasperation. Oh right. Somebody's trying to kill us.
Within moments, they were airborne again, doo-dah pinging and naphtha lamp cutting through the fog. �This time, I will pilot," Rachelle said. Bantam demurred.
They rose into the busy, crazy sky, barely avoiding several collisions. 
�Jesus. Haven't you people invented lanes yet?� Bantam said. �A little tip from my world: look into it.�
�Lanes. Lanes are for bumpkins. This is New York City," Rachelle replied, a little smugly. �If you can't handle it, go back to the deadlurk.�
�There," Bantam said, pointed at an Air Way car that was headed their way. �I want to catch the uptown line. Those zip along a lot faster than these balloon-things. I want a lot of distance between us and Veerspike as quickly as I can get it. Set us down on the roof.�
She did so wonderfully, Bantam admired. And she can drive. I might be in love already. 
They let their Growler float away aimlessly as they clung to the roof of the car. Bantam already had the top hatch opened when Veerspike and his men appeared like a hawk from clouds, their growler rising up over the prow of the car, barely avoiding a collision. Veerspike seemed as surprised as they were by this turn of events.
Bantam and Rachelle crouched in a panic as Veerspike's foot almost clipped them both in the head. �Turn around! Turn around, you fools!� Veerspike yelled. But balloons did not turn well suddenly. With a tight grin, Bantam realized that Veerspike was going to miss them � the Air Way car would be gone long before they could manage the turn. 
But then there was another gunshot: with a start Bantam saw that Veerspike had shot out his own Helux balloon. As the craft fell, Veerspike jumped out and landed on the car. But his two men, taken by surprise, watched helplessly, at first confused, and then terrified as they plunged to their deaths.
�The Fuhrer thanks you for your service," Veerspike said with a sneer to their quickly-receding screams. Then, he rose and aimed his gun at Bantam. �I'll be needing my communication from Berlin now.�
�Sorry," Bantam said. �Get a coggler to check your gears: I don't truck with Krauts.�
Veerspike pulled the trigger.
Click! Empty.
With one swift motion, Veerspike pulled a dagger from his sleeve. Bantam thought he saw an SS 'death's head' on the handle. He could see this detail only because the dagger was already in the air and almost to his head --!
�Mesmerize!� Rachelle shouted. And Bantam slapped himself, nudging his head out of the path of the dagger at the last sliver of a second.
But now he was off balance, teetering, falling �
Madly, his fingers clutched and grabbed onto the footrail. The passengers of the car gasped at the window. He barely had a grip as he dangled from the Air Way car, zipping along at eighty miles an hour. 
Veerspike turned now to Rachelle, who clung to the open hatch door in the howling wind.
�Dollymop!� He yelled at her. �Common tramp! How could you betray your husband?�
�How could you betray your country?� Rachelle shot back. �You destroyed our space program!�
�Oh, you don't understand," Veerspike said, shaking his head. �A new empire is arising in the world, one that will last for a thousand years! A brilliant man leads it � if you could only hear him speak, you would feel his majesty for yourself! 
�This man � he is a new messiah! He will lead humanity into the future, a brighter future than you can possibly imagine. Oh, not everyone is invited of course. The way must be cleared first. There are too many people in the world. And most of them unfit, unclean! Vermin must be exterminated!
�But you can still be a part of it, Rachelle. You are invited! Come back to me now. Be by my side. Be with me in the new world order.�
�Oh, my formerly betrothed. How can you know me so poorly? If this empire is to be led by the man Benjamin described, then it is an empire of hoaxes, darkness and sand. I would rather die.�
�So be it," Veerspike growled and launched himself at her.
She screamed and dodged, scampering across the roof of the car. But her close-cropped dress and corset beneath did not permit much agility. Veerspike quickly pinned her, and held a dagger at her throat.
�Goodbye, Rachelle. The blood of my beloved on my blade � in the name of the Reich? My Fuhrer will weep tears of joy when he learns of it.�
As he sank his blade into her neck, Bantam's boot cracked him across the temple, sending him skidding across the metal-slick roof. He grabbed the open hatch at the last second. Bantam bounded after him. Veerspike rose and the two began exchanging blows.
Bantam knew Tae Kwon Do, but Veerspike was nearly double his weight in both muscle and fat. Veerspikes blows � when they connected � were like a meteor crashing through a forest. But Bantam's blows were precise and aimed at soft spots � the windpipe, the temple, the ribcage. 
�Not bad for a jelly-belly," Bantam taunted. 
�Only women kick. Men fight with their fists," Veerspike said, not knowing how to defend himself from such blows and clearly irritated by that. �I�m going to nobble you and good, pidgeon.�
�Well, I have to --�
Bantam was cut off as the Airway car bounced suddenly � they'd hit a switch cable. They sped off in a new direction through the iron canyons of New York City.
The sudden jolt caused Veerspike and Bantam to stumble, but they both regained their footing. But Rachelle was thrown from the roof. She plummeted downwards �
�Rachelle!� Bantam yelled. But Veerspike offered him no respite; fists thundered in his face, there was nothing he could do.
It went on like this for several more minutes, the two of them in a deadlock of skill versus size, evenly matched. 
Then Veerspike made a mistake: he left his side unprotected. Bantam spun with all his might and gambled on a flying roundhouse kick to the ribs � and the gamble paid off. 
Crunch!
The sound of ribs cracking, bending inwards, puncturing the lung. Veerspike coughed immediately; blood was already pouring into his lung. Soon, he would drown in it.
And the force of the kick had sent Veerspike careening off the roof �
When Bantam peered over the edge, he saw both Rachelle and Veerspike hanging from the foot rail. 
Rachelle had managed to climb up onto it and she was steady, whereas Veerspike was holding on by a single hand.
�Here!� Rachelle said, offering her hand. But Veerspike didn't want that. Savagely, he tore at her dress, trying to pull her down with him. Blood poured from the corner of his mouth. �No!!!� Rachelle cried, backing away. �Let go!!�
His grip slipped. He latched onto Rachelle's dress. For a moment, they hung there together � Rachelle hanging onto the foot rail for dear life with all of Veerspike's weight pulling on them. 
But then Bantam was at her side. He turned his gaze to Veerspike.
�You want to reduce the world population? Fine. Let's start with you.�
Bantam kicked Veerspike in the face. The portion of dress he was holding onto ripped. 
And Victor Veerspike went howling down into the abyss of cloud below.

Nine: The Phlogistonian

THE PHLOGISTONIAN aerotel was permanently lodged in the clouds above New York City. Under construction for the past fifteen years and newly-opened, it was the latest marvel and newest gilded playground of society. 
As they approached in a Growler taxi, Bantam saw that the 'aerotel' was essentially a large building kept permanently aloft by a great number of Helux-filled shafts and columns built directly into the superstructure. A complex system of hydrologic circuitry and gyroscopes and propellers worked in concert to continuously nudge the building into the same location, accounting for the the shifting winds and weather. 
In short: it was a great golden palace floating in the sky. Rachelle figured it was just the place for them to hole up for a bit and figure out what to do next.
The lobby was a cacophony of top hats and ladies in mink, several of these carried fashionable and elegant miniature horses. Bantam had thought these pets to be a peculiarity of the 'ton Gasper, but it was evidently a widespread fad.
�But how are we going to get in?� Bantam asked. �This is the twirly moustache version of an Ian Schrager hotel, and we have no reservation.�
�I'm an Archenstone, remember? This hotel was built with my family's money.� She went to the front desk and within seconds a bellhop was scurrying. He led them to an elevator made of crystal. It was like being inside a chandelier, Bantam thought as they ascended. 
Their room was appointed so lavishly it bordered on hallucination. Marble and gold and sapphires adorned the walls and columns. There was an open-air balcony with a rich firepit crackling in the sunset. They were fairly high up in the air, of course, but by some trick of the architecture, it was only mildly windy and not cold at all. 
Rachelle dismissed the bellhop with a generous tip and closed the door. �Thank you for trusting me," she said to Bantam. �We need the rest. And we need a place to hide out while I think. If we go back to MacLaren now, we will simply be arrested. I'm certain Victor left standing orders for my incarceration � and if they saw you alive, you'd be in clappers even more quickly than I.�
Bantam allowed himself to collapse on the bed. Exhaustion flooded him. �I'm sorry," he said to Rachelle. �I just got hit with a wave of tired that you wouldn't believe.�
�Oh, that's understandable. You still haven't properly recovered from the Pinion,� Rachelle said. �Not to mention the tincture I gave you. It is harmless, but not altogether without a toll. And all you've done recently is run for your life. I'm surprised you're even on your feet.�
She circled the bed and took his pulse, and then felt his forehead. �You are on the mend, though. That is the good news. But now, we must warn the Army base of the message we intercepted. We must tell them to have the men standing at the ready, not drunk in the kife.�
Bantam started to get up. �No. If they know where we are, they'll arrest us --�
Rachelle pushed him back down. �I am not daft! Yes, we would be nibbed and quick. I had thought of that. That's why we'll need a nose instead.�
�A � what?�
�An intermediary.�
�Who?�
�I was thinking that Mr. Hardin's friend from the Cape and Cane would be suitable. That dodgy DionySYS fellow. I can send him a p-mail from here.�
�What, what? There can't be pneumatic tubes that reach up here! They'd snap in the wind!�
Rachelle laughed. �Have you forgotten the Volzstrang Pin so easily? Of course there are.�
�Oh. Right," Bantam said tapping his forehead. �That's me, still not thinking with my top hat.�
�In any event, I will ask him to kindly relay the message to Mr. Volzstrang, who can attend to it on that end. I will send the message in such a species of mathematics that Mr. Volzstrang will know at once that it could not be a forgery, and that I must be its author.�
�And then Volzstrang will raise the alarm. Keep everyone on their toes.�
�Yes," Rachelle said, pushing him down. �Now. You must rest.� 
It was accidental, of course, but she was tantalizingly close. In the act of pushing him back down, she'd overextended just a bit more than she had anticipated, and her weight now was on his chest.
Their eyes met. She didn't pull away. 
The curve of her waist, the line of her neck � these things were immediate and palpable in new ways he had not considered.
Normally, this would be the moment Ben Bantam would certainly not miss. But this was different. Rachelle was different from any girl he'd known before. Something held him back. 
She seemed to sense this and pushed herself back up. �Sleep, Mr. Bantam. Rest. And when you awake, the message will have been accomplished.�
Bantam watched her as she moved away. Gracefully, she sat at the ornate desk across the room. She pulled stationary from the drawer and began to compose her message.
WHEN BANTAM AWOKE again it was midday. 
Rachelle lay next to him, on top of the covers and still fully dressed except for her hat. She was curled up breathing softly. 
He resisted the urge to sweep her hair away from her eyes.
Gently, he rose. He pulled his suspenders on, and adjusted the various buttons and things. Damn weird clothes, he thought.
He went to the open air balcony. A sea of cloud stretched in every direction. A wide staircase of marble stood just before him, descending down into mist as though one could simply walk across the sky. 
It should have been ferociously windy and cold. But it wasn't. It was strangely peaceful.
Above him were three massive propellers, continuously making small adjustments, rotating this or that was every so slightly, in an effort to keep the Phlogistonian in a perfectly stable hover above New York City.
Ah, and possibly the propellers also worked against the wind as well, balancing it breath for breath. Bantam wasn't sure exactly how the sky had been tamed, but it had been.
Then Rachelle was suddenly beside him. �How did you sleep?�
�Like a dead man. That Pinion �� He shook his head. 
�Yes," she said quietly. �The message has been sent, as I promised. There is nothing more we can do now. And you must eat. Here. Let me order room service. The firepit on the balcony is quite marvelous. We can have a salon of our own, just the two of us.�
A TRAY OF meats and cheeses and wine was set up for them on the balcony. Bantam could hardly stop himself from consuming it in a rude and ravenous fashion, looking up at Rachelle with apologetic eyes � but she seemed not notice. Instead, she ate with the dainty grace of a woman of this age. 
As the day wore on into evening, she asked him many questions about his world. Bantam spent most of the time telling her about the Beatles and Facebook and iPhones and television and airplanes and even the moon landing in his own 1969. She could not get enough of these details, and he barely had any time to ask her more about her own world.
But then conversation drifted to their beliefs in supernatural phenemenon, and she offered a tale of a medium that caused him to visibly sit up and listen.
�It's quite strange, really. You see, a number of years ago, I went to see a spiritualist. It was kind of on a lark, a dare, you know, with a friend. I didn't take it seriously at all. I thought it all flim-flam: you know, tricks done with ropes and confederates in the dark, designed to elicit wonder with the sudden ringing of bells and shaking of tambourines. 
�But this was nothing like that. Instead, it took place fully in the light of day. The woman � a didikko, a gypsy, darkly beautiful � she was confident and strong. There was nothing about her that bespoke a charlatan. As you know, I am a scientist, and I am no flat: I am very confident in my knowledge. Likewise, she displayed the same confidence, the same fire in her eye about her occult art. 
�She bid me to sit down and she looked at my palm. She looked for a long time. She seemed to descry some puzzlement there, a conundrum that she could not solve. Finally she said, 'You were meant to have one true love, but fate has given you two. And yet your fate is double: you have two lives, and they intertwine over one another. I have never seen anything like this. I do not know what it means. But it is clear that in both lives, you are quite important. You alleviate the suffering of billions. That is your fate, that is your truest purpose. Astonishingly, you manage it not once but twice, though in wholly different ways both times.'"
�This woman," Bantam said, his throat tight. �What was her name?�
�Yes. I will never forget it. Madame Europa Romani.�
Bantam felt like he'd just been socked in the gut. 
�What is it?� asked Rachelle.
�I met her granddaughter," Bantam said. �Before I came back. She read my fortune and she told me something odd as well.� The encounter had been disturbing to Bantam; she had thrown him out, horrified. But for Rachelle's sake, he kept that to himself. �She told me I would meet my soulmate.�
Rachelle smiled broadly at this. �That is most peculiar. You see, Madame Romani told me something else along those lines. She said that a man would come from far away, further than I could imagine. This man would be my true love. And I would know him by this sign: that upon our first meeting, he would notice a fascinator in my hair. And he would take it from me and perform an illusion with it.�
His heart jack-hammered in his chest. Rachelle's eyes burned into his soul just then. They moved closer.
�And do you believe her?�
�I never used to believe in such things," Rachelle said. �I was a scientist. But now � now, I must confess: I do. How else can one explain what you did with the fascinator?
�No one else has ever thought to do something like that?�
�No. You must understand that here, such a thing is not done. Men are not so forward. Oh, I know you didn't understand that, being from your world, where I suspect such things are much more � liberated.� She smiled at him and pulled the fascinator from her hair � causing it to drop in a waterfall of auburn down her shoulders. �Being from a liberated world, you are educated in the arts of love, are you not Mr. Bantam?� 
He nodded, not able to take his eyes off her and coming fully awake now. �Uh huh. And you? I mean � like Hendrix said: are you � experienced?�
She didn't answer directly. �Whoever this 'Hendrix' is, I suspect he would instruct you to follow me inside this very instant.�
Bantam did so.
Once inside, she leaped forward into his arms and they both collapsed into the bed, mouths clamped on one another, as Bantam tried to figure out how, exactly, a woman's clothes were removed in this world. 
~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~
�THAT WAS wonderful and delicious," Rachelle said, rolling over at last after hours of lovemaking. 
Bantam could only nod. He was still catching his breath. He couldn't believe how long they had. �You're amazing," he finally managed to say. �I thought Victorian girls were all prim and proper. Where did you come from?�
She smiled. �Why, I came from you, silly.� Bantam raised a brow. �If it wasn't for you coming back in time, the Day of the Red Sun would have never happened. My parents would have never met.�
�That is a weird thought," Bantam said, truly digesting it for the first time.
�It is strange indeed. To think! Here I am with a man who accidentally caused my very existence!�
�Yes. You were my accident," Bantam kidded. He was rewarded with a flurry of tickling.
�You are so unlike any man I've ever met," Rachelle said with a new sparkle of wonder in her eyes. 
�How so?�
�You're � you're free. You're not caught up in embarassment when you are with a woman. You're a wild thing. You must understand that is very rare in this world. The men here � they are not as open as you.�
Bantam smiled. �Ah. That's easy. They simply haven't invented rock n' roll here yet.�
�And what is � ?�
�Never mind ��
With that, they spent another few hours together until they were utterly exhausted and into a deep sleep.
WHEN BANTAM awoke next, he saw to his surprised that Rachelle had a surprise for him: a tuxedo, complete with cane, top hat and cape. 
Bantam laughed aloud when he saw it. �Where did you get that?�
�This is only the most stylish hotels in the world, Mr. Bantam. Just about anything can be had simply by asking the concierge.�
Bantam eyed it. �Will it fit?�
Rachelle giggle and snuggled up to him. �I measured you as you slept.�
�Hopefully I can figure out how to put it on. All the odd clothes in this world are completely confusing.�
�Oh, but you do think us odd. Don't you?�
�Yes. All these twirly moustaches make me dizzy.�
�What was it you called it in the hydrologics room? 'A crazy top hat world'. Yes, that was it. What exactly is so crazy about it?�
�Oh I don't know. Everybody talks on eggshells. You all fly around in balloons.�
�But you like it," she grinned.
�Oh. I'm beginning to really like it.�
She grabbed his arm and grinned wide. �You're going to really like dinner tonight. I think you will be amazed by what you will see! Hurry up and put on your tux!�
THE GRAND ballroom was a vision unto itself. It was situated in the exact center of the 'Phlo-Jo' as Bantam had taken to calling the hotel (he explained that 'Ho-Jo' was short for another 'famous and elegant' hotel in his own world; Rachelle was puzzled as to why he found this hilarious in the extreme). It was a massive wide-open space, shaped somewhat like an egg, and topped with an iron spiderweb of glass and jewels that let the moonlight and starlight bathe gloriously down in shafts of silver and ivory. 
But the most amazing thing was the people, who 'danced' on the air, aided by Helux pouches strapped to their gowns and tuxedos. They twirled and spun, laughing, some very high in the air, some barely two meters from the ground. Some floated to open landings above, situated everywhere around the ballroom and stood there, watching the other dancers. Others performed choreographed tumbles and rolls, showing off their prowess in three-dimensional dancing.
As Bantam looked more closely, he saw that the Helux harnesses were controlled by small propellers attached to the boots and back of the dancers. Only the men wore these, and thus led the dance. 
Waiters also went to and fro the domed ceiling above, wearing the batwing contraptions that Bantam had seen policemen wear in New York below. They carried silver trays of food to the diners, who were all seated on the ground in alcoves near the dance area. There was also an orchestra, and several couches beneath the dancers, arranged in concentric circles, where the men smoke cigars while their ladies fashionably sniffed cocaine from their rings. 
The whole thing had a marvelousness to it that Bantam could barely pull his eyes away from. Rachelle, noticing this, smiled. �Crazy top hat world, hmm?�
�And getting crazier by the second," Bantam replied, wonder drenching his voice. �We don't have Helux where I come from. But if I ever get back there, I'm inventing it. This'll be a huge hit with skateboard set.�
�Why? Would you want to try the air-waltzing?�
�Oh no. No. I can't even dance on the ground, let alone �. that.�
As if to emphasize his point a woman suddenly screamed � partly in fear, partly in pleasure � suddenly realizing how high up she was. Her gentleman quickly propelled to her to a nearby balcony far above. 
A hostess � floating just above them, and evidently expert at graceful motions in the air � led them to their table, which was near the orchestra. 
�Well. I can't wait to see what's on the menu.� When the waiter arrived, bringing giant, oversized tomes all hand-written with calligraphy, Bantam was surprised to notice that it was all birds. Ostrich, goose, chicken, turkey � even dodo, Bantam noticed to his surprise. �This place has a feather fetish. Does everything have to be about flying?�
Rachelle laughed like tinkling crystal. �That is the theme of the hotel, my sweet.�
Bantam grinned and reached out for her hand. She pulled back demurely and raised a fan to her face, hiding behind it. �Oh no. Not here in the age of aether. Not in public, anyway.�
Bantam raised an eyebrow. �The � what? Age of --?�
�Age of aether. That's what many philosophers call the modern times. All of our inventions, the spirit of the age, the zeitgeist if you will.�
�I like it," Bantam said. �Good branding. Better than the industrial age, anyway.�
�That gypsy. Miss Romani. She told me that another age was coming soon. The age of iron. That the world would be a prison. Oh heavens. Do you think she could have meant the Nazi's?�
�If they win the war �� Bantam said. 
�But they can't!� Rachelle protested. �They just can't. There are things we are working on, we Americans, you know. Weapons.� She lowered her voice. �I never told Dr. Hardin about this � as he would never approve � but the main project I was working on was biological. A sort of weapon. We're not defenseless against the Nazis.�
Adrenalin zinged through Bantam's chest. Biological? Could it be? Could it even possibly be?
�Rachelle. This is important. Is this biological weapon based on smallpox?�
It was her turn to look up in shock. �Why. Yes. Yes it is. How did you know that? How could you know that? It's a complete secret!�
�Because I was sent back in time to find the cure for a disease. One that was based on smallpox, one invented in 1944. We call it The Shadow. It works by causing these black boils to appear and --�
�And by attacking the blood," Rachelle finished. �It turns black; the red blood cells are turned. Yes I know. We crossbred it with bubonic plague and several other strains of lnfluenza. Released into population, they will all be dead within days.�
�Rachelle. Do you have the cure? Do you know what the cure is for The Shadow?�
�Yes," Rachelle said. �Of course. I developed it. That was my work.�
Oh my God. Oh my God.Oh. My. God.
The room yawned around Bantam and the dancers suddenly seemed like demons circling in the sky. His eyes rose as he struggled to process this.
But just then, Bantam rose from the table suddenly.
�What is it?� Rachelle asked.
�I'll take you up on that dance now," Bantam replied, eyes full of odd intensity. Quickly, he grabbed her hand and headed for the booth where they rented Helux harnesses. 
�Two please. You'll be paid double if you move fast.�
�Yes sir!� the man said beaming. He did so, and inside of a minute, Bantam had his strapped around his tuxedo. The man had given him a lead weight to hold as he buttoned him up. 
�Thank you," Bantam replied, and then spun and threw the weight at an incoming waltzer who was just landing. The man caught it with an 'oof!' and sank to the floor.
�Soldiers! From the base!� Bantam explained to Rachelle. �I recognize them both!� Then he turned, weightless now from Helux, and kicked another incoming soldier squarely in the stomach.
This propelled Bantam upwards, out of control, somersaulting helplessly. To his surprise, he popped up precisely in between a dancing couple, sending the older lothario gentleman sailing, and finding himself air-waltzing with the pretty young blonde who had been the object of his affection. 
�Oh. Hello," Bantam said with a smile.
Rachelle saw this and the tips of her ears turned pink with anger. �Why he --� She turned to the rental gentleman. �Mine! On! Now!� The man hurriedly obeyed.
But Bantam's pursuers had recovered and had launched themselves upward at him at a fast clip.
�Tut! Tut!� yelled a man seated in something like a lifeguard chair about midway up. He pointed at a sign that read:
Graceful Velocities Only!
Gentlemen especially will remember that the Waltz is a gallant dance of grace, and an Air Waltz is 
the most gallant dance of them all!
But of course, the soldiers paid him no heed. One was almost upon Bantam when he noticed and extricated himself from the embrace of the blonde. But she was frightened and held on to one of his hands � while the soldier missed Bantam but grabbed onto her other hand.
The trio now spun in midair, girl screaming between them.
Meanwhile, her lothario date was now back, and, missing the girl, he grabbed onto Bantam's other hand, making it a spinning foursome. He cursed and snarled at Bantam, trying to climb up his arm.
The other waltzers began to notice the ruckus now, though the orchestra was oblivious and kept playing. Screams erupted here and there, and some couples began landing on the various balconies. 
Bantam suddenly pulled the two ends of the spinning human chain towards each other, causing them all to crash into one another and let go. Bantam went flying upwards towards the ceiling. 
From there, he saw that Rachelle had made her way to the second soldier and was yelling something at him furiously as the both floated in a chaste embrace.
Still, Bantam grumbled inwardly at the sight of it.
He was about to launch himself downwards when something caught his eye out of the skylight. His eyes going wide, he launched himself downwards directly at Rachelle and the solider. 
When he reached them, he grabbed Rachelle and pushed off the wall again. �MOVE! MOVE! YOU TOO!� he yelled to the soldier. �THE FLOOR! GET DOWN THERE QUICKLY!�
Puzzled, the soldier followed them both. 
When they landed, Bantam grabbed a steak knife from the nearest table. �Turn around!� he ordered Rachelle. She did so and Bantam cut the whimsical straps that held the Helux bubbles to her arms. They both flew up and away. Then, Bantam did the same to the soldier and himself. 
�What is it?� Rachelle yelled at him. �What's wrong?�
BLAM!!!!!!
The skylight exploded. Glass broke into a thousand pieces, but didn't fall; instead, it was sucked out into the sky above. 
Several waltzers were sucked out as well, soundlessly, as the screams were torn from their mouths by a sudden vaccum. The other soldier was one of these unfortunates.
�Hold into something!� Bantam yelled to the soldier, latching his own arm around a nearby statue and his other around Rachelle. 
Wind howled around them. The ballroom had become a hurricane. People everywhere desperately clung to whatever was nearby. Most made it � but some did not. Every once in awhile, there was the terrifying howl of someone else suck up, up and out of the Phlogistonian.
Over the cacophony Bantam yelled, �We're under attack! A giant Nazi dirigible is parked right off our bow and it's taking pot-shots at us!�
There was another explosion somewhere. Loud. And the Phlogistonian creaked and tilted. Tables and chairs and food and people all tumbled along the floor now, sliding towards the front reception area.
Bantam, Rachelle and the soldier all tumbled as well. 
All three still wore Helux bubbles attached to their legs; they were semi-weightless. Thus when they finally stood, they floated slightly off the ground before thumping back down again. It was like running in a dream. The air was made of molasses.
But then they found an alcove. It was a back-office entrance, but it kept them from falling towards the tilt. 
�What now?� Bantam asked Rachelle and the solider. �I'm out of ideas. Sorry. This isn't my world.�
�The Growlers. Air Taxi's. They will be quite some number moored up front. We need to get to one.�
Another bomb hit the far side of the hotel as if to emphasize this point. 
The aerotel tilted further. She was now actively falling from the sky.
Clumsily, the threesome were dislodged and bounced along the floor, finding themselves at last in a Growler. 
Bantam cut the last of the Helux bubbles from them as Rachelle piloted the growler away from the Phlogistonian, which was now aimed and falling like a great golden knife into the heart of New York City.

Ten: The Great Clanker Battle

The Great Clanker Battle, as it came to be known, began with a sneak attack in the early morning.
The Nazi Iron Scallops � a fleet of very large submarine transports � had run silent, creeping along the continental shelf up to New York harbor. Although Hitler had only recently seized power in this world, he had not been idle in the intervening years. Using money acquired through several sympathetic banking dynasties � including the Veerspike family � he had secretly built the largest fighting force the world had ever seen. Machines and airships and submarines of all kinds had been forged in factories deep in the wildernesses of the world. There, they had accumulated and waited for just over a decade.
It was this fighting force that Hitler now brought forth.
Under the shadow of the Statue of Liberty, the Iron Scallops had landed. Then, pulling up the shore docks, the great submersibles suddenly opened their scaly metal tops. 
Out poured Clanker after Clanker after Clanker �
The Nazi swastika of this world was slightly different � it was rounded and fit inside of a red circle like a gyre. But the horror that it represented was every bit as recognizable to Ben Bantam.This modified swastika was emblazoned upon every Clanker.
The Clankers themselves were basically tanks, but they walked on two iron legs. This enabled them to navigate any terrain. And each had several guns that were capable of shooting projectiles for several miles. 
The Nazis didn�t hold back; the second they landed in New York, they began firing upon buildings, upon dirigibles, upon the Manhattan Sky Way cars. The tubes of the Pneumanet were smashed to bits. The Nazi Clankers burned everything in their path. Millions died within the first hours of their arrival, and the Manhattan skyline was a horror of orange and billowing black smoke.
It was into this mess that Rachelle and Bantam�s Growler descended from the Phlogistonian.
They were on the ground in no time, immediately wondering whether the aerotel might have actually somehow been safer. The Nazi Clankers were everywhere, stomping horses and people into the sort of thing you never want to see.
But then � the American Clankers arrived!
Pouring out at once from a single canyon of buildings, Clankers emblazoned with the stars and stripes blasted away gloriously at their dark Nazi foes, destroying many in the first wave of the counter attack. 
One American Clanker nearby was hit and tipped over. When it did not rise, Bantam and Rachelle ran to it. Inside, the pilot was dead, hit by shrapnel. But his Clanker itself was still operational. Respectfully removing the soldier, Bantam and Rachelle worked together to operate it. 
�My ex-fiance once showed me how this works,� Rachelle explained. �Sorry to bring him up. Those levers there operate the legs. And this here, this fires the cannon.�
�Okay, I�m on legs, you�re on cannon. Cool?�
Rachelle looked confused. 
�Are you alright with that?� She nodded. �Great! Let�s go!�
Their Clanker rose from the ground. Bantam worked the legs such that it ran right into the middle of the battle. 
As the the fighting raged on from morning to afternoon, Bantam and Rachelle destroyed at least twenty Nazi Clankers. Rachelle was a crack shot on the cannon and Bantam was brilliant in maneuvering the Clanker in such a way that they avoided being hit, as well as positioning Rachelle for the kill.
Bantam rallied the American Clankers on several occasions when all seemed lost, boldly racing his out into the middle of the battlefield while Rachelle fired at the Nazi lines, destroying their leading units.
At one point, the Nazis launched a dirigible from the Iron Scallops � and it rained down a plasma lightning on the Americans. But the battle turned when Rachelle and Bantam bulls-eyed the balloon, setting it on fire and dropping the Battle Growler to the earth far below. 
It was at this point that the Nazis lost heart. Their Clankers began retreating. The Americans pounded them as they ran. Many enemy Clankers went down in a hailstorm of fire from the American lines. Cheers and huzzahs rang out.
The Nazi Clankers jumped back into their nautical conveyances which quickly turned and headed back out to sea.
It was only later that they learned that Cliff Cleveland, astronaut, had died in the battle, manning a Clanker. He had refused to back down, even in the face of the initial overwhelming onslaught of Nazi war machines. 
AT MACLAREN ARMY base, Benjamin Bantam and Doctor Rachelle Archenstone were greeted as heroes.
�It was your warning which made sure the men stood at the ready,� said acting General Fitzhenry to Rachelle. �We were not caught flat-footed. And that�s what enabled us to repel the sneak attack. Next time, we�ll be ready for those villains!�
�Well, it was Benjamin who discovered the Nazi communique,� she replied, her eyes shining with admiration. 
�Ah, it was nothing,� Bantam said. Rachelle hit him playfully. �Okay, it was kind of hard, actually.� She grabbed him by the neck and kissed him long and hard � and in public.
�Ho ho!� Fitzhenry said. �We should probably leave the two heroes of �The Great Clanker Battle� alone ��
�Oh wait �� Bantam said � as Rachelle punched him with a pout � �I was wondering � can I get access to my capsule?�
Fitzhenry smiled. �Of course. In fact, Hoermann Volzstrang has been anxiously waiting for your return.�
IT TURNED OUT that Hoermann Volzstrang had not been able to let go of the idea that an alternate version of himself had invented time travel in a world where electricity was real. Night and day, he had been working on a way to make the time capsule work again. And that�s when he happened upon a revelation: if he isolated that capsule from the earth�s damaged magnetic field, would the mythical and magical electricity actually work again? 
A hydrologic chamber was just the thing, Volzstrang figured: a rotating vat of fluidics, controlled in just the right way, could act as a shielding mechanism � 
When Bantam entered the time capsule, encased in Volzstrang�s chamber, and flipped the switch, he couldn�t believe his eyes as everything lit up.
�It works!� he screamed. �It all works!�
He tried the iPhone and the iPad next � they both turned on as they should. 
�Rachelle! Rachelle get in here! You have to see this!�
Bantam spent the next two hours showing her Angry Birds, Instagram, the Kindle app and other wonders. She was astonished beyond reason. Volzstrang loitered and pouted outside the whole time, so Bantam laughed as he invited him into the capsule next. He ran through all of it again. Even simple things like tiny bulbs alight with electric energy made Volzstrang visibly ecstatic with wonder.
�You must understand,� he explained with tears of joy in his eyes. �I am seeing the fairytales of my youth come alive. I am seeing magic happen before my eyes � and it is real, undeniably real.�
Bantam kissed Volzstrang�s forehead. �You bet it�s real. And your equations are what got me back here to show you. So you should thank your other self, not me.�
�This is sorcery,� Volzstrang said, voice dripping with awe. �To me, this is sorcery.�
�No, it�s not,� Bantam slapped him on the shoulder. �It�s science. Your science!�
THE WEEKS that followed were ones of unparalleled bliss for both Rachelle and Bantam. 
There were lots of long mornings that drifted into afternoons and then evenings where it then seemed silly to even leave the bed. 
Others on the base, including Fitzhenry, couldn�t help but smile in big goofy grins whenever the happy couple passed by holding hands. And the rest of the soldiers on the base took to saluting them wherever they appeared. The rumor that Bantam was US Army from the future had made the rounds, and now that he was a war hero in the present day, the salute seemed somehow required or at least appropriate. 
�Oy, they�ll be hammered for life,� some of them said of Rachelle and Bantam, ribbing each other. Rachelle refused to explain what this meant. Eventually Volzstrang told him it meant �to be married�.
Volzstrang, Rachelle and Bantam also spent a lot of time together. It was during these sessions that Volzstrang revealed to Bantam that he believed that the Timewave could be stopped from rolling back through time to 1881: theoretically, he could prevent the Day of the Red Sun from ever occurring. 
�But that would kill billions of people,� Bantam said. �People of this world would cease to exist.�
�Yet you�ve already done that,� Volzstrang said. �Yes, there is a version of me in both timelines. But for most people, there aren�t. By traveling back in time, and accidentally causing the Day of the Red Sun, you�ve made billions of unpeople already.�
That word, unpeople, haunted Bantam intensely. 
It made him think of the gypsy, that Europa Romani. 
�Were I to travel back to the future now, it would be a different future, right? It wouldn�t be the world I�d left at all.�
�That is so,� Volzstrang confirmed. �It would be the future of this world, not your world at all.�
Of course, traveling back to the future was the last thing on Bantam�s mind. 
He had no intention of ever leaving Rachelle�s side again.
ONE DAY, Fitzhenry summoned Bantam to his office.
�This is a time for truth. The war is going very badly,� he confided with a wobble in his voice that caught Bantam off guard. �Our victory in New York was short-lived. The Nazis quickly regrouped and nobbled us in the southern States. Much of America is under their rule. This is not widely known: we don�t want our military or even our people to lose heart. But we will soon be beaten.
�I should also tell you that Europe has completely fallen, as has Russia. Japan is not far behind. And as Germany conquers, she annexes the men and war machines of those nations. In this way, her own war machine is thus multiplied with each defeat. Even now, her final victory is inevitable just due to sheer numbers.�
Final victory �
�Dear God,� Bantam said, his head falling. �I didn�t know ��
�No, of course not,� Fitzhenry said. �And as if to add to our sorrow, the Nazi Pin was completed weeks ago. They have launched their own man to the moon � successfully. Their wretched flag is planted in the soil of that silvery world. We have lost the space race!� Fitzhenry looked almost on the verge of tears saying the words.
�But now I must ask you a question you may be loathe to answer, or to answer falsely, for I know you are forbidden by your commanders from revealing detail future events to us: How did you defeat the Nazi�s in your world?�
Fitzhenry bent forward, and Bantam could see the prayer in his eyes that he might reveal some secret, some truth that would make all the difference.
Bantam bowed his head. �We're so far off the rail from my timeline that my orders don't matter anymore. But anything I know still won�t help you, I'm afraid. Germany never invaded America in my timeline. 
�But to answer your question. We won by hitting them on the beaches of Normandy. We surprised them. That was how we won. But that won�t work here in this world, unfortunately.�
�You were able to contain them in Europe?�
�Yes.�
�And you are sure you are not concealing information? There is naught that you refuse to tell me?�
�No,� Bantam said. �You have my word. My original orders were not to reveal any details of the future to anyone in 1944. But this isn�t the same 1944, now is it? My orders no longer apply. If there was something I could tell you that would help you win the war here, I would.�
�Very well,� Fitzhenry said. �You�re no rampsman: your word it true.�
BUT THE WAR arrived on their own doorstep even sooner than Fitzhenry had guessed. One grim morning, Rachelle and Bantam awakened to billowing smoke on the horizon. It was then that they knew: Hitler was merely a few days away from MacLaren. 
Rachelle�s eyes filled with tears. �It feels like the end of all things, doesn�t it?� she said. �It�s more than just the horrible thing happening now. It�s more than that. It�s that all hope has been drained out of the world. Yes that�s it, exactly. It�s the end of hope.�
Bantam kissed her forehead. �We�ve been lucky to have the time we did. Many people don�t even get that. Don�t cry because it�s over; smile because it happened.�
�Oh, that�s beautiful. Let me guess: you�re quoting a great philosopher from your world.�
�Yes. His name was Doctor Seuss.�
�I should have liked to have met him,� Rachelle said. 
Bantam smiled. �In this world, he won�t ever exist. Because of that,� Bantam nodded at the horizon, �he never can be.�
�You don�t know that,� Rachelle said. �You can�t know that.�
Bantam�s eyes touched the ground. �But I do. His real name is Geisel. They�ll think he�s Jewish. They�ll find him. And they�ll kill him.�
Something snapped inside Rachelle that morning. Bantam could feel it. 
She had suddenly became very quiet and withdrawn. She went to see Volzstrang, and then Fitzhenry � alone. In fact, she�d insisted that Bantam not come along. 
He�d respected her wishes. And they would all likely be dead in the next few days or even hours; everyone was going to have a very different and private way of dealing with that. 
Yet something still gnawed at Bantam. He felt he was missing something important.
The guns on the horizon resumed, crowding his thoughts. The Nazi Clanker lines were gearing up for their final assault on MacLaren. The base itself was abuzz with defensive activity; men shoring up the walls, creating sandbagged gun nests, and preparing dirigibles for air and medical support. 
To his surprise, Fitzhenry came to find him.
�Shouldn�t you be commanding the battle?� Bantam asked.
�I am,� Fitzhenry replied. �Oh, the physical battle will rage on without me. But that is of no import. Instead, I have one last gambit to play � something that Doctor Volzstrang believes has a real chance of turning the war to our favor. But as with all such gambits, there is a horrible, terrible price to pay. Come with me.�
Bantam�s stomach turned to jello. This frightened him horribly, sent ice rattling deep down to the core of his soul. What on earth could be this be about?
Horrible � terrible � horrible � terrible �
He was marched into the room where Volzstrang housed his time capsule. 
To his horror, he saw Rachelle had locked herself inside.
She caught his eye through the window as soon as he entered. For a long moment, she held his gaze � then her eyes bent back down to whatever it was she was doing.
�What�s going on?� Bantam yelled at Volzstrang. �You have no right! That�s my capsule!�
�She is going to stop the Timewave,� Volzstrang explained calmly. �She will use the capsule to shatter it, right here and now. She will stop it propagating back through time. It will never cause the Day of the Red Sun. This should � �
�No!� Bantam howled. �No! Her parents met because of the Day! She�s going to wipe herself out of of history! She won�t ever have existed!�
Horrible, terrible price � 
�But then our world will turn back into your world � the one where the Nazis were defeated. This is our hope.�
�That�s easy for you to say! You exist in both timelines! She doesn�t!�
Jesus, no � please please please no � 
BOOM! The battle had begun outside. Already, ordinance was exploding nearby. 
�You�re not going to do it. I won�t let you.� Bantam surged forward, lunging at the door of the capsule. But to his shock, it had been welded shut. Tears streaking down his face, he banged on the window. �Rachelle! Rachelle! Stop this!�
She looked up � and smiled, which cracked his heart. �My love,� Rachelle said. �This is the only way. Only someone versed in the Volzstrang Equations can properly operate the controls of your wonderous capsule to ensure that the Timewave is completely shattered. No trace of it may remain or our task will fail. Oh, before you protest: yes, Doctor Volzstrang attempted to create a �ton capable of doing this, but the task was too complex, it requires the delicacy of human hands and mind and now � now, we have simply run out of time. 
�To repel a darkness this deep, there is naught but blood and toil and hard choices. But rejoice, for it was you who brought to us the means of our salvation.�
Rejoice? How could there be anything to rejoice about? 
�Did I say only this morning that hope was no more? That was not so. It was you who brought us hope. It was you who gave us the means change our past and this remake the future. In this way, we can still win the unwinnable war.�
�By hell,� Bantam snarled, banging like a wild animal on the door, trying to kick it open. �By hell!�
Rachelle laughed gently. �I knew you would react this way. That is why I insisted the door be fused shut.�
The capsule was humming audibly now. The crackling tachyon energy he knew all too well was beginning to form around the exterior. It tickled and danced around the metal frame.
BOOM-BOOM! A pair of missiles. This explosion caused the nearby wall to lurch and blast cinder-soot into the room. They could hear men shouting orders outside, along with the sounds of return fire. 
�Get her out of there!� Bantam insisted. He ran to Fitzhenry and shook him. �Do it, damn you! Get her out! Where�s the blowtorch?�
Fitzhenry did not reply. 
�She wanted you to have this,� Volzstrang said, ignoring Bantam�s rage and handing him a wooden box with gold leaf edging. It looked like a flattened music box.
�It is not to be opened it until the day you depart for the past is again today.�
�What is it?�
Volzstrang shrugged. �The lady did not say.�
�You helped her plan this,� Bantam panted. �You premeditated this. Or how else did you have time to make this box? I�ll never forgive you.�
Volzstrang nodded. �I did. I confess. But which would you choose? A thousand years of the Nazi Reich? Or Rachelle? She knew this. And she knew you could never make that choice. Remember that when you return.�
Return? Return to where? He wasn�t in the capsule: Rachelle was.
With a jolt of panic, he realized she wasn't even wearing a spacesuit.
And then the Volzstrang Timewave was here with them. It seared and singed and struck and sizzled, making a great Faraday cage of entire room. Bantam could even feel it sparking around inside his own mouth �
Just then, BOOM! A wall came toppling down, crushing Fitzhenry in a wave of bricks. A Nazi Clanker stepped through the rubble, naphtha lamps sweeping across the room, looking for soldiers to kill.
Bantam was kicked onto his back. The Clanker took aim at him and fired �
It had all happened so fast �!
At that split second, the Timewave detonated, collapsed. As Bantam watched in horror, the capsule imploded, screeching metal bending inward � and then it was vaporized. 
Rachelle!
But a new rebound wave of some sort expanded outward from the central point of the implosion, a ripple in the fabric of space-time. The MacLaren Army Base that Bantam had come to know � that beautiful, magical place! � transmuted by degrees into the MacLaren Army Base of his own world. Growlers morphed into cars. Clankers became tanks. And dirigibles became airplanes. Power lines hung from telephone poles. Electric lights lit up the night.
Rachelle!
Bantam looked down. He was still holding the package 
And he was back in his own timeline � but marooned in 1944.
=================
Eleven: Mobius
�AND SO I have lived, from that day to this," Bantam concluded.
Sabine sat stunned and silent. �But didn't you ever try to change anything?�
�No," Bantam said quietly and seriously. �If you'd been responsible for billions of unpeople, if you'd erased living souls from history, even accidentally � you would be very cautious about anything you did after that. No. Until today, that is. Only after today am I free to intervene in the history of the world once again.�
�But you were stuck in 1944 � what did you do?�
�Well the years yawned on ahead of me � years without Rachelle, which sent me into a tailspin of depression for which there was really only one cure: I joined the Army. For the second time, of course. 
�When I suddenly appeared at MacLaren in our own 1944, everything was familiar to me. I knew all the buildings. I knew where the new recruit barracks were. So I slipped in with them and pretended I'd only just arrived on the latest bus. During the chaos of the war, there were always new faces on base, and no one really questioned missing paperwork or the like � men were needed, soldiers, and that was what mattered.�
�So you fought in World War II?�
Bantam nodded. �I saw a year of action in the Pacific theater. Then I came home to MacLaren and served out the rest of my time. After that, I drifted around the country, doing odd jobs. But then, starting in the 70's, I used my knowledge of the future to play the stock market. I became wealthy and didn't have to work after that. I spent
�You never got married?� Sabine asked.
�No," Bantam smiled.
�Why?�
�I met a man in Rome once. His name was Mimmo. A charming man, a sweet man. He ran a restaurant called Taverna Flavia � it was all the rage in the 60's and 70's. Anyway, he was in love with Elizabeth Taylor. He had whole rooms � shrines, really � filled floor to ceiling with pictures and things she had once owned. He never stood a chance with her, of course, and he knew it. But he didn't care. He loved her. And he never married or looked at another woman again. As he explained this to me, I knew exactly how he felt. We toasted to this. Your grandmother was that for me.�
�What happened to all the girls, girls and more girls?� Sabine said with a sly smile.
�Ah," Bantam said. �They all paled after Rachelle Archenstone. I couldn't go back to that again.�
�So, did you ever � you know, like � run into yourself? Or see yourself as a kid or something?�
�I confess, only once," Bantam said. �I have no memory of seeing myself as an old man or speaking to myself, so never when I was older. But I did sit in the parking lot of the hospital on the day of my birth. I saw my mother � pregnant with me! � and my father as they pulled up and walked inside. And then I left: anything more was too risky in my view.�
�That had to have been weird.�
�It was. And kind of cool at the same time.�
�You really are my age," Sabine said, looking at him as if for the first time. �It's like you're just wearing old-man makeup. What's it feel like? To be old?�
�Put on a heavy jacket and oversized shoes. It feels like that all the time. Except for today. Today, I feel reborn.�
Sabine seemed lost in thought for a moment. Then she asked, �One thing doesn't make sense though. If my great-grandmother was like, erased or whatever � then how come I'm here? Wouldn't my mother and me be erased as well?�
Bantam smiled. �Ah. I was coming to that.
�While I was doing a carpentry gig in a Colorado mountain town, I spotted a familiar face on the Main Street boardwalk. I could scarcely believe my eyes: it was Cliff Cleveland! I approached carefully. It was clearly him � but a different version of him, a much more subdued and somewhat broken down version. This Cleveland was a working man, a painter. He looked up at me. No recognition in his eyes. We made smalltalk for five minutes � he was waiting for his wife and little girl he said and pulled out a smoke. And then � then I got the shock of my life.
�Out from the corner store came Rachelle Archenstone. A little girl dangled from one hand. At once, I knew that it was Cliff and Rachelle's child: the resemblance was unmistakable.�
�And that little girl was my grandmother," Sabine breathed. �Wasn't she?�
Bantam nodded. �While I stood there in pure shock, Cliff introduced me to 'his wife, Rachelle and girl, Lily.' When Rachelle's lightning-blue eyes rose to meet mine, I thought I would die of a heart attack. Again, no recognition, none whatsoever. Why would there be? Still, it iced the heart.
�Somehow, her parents had still met � despite there being no Day of the Red Sun in our world. How, I have no idea. The story her mother told her in that other world could have been a lie. Maybe her mother became pregnant out of wedlock and a fiction was concocted for public consumption � that sort of whitewashing was common in those days.
�Yet here was Rachelle, right in front me! But I saw at once that she was not well. Her skin was sallow and waxy � and I saw, to my horror, the early stages of The Shadow on her arms and legs.
�She must have seen the expression on my face because she said, 'Oh it's not catching. Don't worry. It's a rare disease, but it's not catching.' And then she smiled a smile that broke my heart right there.
�Over the next few weeks, the Clevelands had me over for dinner several times. Lily and her puppy took me right away. And Cleveland even perked up a little bit in my presence, glimmers of the Cleveland I knew in that other world sometimes appeared. For example, he was enamored with flight and anything related to astronomy. Sure, this Cleveland was no astronaut, but the makings were still there.�
�How did you feel about that?� Sabine asked. �I mean � Rachelle being with Cliff?�
Bantam shrugged. �I guess I was okay with it. If she had to be with someone other than me, I was just glad it was him.
�Anyway, during those weeks, Rachelle took a turn for the worse. The Shadow began to consume her visibly: I knew all the signs. Cleveland told me confidentially that she had been a scientist during the war � and that she'd worked on a biological weapon and was accidentally exposed. There was a cure, and she'd taken that cure in time to arrest the contagious stage of the disease � but not in time to save her own life. 
�It wasn't long, of course, until she died. This was around 1955 � far too young. I was at her funeral � Cliff and I, both weeping � and Cliff not fully understanding why her death would affect me to such a degree.
�Over the years, I visited a gravestone marked Rachelle Cleveland. There was buried the love of my love, who had both loved me in return and had never known me. I gently cleared the moss away from the grooves of the engravings left her flowers. And when Cliff Cleveland's headstone appeared next to hers in the early 1960's, I did the same for him. 
�And I looked after young Lily from a distance, always careful not to interfere too much. Mostly, I observed from afar and made sure she was all right in general. 
�And then the decades rolled past. The 1970's, 1980s, 1990's and 2000's � until finally we were in the 2010's of today. And once again, iPads and iPhones appeared, those magical futuristic devices that did not work back the age of aether, that strange other-world which I and I alone could still recall.�
�But you have still have something from it," Sabine said. �You still have the box Volzstrang gave you. Don't you?�
Bantam smiled. �Brilliant. Just like your great-grandmother. Yes. It is here.� Bantam bent to the sack he had brought with him and pulled out the slender wooden box with the gold trim. 
�But how can you have that?� Sabine breathed. �When the timeline got reset, why wasn't that erased?�
�Volztrang understood his own wave equations," Bantam explained. �This box was specifically designed to resist the propagation of timewave causality perturbations. Just like the capsule � based on his equations � had been. I mean, when I traveled back to the alternate 1944, why was I not erased upon arrival? The future that produced me would never come to pass: why didn't I cease to exist? Because Volzstrang's device put me in the 28th dimension and this protected me from such things. I am guessing that somehow, this box did the same thing. It is the only remnant to survive that deleted era � and at last, I am allowed to open it.�
Sabine gasped. �You mean � you waited? All this time? You�ve never even peeked inside?�
Bantam shook his head. �No. Unpeople, remember? I had no right. Anything I did could have had horrible repercussions, possibly even worse than the Shadow itself.
�And now I would like to open it with you, Sabine, great-granddaughter of Rachelle Archenstone. Shall we?�
Sabine nodded.
He popped the locked off the box. Two envelopes, brown with time, fell out. One was addressed to Benjamin Bantam directly. The other read simply, The Cure. 
Rachelle had written down the cure to the Shadow.
Bantam wasted no time opening the letter addressed to him. He read it in private, turned away slightly, and did not share it's contents with Sabine. As he did so, large sobs he could barely swallow shuddered his ribcage.
When he finished, Bantam handed The Cure to Sabine. �This is the work of your great-grandmother. It's only fitting you, her heir, be the one to present it with me.�
�Present it with you?� Sabine said. �Present it where?�
Bantam nodded towards MacLaren Army Base. �Present it in there, of course.�
At that moment, the ground began shaking violently. A strange blue and yellow plasma-halo danced across the surface of the earth like a will-o'-wisp.Short, sharp, shocks of lightning sizzled between ground and cloud. 
Sabine looked fearful. �Don't worry," Bantam said. �That's just the other-me, going back in time. It'll be over in a --�
And at that very moment, the shaking and the light show stopped. 
�Ah," Bantam smile. �And so it begins. Come. Let's deliver the cure. At last! Let's complete my mission, you and I together.�

Epilogue

AS BENJAMIN BANTAM and Sabine Portis, great-granddaughter of Rachelle Archenstone, approached the gates of MacLaren Army Base, klaxons began howling.  Men in emergency vehicles buzzed by behind the guard gate, frantic.  Acrid black smoke rose in dense plume in the middle distance.
�What's going on?� Sabine asked.  �What's wrong?�
�It's the Gaultier-Ross Supercollider," Bantam explained.  �It's on fire right now.  Remember? The Volzstrang Wave ripped it to ribbons when it sent me back.�
Ah, Sabine nodded.  She'd nearly forgotten the first part of Bantam's story.  Not really believing it at the time, she'd dismissed it and not really listened.  But now, with a shock, she realized she was actually entering the impossible tale she'd just heard.  She was no longer a spectator, no longer someone merely listening to the story: she was becoming a part of the events themselves.
The ruins of a time machine � a real, true, actual time machine � lay beneath her feet.  And now it was destroyed, just as Bantam had described it happening in advance.
Bantam approached the guard booth.  The sentinel waved at him angrily, other hand on his holster, shouting, �Sir!  Get out of here!  We're on emergency lockdown!�
Bantam only gave a beatific smile in return.  Calmly, opening his palms, he shouted into the noise, �I know!  I am the cause of your emergency!�
The guard blinked.  What?
�I destroyed the Gaultier-Ross Supercollider!�
Immediately, the guard drew his weapon, eyes wide, adrenalin surging.  Sabine screamed.
�Both of you!  Hands where I can see them!�  Shakily, Sabine raised her arms, one hand holding a notebook.
�Drop the book!�
The precious notebook, the most valuable thing in the world.  The cure for The Shadow, a plague that had ravaged the world.  It was written by Rachelle Archenstone in an alternate past.
And Sabine let it go.  It flapped to the dirt.
Three guards swarmed out of the booth weapons drawn.  �On your knees!�  Bantam complied slowly, his old knees creaking with pain as he did so.  But he didn't care.  He didn't care!  Everything was a surprise!  He had no idea what was going to happen next.  The thrill of that fact overpowered him for a moment: he hadn't had the capacity for surprise in decades.  Then, by degrees, he recalled why he was here.
�The notebook," Bantam said, nodding his head.  �You'll want it.  As evidence that I caused the supercollider to explode � which again, I freely admit!�
The very existence of the supercollider was a strict military secret.  Among other reasons, parts of it actually curved outside of the grounds of MacLaren � some of it underneath Mirror Lake, for starters.  Some of it even snaked beneath civilian residential areas, the inhabitants of which would have an absolute fit if they knew it was there.
�You're under military arrest for suspicion of terrorism," one guard said, placing a plastic tie around Bantam's wrists.
Bantam old-man-coughed a laugh.  �This isn't the first time I've been charged with terrorism at MacLaren.  It's getting to be a habit.�
THEY WERE escorted to a military jail and locked in different cells.  There, they waited for several hours.  The sirens and the yelling and frantic din outside their rooms conveyed the panic, the disarray that infected the base.  Nobody was processing them � it seemed they had become lost in all the confusion.  But at last the din died down, and two MP's removed Bantam to an interrogation room.
Unlike the sumptuous room Hardin had interrogated him in a far off civilized age that had ceased to be, this room was cold and aluminum with lit with a buzzing neon light that seemed to shiver with madness.  That far off world was better, Bantam thought ruefully.
But it was mostly better because that world contained Rachelle Archenstone.  The version of her who knew him � and loved him.
�What's your name?�  a buzzcut with an MP band asked him.  Bantam looked him up and down, sized him up.  This guy was A Someone.  Good.  This would save Bantam time.
�Captain Benjamin Bantam, United States Army," Bantam replied evenly.
The buzzcut's eyes glinted.  Ah, he knows the name, Bantam thought.  He's got clearance on the time travel mission.
�What are you doing here?�
�On this day, several hours ago, I was sent back in time.   My mission was to retrieve a cure for the Shadow and return here with it.  Today I have done so.  The girl who you arrested with me has a notebook.  That notebook contains the cure.�
The MP stared at him for a moment, unsure what to ask next.  In a million years, he had never expected this sort of answer.
�I do apologize for my � ah, un-military age and appearance: you see, I had to take the long way here.  My return ride was destroyed.�  Destroyed.  And with it, Rachelle Archenstone, who had bravely erased herself from history to prevent a thousand years of Nazi rule.  He winced with momentary pain at the memory.
The MP took a different tack.  �You said you destroyed the supercollider.  What did you mean by that?�
�The Gaultier-Ross Supercollider was filled with a Volzstrang Wave of immense power.  I was in a capsule within the collider.  The Wave tore the collider apart as it passed; but it was contained enough to send me � and the capsule � back in time.  So yes, in a sense, I was the one who destroyed your Supercollider.�
The MP snorted out a breath when Bantam mentioned the word Volzstrang Wave.  He didn't have much of a poker face.
�I am sorry," Bantam continued.  �I did not mean to destroy government property.  But I do think the cure for the Shadow ought to be recompense enough.�
�You say you're Bantam," the MP said.  �Can you --�
�You took my DNA samples, fingerprints, hair, blood, fingernail shavings, God knows what else I don't even want to think about, before I left.  Take them all again.  They'll prove I'm the same man.  Benjamin Bantam is not lying dead in a pile of rubble deep in the earth as Control probably thinks right about now.  He's here, sitting here, right now in front of you.  Take as much time as you like to verify this to your satisfaction.  The only thing, the one thing, that I ask, is that you make the girl � her name is Sabine Portis, by the way � make Sabine comfortable while you verify this.  She is the heir of a hero: her great-grandmother's notebook will save billions.  Least you can do it treat her well.  I brought her here so that she could experience the moment of delivering the notebook, as is her birthright.  Let's make that a pleasant experience, hmm?�
The MP nodded.  �Of course.�
�Oh.  And take the notebook now.  Copy it and get to work on an antidote, so that no time is wasted.  Every moment we sit here, thousands more will die because of our delay, and there has already been too much suffering.  And then it return it to her so that she may formally present it with a hero's welcome.�
OVER THE NEXT few hours, doctors poked and prodded Bantam.  Blood samples were analyzed, x-rays were taken.  Another device measured the amount of Volzstrang radiation had saturated Bantam's cells: if he'd really traveled back in time, he'd have a permanent background level forever marking in his very bones.
Then Bantam received a visitor he did not expect.  When he appeared in the doorway, Bantam could not help but smile.
�Control," Bantam said.  It was Dan Winston, the man on the microphone continuously in his ear during all the practice runs, simulations and the final mission itself.
Dan nodded.  �So.  They tell me it's really you.  But there's one last test.  My test.�
Bantam nodded.  And then, realization flooded his mind.  �Ah.  Yes.  You owe me dinner.  Steak.  At Mastro's.  I'm going to collect you know � whether I can actually eat it or not, you're going to buy it.�
Dan's eyes popped in amazement.   He stepped closer, scrutinizing Bantam's face for the first time, mere inches away.  �No one else could know that but you.  My God � where have you been all this time?�
�Hello Dan," Bantam said.  �Yes it's me.  I've been here, living in the shadows.  Staying out of history's way.  We made quite a mess of things when I went back, you know.  But � well, let's just say someone else got it all back on track.  She's the real hero of the story.�
�It must be quite a story," Dan said.  �They're going to let me hear you tell it.�
�Tell it?�
�Yes.  You're about to be debriefed.  I told them I knew something only you and I knew � I could verify beyond all the medical tests whether you were really you or not.  And they upped my clearance so I could hear whatever it is you have to tell us.�
�Oh!  The notebook!  Did they --�
�Yes!  Yes, of course they did!�  Dan said.  �They're working on manufacturing the cure right now at the CDC.  They're going to human trials immediately � there is no shortage of volunteers.�
�And Sabine.  Where is Sabine?�
�Resting," Dan said.  �She's been given a suite, she's not in a cell anymore.  There's still a guard on her but her quarters have been significantly improved.  She's fine.�
�It works," Bantam breathed.  �I swear to you, the cure for the Shadow works.  Those people will be well again!�
Dan nodded.  �I believe you.  Hell, I'll believe just about anything right now!�
�Well, if you're going to hear this tale, you're going to have to believe in a lot of impossible things � and I daresay a lot more than six before breakfast!�
AND SO Bantam told the tale in a large conference room to about thirty people.  Sabine sat at his side, the original copy of the notebook with the cure for the Shadow in her hands.  Most of the other attendees were Army, some were NSA and some were Homeland Security.  There was a video feed that went out to God only knew who else � seven or eight cameras were training on Bantam as he spoke into multiple microphones.
He told the tale of an alternate world, where there was no electricity.  A world where alternate technologies had arisen: some based on steam, others on material sciences far beyond anything in his own world, and still others based on gears and cogs and contraptions of every sort.  The Helux gas that powered airships and flying growlers of every shape and size.
He told of how this world did not understand the Nazi threat until it was too late � and how he and his friends had been able to drive the Nazis back into the sea during the Pearl Harbor of this alternate world: the Great Clanker Battle of New York.
And he told of the lovely Rachelle Archenstone, his love, his heart � who had given her life to reverse the effects of the Volzstrang Wave and erase her own Nazi-infested timeline � restoring it to Bantam's own, where Germany had been defeated.
The shock on the faces of the officials in the room at the revelation that there had been some interim time when some of them had almost certainly been 'erased' was visible on their faces.  Bantam could see that they feared this outcome almost as much as the Shadow itself.  Worried muttering broke out whenever Bantam raised this subject � and his own guilt in accidentally creating 'unpeople'.
THERE WERE questions.  Many questions.  The session stretched on for nine hours or so.  At one point, Bantam noticed that the Generals kept looking up at a mirror set into the near wall as he spoke.  There were probably some CIA guys back there or something, Bantam thought.  Or psychologists.  Or psychiatrists.  He could never recall which was the correct term.  But they were probably watching him, analyzing his sanity, or whether he was senile, or whether he was even telling the full truth.
But Bantam did tell the truth.  He was as truthful as he could be about absolutely everything.  He omitted nothing.
When he was done, an older man in a suit rose.  He introduced himself as Agent Kovington of Homeland Security.  Buttoning his jacket and smoothing it out as he stood, he said, �That is quite a tale, Captain Bantam.  Quite a tale indeed.  And despite all the medical tests and the evidence you have provided here, I would still be hard pressed to believe it.  It's just too whimsical, too impossible.  I'd say you were not really being straight with us.�
Bantam glanced at the mirror, and a half second too late realizing Kovington had caught him doing so.  He smirked slightly.
�I would say that," Kovington continued.  �Except I've heard this exact same tale once before.  And your tale corroborates the other equally ludicrous tale to such a degree that I can only conclude that this is the truth.�
Much of the room gasped, including Bantam.  What --?  What could that possibly mean?
Kovington spoke to the mirror.  �You can come in now.�
Bantam's old heart thudded.  Could it somehow � somehow be Rachelle?  But no.  She was here already in this timeline.  An alternate version had died.  There couldn't be two of her somehow, could there?
He hardly dared to think it.  He pushed the hope aside.  
In walked a small man with a lightbulb shaped bald head.  He wore an outfit ridiculous in this timeline and place, but not in the age of aether from whence he came.  
It was Doctor Hardin.  He looked exactly as Bantam recalled � he had not aged at all.  
Impossible!
How could he be here?
�Benjamin Bantam," Hardin said.  �Ah, forgive me for the shock I know you must be feeling.  Please do remain seated and I will explain.  It is really I, as I am sure you are questioning your sanity and evidence of your own eyes.  There is a perfectly logical, sane explanation for my presence.�  Then, he lifted his eyes to the room.  �Hello!  Hello one and all.  My name is Doctor Hardin and I know you've just heard a tale wherein I was a character, and I've now stepped from the pages of that fairyland of the imagination and into your reality!  Ha!  That's quite a shocker � a shocker indeed.  Now.  Does anyone have any of those marvelous Hershey bars?  They are really one of the best things about your world!�
Kovington rolled his eyes.  In response to the glare of a General next to him, he said, �Yes.  He's always like that.  He never shuts up.  You just have to let him go on until he gets to the point.�
�I � I do," Sabine said, reaching into her purse and handing him the delicious chocolate bar he so craved.  He snapped it from her hand greedily.
�Ah!  Thank you, Miss Sabine!  And your voice sounds just like Rachelle's!  It is really amazing!�
�Hardin!� Kovington snapped. �Explain the rest of it.�
�Ah yes.  Of course, of course.�  He snapped off a bit of chocolate and ate as he spoke.  �I was not captured by General Veerspike and killed, as it seems apparent to me now that you believed I had been.  Instead, after you had been spirited away by Cliff Cleveland and Rachelle, Mr. Bantam, I hid in a private underground lab that no one but I knew existed.  I knew Veerspike would come for me, of course, I was no fool!  And I did not wish to die.
�For weeks, I hid, even when General Veerspike had been dispatched.  After all, I had been fooled once by a Nazi spy: who knew how many more of them were on the base?  I had been caught flat-footed the first time: I resolved this would not happen again.  So I decided that I would conceal my presence on the base indefinitely.
�To only one did I reveal my presence: to Doctor Hoermann Volzstrang.  And I bade him to swear an oath that he should not break ever to not reveal this secret.
�Together, we constructed a mechanism that I might inhabit, a coggler's work of wizardry: an exoskeleton of an Army soldier in full armor.  It � ah � compensated for my height with a very clever set of gearing false legs and arms.  I could wear this extraordinary device and work it from within, allowing me to walk around the base at will, undetected.  I knew enough of the passwords and what would fool the enlisted men into not questioning me, most believing me to be a superior officer they had simply never met before.  �In fact, Benjamin, on more than one occasion, you and Rachelle walked right past me!  We brushed shoulders twice.  Oh, how I ached to say hello.  But I could not risk the possibility that more Nazis were present that had yet to be routed out.
�When at last that fateful day came, the day of the battle on the base, Hoermann told me of the plan that Rachelle had conceived.  I had no argument: we were desperate and I also believed that the plan would work.  Volzstrang also told me of the clever box he had devised to deliver the notebook to you, and how it would preserve it from the effects of timeline propagation: the book would not be rewritten � although history all around it would be.  
�And he revealed to me that had another such box.  He had meant for it to preserve more things, as it was the size of a trunk.  It was too small for a man � but it was not too small for me.  He bade me to enter it.  I contemplated this, and realized that I would know no one in an alternate 1944.  But I would know something of the inhabitants of the year from which Benjamin Bantam came.  Perhaps even Benjamin himself!  But did we know which year?  What date?  Why yes, Hoermann replied.  The capsule clearly indicated the exact date and time of departure.  �And so I took Hoermann's box back to my lab, for I had another invention that I did not have a practical use for until now: a chemical that would cause a human to hibernate indefinitely.  There would be some aging, but very slowly: every two years would equal a single day to the human body.
�Quickly, I prepared a timer device that would automatically administer intravenously the perfect amount of the solution over a period of decades.  As you know, Benjamin, we of my world are quite adept at clockworks and the material sciences � more adept, I daresay, that you in the here and now!  So I was able to set the timer to wake me precisely one week before your departure into the past.
�Into the Volzstrang's box I went, and closed its lid down upon me.  And I administered the solution that would cause me sleep for decades upon end ��
�But you were underground," Bantam interrupted.  �How did you know that box wouldn't become your coffin?�
�I didn't," Hardin shrugged.  �But I also could not be sure if I would not be erased from time or not if I did not take this risk.  And in any event, I had very good reason to believe that I would be found and dug up.�  Hardin chuckled.
�What?� Bantam asked. 
�You yourself told me of the plan to leave the cure for the Shadow buried somewhere on the base, in case you failed to return to the future.  That meant a search would be conducted just prior to your departure.  Any strange object would be unearthed.  And my box was certainly strange.�
�Oh, we found him alright," Kovington said.  �Metal detectors went all haywire the second we were on top of him.  Dug up a weird little crate, looked like a Victorian music box.  Didn't look like there was any way to open it, and we never guessed someone was inside.  We figured it was junk from the 1800's or something � some settler tossed it off a wagon and it got buried over time in a landfill or whatever.  It didn't look dangerous, or even something from modern times, so we tagged it and stored it.
�Then one day, out comes him.  The duty guard almost has a heart attack.  He explain who he is and mentions Benjamin Bantam.  Well that gets our attention.  So we --�
�Wait," Bantam said.  �When was this, exactly?�
�Almost a full week ago," Hardin said in nearly a whisper.
Bantam's eyebrows shot up.  A week?
�I saw the young you," Hardin said. �Several times.  And then again, just this morning.  He didn't see me, of course.�
�There was to be no interaction," Kovington said.  �Doctor Hardin made that clear when we spoke for the first time.  Benjamin Bantam had not yet met him when he first appeared.�
�So you knew � " Bantam rasped at Kovington.  �You knew this whole time, even before you sent me back, you knew exactly what would happen!�
Kovington nodded.  �That is correct.  I also knew what had been prevented from happening: a new Nazi empire � and so I knew I couldn't tell you or anyone else.  Doctor Hardin and I kept this information strictly to ourselves � until now.  And since your mission to retrieve a cure for the Shadow succeeded, it seems that this was correct course of action.�
Bantam stared at his feet and let this sink in.  They knew!  Hardin had been wandering around on the base for an entire week in the future �. 
�Why did you believe him?� Bantam asked Kovington.
Hardin chuckled and held up his arm, causing it to buzz and whirr louder than usual.  �This alone was enough.  Once they'd got a gander at my mechanical arm, they knew I could not be from their world.  It was the equivalent of you showing me an iPad.�
�But now I'm afraid we have a new problem," Kovington said.  
That got the room's attention.  Everyone had assumed the crisis was over, this was simply a tie-up-the-loose-ends sort of meeting.  
�Bring it in!� Kovington barked.
Two guards carried in a large bedside alarm clock, handling it with gloved hands.  It was a big flat-panel digital clock, with large backlit LCD numbers ticking along.  With a sleek, silver design and a curved base, it was like the sort of over-the-top thing one would get at The Sharper Image.
Hardin stared at the clock as if it were a viper.  What could be possibly be dangerous about it?
The clock was set on the table.  The men stepped back.
�Watch," Hardin replied to everyone's unasked question.
After a few second, the clock started to melt like a Dali painting.  The room gasped.  It seemed to be self-destructing at first.  But then the melting took on a different quality, a morphing quality.  It was not collapsing into sludge; rather, it was transforming.  New colors, wooden colors mixed with ink black, entered the blob of silver that it had become.  The new colors overpowered the old.
And the blob began to take on organization again, purpose.  It righted itself and finished its transformation.
Simply as that, an elegant, ornate wooden clock sat on the desk.  A small arm swung and made it tick gracefully.
�What � what is that?� one of the Generals shouted.
�This clock is an object from my world," Hardin replied.  �I recognize it.  I've seen it before, here on this very base.�
�But why did it do that?� Bantam asked.  �Why did it � change?�
�It would seem," Hardin said quietly, �for some reason that as yet eludes me � that your world is, by degrees, slowly transforming into my world.�
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