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    I do not have access to any native speakers of, nor do I have any practical facility in or basic understanding of, any of the various languages* which appear.  I ask those that do to be lenient with my constructions. 
 
      
 
    *including English 
 
      
 
      
 
    Note 
 
    The names of some characters have been changed or withheld to protect the inoffensive. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Note 
 
    The history, and future history, if any, in this novel is entirely made up.  Don't send me any angry missives because I "got it wrong."


 
   
  
 

 ONE 
 
      
 
    Anyone can travel in time. 
 
    You just have to have reason enough. 
 
    The hand-lettered, white paperboard sign in the window said Help.  Not Help Wanted, just Help.  A space underneath had been left for the assumed Wanted, but it seemed that someone had failed, for whatever reason -- absent mindedness, neglect, contempt, rebellion, contrariness, terminal distraction, mischief, diabolical skullduggery -- to fill in the second word.  
 
    Or maybe the omission was not an accident of mood or circumstance but an act of premeditated guile?  Could it be a (not exactly) clever test to determine if potential applicants had a basic proficiency in fill-in-the-blank? 
 
    David grimaced, amazed once again at the odd ways his thoughts jumped. 
 
    Unlike many of the shops in the century-old brick buildings that lined both sides of Middleton's Main Street, this one had beneath its projecting wrought iron framed awning a modern style aluminum framed front with floor to ceiling glass panels displaying the interior.  At the center of this architectural eccentricity was a metal-framed double glass door.  On the glass transom panel above the door, an arc of golden letters with narrow grey shadows boasted Established 1947. 
 
    Neither door appeared blocked or otherwise obviously impaired, but for some reason -- perhaps only for spite -- the door on the left had an USE OTHER SIDE sticker.  Feeling unusually accommodating, he meekly complied with the dictate and pushed through the indicated door. An old style electric chime hung above the door frame, but it must have had a short circuit or an Olympic-sized dust clog.  The sound that came forth was more of a disgruntled moan than the anticipated pleasing tone. 
 
    Mounted above the sidewalk awning, the big sign that incidentally obscured most of the peeling paint on the second floor wooden windows had read Ebbert's in backlit green plastic letters five feet high.  No explanatory addendum had been attached in the prerequisite smaller font to this proud assertion of ownership.  David had passed near the otherwise unadvertised shop perhaps two dozen times in recent years, but his idle curiosity had never gained enough traction to tempt him to venture within. 
 
    With some interest, he saw immediately that Ebbert's stock in trade was collectables.  The establishment -- apparently -- dealt in everything: coins, stamps, baseball cards, action figures, comics, figurines, plush toys, movie memorabilia.  There was even a table of (authentic according to an attached sign) Native American pottery.  The floor displays, tall, short, wide, and narrow, a mismatched set of the sort that manufacturers provided with their merchandise, were arranged in neat disorganization across the white vinyl tile.  These hawked sundries, guide books, price lists, doodads, must-haves, and other absolutely essential accessories, most of a recent vintage, but the green covers of some of the coin folders in the rotating racks looked a little faded and the stamp albums in their air-tight plastic wraps were a bit dusty.  Stout wooden tables assembled in a prominent row held white, acid-free boxes filled with modern and classic comics in their off-putting protective sleeves, but it was immediately clear that the very best issues were enshrined safely out of reach on the wall behind the display case counter.  In the depths of its fluorescent lit glass bowels, the counter hoarded a few certified coins and baseball cards in sealed plastic holders, but not many. 
 
    Perched on a padded stool with one of those notoriously titillating three inch thick bursting-bodice paperbacks in one hand, the dumpy woman behind the counter did not look up when he came in.  At first glance, he took her a practitioner of the resurgent Goth style, but straightaway determined, by use of a previously codified mental check list, that she was not.  Her black t-shirt featured flaming skulls and phosphorescent lightning rightly enough, but this key garment was not accompanied by the required black fingernail polish and lipstick and her much faded jeans were simply worn rather than slashed. 
 
    Her hair was close-cropped, a thick mat of wavy dirty-blond that could not have been more than an inch long.  He had the impression that it had been hacked off with a dull instrument, though he had seen a lot of hair styles on both men and women that gave him that same incorrect (usually) impression.  Her hair style was something of an irregular distraction, but it was her tattoo that immediately captured his attention. 
 
    It was the sharp-edge figure of a dragon, or perhaps only a winged snake, lined in a jagged, almost impressionistic technique.  It covered the right side of her face from nostril to ear and the improbably long and thin tail wrapped behind her neck and then around front again.  The barb on the end rested just in the broad hollow between her collar bones.  Though striking, this body art had not been drawn by a talented hand and some indefinable quality of it made him suspect that it was self-inflicted.  The shade of the ink progressively varied, more black in places than cobalt, suggesting that the project had been completed over an extended time, rather that in one or two sittings. 
 
    Tattoos, even full facial ones, had become nigh ubiquitous in the last decade, so much so that actors were appearing onscreen with them.  He did not bother attempting to pretend not to stare at it, but when she did deign to wrest her eyes from her no doubt incendiary prose, she evidenced no perceptible reaction to his scrutiny. 
 
    "Can I help you?" she asked in a disinterested drawl.  She had either already determined that he was not a potential paying customer or did not care whether he was or not.  While she had the vowels down, her accent was not the local Lowland Southern that he had grown up with, but it did not exactly sound foreign to his ear. 
 
     He jerked a thumb over his shoulder.  "The sign in the window?" 
 
    "You here to rescue me?" 
 
    "Sorry?" 
 
    "A joke.  Albert put out the sign.  He's through there."  Obviously not one to chat, she pointed a negligent hand with trimmed but unpainted nails at a cased opening in the back wall of the shop. 
 
    "Thanks." 
 
    The woman gave a dismissive nod and focused once more on her novel. 
 
    Walking quickly (If, as it was likely to be, this inquiry proved unproductive, he wanted to waste as little time as possible on it.) David snaked through the shelves and racks towards the doorway.  On the wall to the left of the opening was a commercially printed sign with raised gold letters on a blue background that read:  
 
      
 
    Currency Exchange and Pawn. 
 
    Balance available. 
 
      
 
    Both declarations struck David as suspect. 
 
    As for the first part of the top line, currency exchange was not a service that should see much use here.  Middleton, Louisiana, was five hundred miles from the nearest major airport.  Shreveport, thirty miles east on the interstate, had a regional airport, but overseas travelers never landed there.  And, anyway, hardly anyone used physical currency these days.  Plastic was good just about anywhere and lately a lot of places would take the new subcutaneous chip. 
 
    As for the second, a hole-in-the-wall in the back of another shop did not fit the established formula.  While pawn shops were nearly as common as their tattoo sporting proprietors, the ones that he was familiar with all boasted an overabundance of neon and cavernous showrooms crowded with dented band instruments, suspect vacuums, flat screen TVs with burned out pixels, and the obligatory stockpiles of hunting rifles and shotguns.  The alcove that he could see through the doorway was at most four paces square and empty save for a counter, a marble topped barricade with a raised paneling front that had been discolored in a couple of spots by splashes of something or other. 
 
    The reason such an unlikely enterprise would need to employ a scale -- he presumed that that was what had been meant by the antique term "balance" -- escaped him completely. 
 
    Unless the place were actually a front for the retail of unregulated recreational pharmaceuticals. 
 
    Standing behind the counter and leaning forward to rest his elbows on the dark marble as he perused the anemic local newspaper (which David had not known was still actually printed), was the specified Albert, so identified by a hand printed card pinned to the breast of his somewhat worn tweed jacket. 
 
    Albert was a portly, middle-aged man with a full head of salt and pepper hair.  He had large hands, but those hands did not look as if they had ever done any manual labor. His complexion and features were dark and sharp respectively.    David thought his heritage more cosmopolitan than the apparent Mediterranean, but knew that appearances were, by definition, deceptive. 
 
    "Good morning!" David said, flashing his best smile.  He knew the drill.  Step One: Make an immediate positive connection with any prospective employer. 
 
    To his mind, gainful employment was nothing more than an evolved form of slavery (After all, slaves and employees performed the exact same functions and occupied the exact same levels in society.) but also an unfortunately necessary evil -- at least on the sadly frequent occasions when his outgo exceeded his normal income. 
 
    Albert straightened, but did not immediately return David's smile.  The man's grey eyes tightened as he examined David and it was clear that he was looking for a certain particular something.  In a second or two, it was also clear that he did not find that certain particular something in his visitor and his expression relaxed into a comfortable smile. 
 
    "Good morning.  May I help you?" 
 
    "I saw the sign in the window.  Do you still have the job opening?" 
 
    "Oh, yes.  It's only temporary, you understand?" 
 
    "Yes.  Temporary is exactly what I'm looking for." 
 
    Albert eyed David again.  "Can you manage two months?" 
 
    "Without a doubt." 
 
    "Can you start right away?" 
 
    "Sure." Step Two: Be accommodating and adapt to the potential employer's needs. 
 
    Albert gestured for David to draw nigh as he pulled a dog-eared leather bound notebook and a newer cloth-bound ledger from under the counter.   
 
    "All of the exchange rates are listed in here."  Albert tapped the notebook.  "The figures should be adequate until I return.  Always round down."  He tapped the ledger.  "Record all transactions in this.  Date, time, amount offered, exchange rate, and payout.  Make sure to note the currency of the payout." 
 
    To David, it felt as if he had fallen off-script.  He rushed to catch up.  "Might I ask the hours and pay?" 
 
    "Six days a week.  Ten or more hours per day.  A thousand a week cash." 
 
    David felt his smile begin to slide and wrenched it back into place.  Long hours were doable in the short term, but decent pay (for an unskilled job) and a suspect business model added up to a gig that might get him thrown in jail.  "This is an authorized currency exchange?" 
 
    "I have a state license to operate a pawn shop and a Federal permit to conduct currency exchanges." 
 
    "No side business involved?"  David expected the other man to take offense. 
 
    Albert did not.   
 
    "None" 
 
    Was that enough to allow David plausible deniability later? 
 
    Probably not, but the eight thousand that he would make -- presupposing that he managed the entire two months -- would tide him over for at least a year.  Albert had not mentioned payroll deductions, so he was content not to mention it either.  He approached the counter. 
 
    Albert opened the notebook about midway through at a page marked with a yellow sticky note.  It was clear from the somewhat crinkled nature of the other sheaves that all of the pages were written upon and often referred to. 
 
    This was something of a surprise.  There were only a handful of major global currencies left.  The two open pages were covered in columns formed by a listing and a matching number.  He read the -- to him -- upside down heading on the right-hand page. 
 
    "Deutsche-Mark?  None of those for more than twenty years." 
 
    Albert's expression revealed nothing.  "There are some still in circulation." 
 
    "I thought that I had read that the Europeans had stopped exchanging their old national currencies." 
 
    "Redemption channels still exist, if one knows where to find them." 
 
    Step Three: Don't tell the potential employer that his business plan is hogwash.  "Okay." 
 
    Albert spun the notebook, allowing David to scan the full listings. 
 
    Most of the swaps were for currencies that he had heard of, even though nearly all were obsolete.  Some were historic. 
 
    "Am I reading this right?  Twenty-two point four Deutsche-Marks for one Confederate States of America silver dollar, 1864 or earlier?" 
 
    "Yes.  I also have considerable dealings with collectors." 
 
    "Ah." 
 
    "The book is arranged alphabetically and cross-referenced throughout.  A full index is listed on the last ten pages." 
 
    David nodded.  "How do the customers get paid?  Electronic transfer?  " 
 
    "No.  The exchange is on-the-spot and direct."  Albert waved him around the near end of the counter. 
 
    Double stacked on the shelves underneath were several dozen metal cash boxes like the sort that folks used at rummage sales. 
 
    Again, David was given pause.  "That's all cash?" 
 
    "Of different sorts, yes." 
 
    "They're locked?" 
 
    "No." 
 
    "You're not afraid of being robbed?" 
 
    Albert's expression remained placid.  "No." 
 
    "And you trust me with all this?" 
 
    "Are you trustworthy?" 
 
    "Well, for the most part." 
 
    "That's good enough." 
 
    Still off balance, David asked the first thing that sprang to his mind.  "How does the pawn shop work?" 
 
    "On occasion, customers will present items to pawn.  Offer what you think an item is worth.  If the customer accepts, write out a receipt in longhand and note it in the ledger.  Store the item on the bottom shelf." 
 
    David paused for a moment to take stock.  Was this really as improbable as it sounded?  He forced a nod.  "Seems straightforward enough." 
 
    Albert grinned.  "Right.  See you in two months." 
 
    David was taken aback.  "Oh, you mean right now." 
 
    Albert raised his eyebrows.  "Would that be a problem?" 
 
    "No, I suppose not."  He would have to miss lunch.  He had planned to splurge on the Thursday Special at the Starlight Grill, a cafe on Broadway.  Today the entree was Homestyle Meatloaf.  Their meatloaf was alright, but the lemon pie that came with the Special was without peer. 
 
    The older man then took a hat, a fedora whose like David had only seen in old movies, from a hook on the wall and started around the other end of the counter. 
 
    "Wait!" David burst out.  "What time do I open?  How do I get in the shop?  How do I get paid?" 
 
    Albert did not pause.  As he passed through the doorway, he cast over his shoulder, "Seven to five.  Alva lives in the apartment over the shop.  She always opens the doors promptly at quarter of six and locks up at five.  At the end of each week, you draw your pay from the box marked Operating Funds. Good luck."  


 
   
  
 

 TWO 
 
      
 
    Most people stay fixed to the time into which they are born because they are held by shackles of their own forging -- emotion, routine, disbelief -- to their own undistinguished moment. 
 
    They have absolutely nothing to gain and everything to lose by leaving it. 
 
    So they don't. 
 
    After Albert had gone, David just stood behind the counter.  That, from all indications, was his primary duty. 
 
    For the first few moments, he reviewed the encounter with the departed (fled?) proprietor and the nature of his own almost random-act-of-violence abrupt employment, wondering if there had been some mutual misunderstanding, but found no obvious miscommunication. 
 
    Then, for another few moments, he considered whether it would be prudent to bolt immediately from this entire odd enterprise.  But, as he had, more or less, already agreed to take the job, he could not, in good conscience, quit without adequate cause.  And, as far as he was concerned anyway, adequate meant something egregious that involved personal injury, significant wrongdoing, or, the penultimate sin, failure to pay him on time. 
 
    But, yet again, no obvious means of escape presented itself. 
 
    So he just stood there and waited for time to pass. 
 
    After a while, he found that if he stayed at the exact center of the counter, the open doorway gave him a three-quarters view of the collectables shop, with only the interior corners blinded to him.  If he edged just slightly to his left from that position, he could catch a glimpse of the perpetually prose enthralled Alva on her stool.  With no stool of his own, he found himself rocking back and forth from foot to foot to relieve the strain of standing.  This brought Alva alternately into and out of view and each vignette showed her in the exact same pose.  After only a half hour of this annoying dance, he stirred from behind the counter and strolled out into the shop. 
 
    "Hi.  Alva? I'm David. Could I borrow a stool or a chair?" 
 
    Again, she did not look up.  "Albert never used one." 
 
    It took him a couple of seconds to locate a response.  "I guess I could bring one from home." 
 
    "Good idea." 
 
    With nothing further to say that he thought might sound even remotely plausible, he beat a hasty retreat to the alcove. 
 
    He occupied half an hour or so lifting the lids to investigate a few of the cash boxes.  These did indeed contain notes and coins of all sorts.  A few of the currencies were modern or at least of a recent vintage, but most were authentic antiques.  A number of the boxes contained circulated silver coinage of various nationalities, including some he recognized: pre World War One British florins and shillings, rubles and kopecks from Imperial Russia, and United States Morgan dollars from the Nineteenth Century.  When he found the box with a masking tape label that read Operating Funds, he drew it out and put it on the counter. 
 
    It contained, in crisp ones, fives, tens, twenties, fifties, and hundreds, all in neat bundles restrained by rubber bands, two hundred and twenty-three thousand, eight hundred sixty-three dollars.  This was not now the fortune that it would have been twenty or even ten years ago, but it was still a more than remarkable pile of cash.  Having been assured that his pay would be available when due, he returned the box to its spot under the counter, second shelf, far right. 
 
    On the bottom shelf, he found the advertised scale, an antique rocker-arm type brass balance, along with a set of matching brass weights and an old cigar box containing a number of used pens and pencils and a half-empty receipt booklet.  There were also a number of cardboard boxes of various sizes marked with numbers.  Assuming these to be pawned items, he left them undisturbed.  Every one of those items would have some sort of story behind it, and if he saw them his imagination would nag at him constantly. 
 
    As for the rest of the alcove, it was bare save for a light patina of dust in the corners.  The grey plaster walls had a few small pock marks and a nail or two where a frame may have once hung, but there were no dust shadows and he thought that nothing had been displayed in the alcove in some time. 
 
    Thus having exhausted all readily available distractions, he defaulted back to just standing behind the counter. 
 
    He did not expect to see a customer. 
 
    A currency exchange in Middleton still did not make any sense. 
 
    He had no watch and his phone was an antique that only made calls.  He had been guilty of obsessing over the time of day in his youth and one of his longstanding resolutions was that he would never again be enslaved to a timepiece. 
 
    But that just meant that he had to pester other people to find out the time. 
 
    After what he thought must be an hour or two of staring out through the doorway, across the comics table, and out the glass front at the sparse traffic, both pedestrian and vehicular, that passed on the street, he wandered out into the shop again.  Still from all indications determined to remain oblivious to his existence, Alva yet again made no move to look up at his approach. 
 
    "Do you have the time, Alva?" 
 
    Her eyes remained transfixed on her page.  "Time for what?" 
 
    "No, I mean, what time is it?" 
 
    She sighed without drama and tilted her head back just enough to peer at him with eyes that were emerald green and a little bloodshot.  For nothing more than a moment, he let himself study her face.   
 
    She was probably about his own age, if perhaps a bit younger.  Tattoo aside, she was what he considered to be a "handsome" woman: not exceedingly young, not exceedingly old, not too skinny, and not so wrapped up in her personal appearance that she would go to any extreme to preserve the shadow of the youth she no longer had.  She had a strong jaw and had applied a bare minimum of makeup -- some light dusting of grey above her eyes and an understated lipstick that was little more than a highlight.  She had done nothing to attempt to conceal the lines of two tiny but prominent white scars, one on her forehead above her right eye and one on the left side of her chin. 
 
    "Does it matter?" she asked him. 
 
    Once again, he felt as if he had somehow missed an essential part of the conversation.  "Does what matter?" 
 
    "What time it is." 
 
    "No, but could you give me a fifteen minute warning before you lock up?" 
 
    "If you want." 
 
    He swept a hand about.  "Albert owns the shop?" 
 
    "The Ebbert Heirs own the shop.  Albert leases his space." 
 
    "You're one of the heirs?" 
 
    Alva's lips tightened into a not quite frown.  She held up her book and waggled it at him.  "Let's just cut this short, shall we?  I can't tell you anything about Albert's business.  You don't have to make an effort, charitable or otherwise, to get to know me.  I like men, but I'm not interested in men -- more specifically not in you.  I don't want to hear any of the things you normally like to share about your life, good or bad, and if I did want to share anything about my life, I would not share it with you.  I just work here.  That's the whole story." 
 
    She awarded him a bland glare.  "Do you need something else?" 
 
    He did not have any charm, so he did not bother trying to summon any to deflect her annoyance.  "Is there a bathroom?" 
 
    She pointed across the shop to a pair of doors in the back corner.  "One on the left is the downstairs toilet." 
 
    "And the one on the right?" 
 
    "Is off-limits to you." 
 
    "Got it."  He stayed put as he considered his empty stomach.  The Starlight Grill served their Special all day.  "I'm going out to get a bite to eat.  Do you want me to bring you something back?" 
 
    Step Four (Or was it Five?):  Make friendly overtures to your prospective coworkers -- even the ones with prickly personalities. 
 
    Albert's abbreviated explanation of David's duties had not specified whether or not he could close for lunch, so he would, as he did in all such cases, take it for granted that the choice was his. 
 
    Alva pursed her lips.  "The meatloaf?" 
 
    "Right." 
 
    "I'll pass." 
 
    "How about a slice of pie?" 
 
    Her eyes lit up, if briefly.  "Pie works." 
 
    "Back in fifteen." 
 
    Deeming no other parting words necessary, he turned about and headed for the doors.  As soon as he was outside, he took a right. 
 
    Ebbert's was on the north side of Main Street, between buildings of similar construction and age.  The one to the east housed a barber shop with an old fashioned peppermint barber pole out front.  The barber, an elderly man, only gave haircuts, not hair styles, and he kept irregular hours, sometimes open in the morning, sometimes in the afternoon, and always closed on Tuesdays.  On the west was a recently renovated and rebranded hardware store that did a brisk business in lawn mowers but apparently little else.  Between Ebbert's and the hardware store was an alley just barely wide enough to admit a midget car -- probably it had been originally intended to accommodate Model-T's or even wagons -- that gave access to the rear of the buildings. 
 
    Downtown Middleton, excluding the one major side street that had the auto parts places and the chicken joint, was three blocks wide and ten long.  The city's modern commercial district was two miles away along Homer Road -- that's where the fast food places, car dealerships, strip malls, and mega retailers were anyway.  The Starlight Grill was just one block south and three west from Ebbert's.  It was a five minute stroll under normal circumstances, but he intended to make it today in three.   
 
    He had not been downtown in a good while.  As a matter of policy, he only went to the bypassed heart of the city when he needed to go into one of the main branches of the banks for some business or other that could not be done at the drive-thru or when, like today, the time had come to once again canvas the local businesses for a short term job. 
 
    As he sped by the hardware, he began to look about to see what had changed since his last visit. 
 
    The buildings were all the same, of course.  At some point in the last part of the previous century, the Middleton City Council, like Paris before them, had passed an ordinance forbidding the demolition of any of the downtown area's historic architecture.  The tenants of those buildings, however, changed almost with the seasons.  Perhaps as a testament to the eternal optimism of people with an Aunt Beatrice who had just passed and left them an irrelevant but significant inheritance, with dependable regularity and almost always at the start of Spring some small enterprise would rent out the old Wilmont Building or the decayed department store on the corner of Marjorie Lane or the black brick building between 1st and 3rd that looked as if it could collapse at any moment, sharpen knives or sell homemade cupcakes or show oddly colored landscapes until the Autumn, then quietly expire when Aunt Beatrice's bequest had been exhausted. 
 
    The karate place was still going, though dormant as usual before five, and likewise the little coffee shop/restaurant across from the granite-fronted, depression era bank building that was now divided into offices, most occupied by small time lawyers, but the arts and crafts store next to the latter, which had been run by an unshakably optimistic and not bad looking middle-aged woman, had closed.  The three secondhand clothes stores, which apparently did not have to make a profit, were having competing 50% OFF! sales.  As he passed each one, he tossed a glance through their windows but saw only children's and women's clothing displayed on the blank faced manikins, items he had no possible use for. 
 
    Then the aroma of fresh lemon pie drew him on into the cafe and he turned his attention to more vital concerns. 
 
    As he was a well-known if not exactly regular customer, he was allowed to escape the cafe without any extraneous ketchup packets, superfluous napkins, flimsy plastic dinnerware, misprinted flyers, expired coupons, or large paper bags with Starlight Grill emblazoned in gaudy letters on the side. 
 
    Alva was chatting with a man when he came back into the shop. 
 
    In today's less forthright terms, the man would have been classified as homeless, or perhaps "between homes" a phrase that some wonk on a fringe media outlet had fabricated to elicit outrage from the opposite end of the political spectrum. 
 
    The fellow certainly had the classic look: long unkempt hair straggling from under a knitted wool cap of indeterminate color, scraggly, untrimmed beard, mismatched layered clothing, a general grunge on both skin and cloth that spoke volumes about the length of time since his last bath, and a little mixed-breed dog sitting at his feet with a twine leash securing it to his belt. 
 
    David, at least internally, tended to use older, less gentle terms -- for instance bum, tramp, or vagrant -- but in this case he thought it more accurate to style the fellow a hobo.  Rather than a plastic garbage bag or a knapsack containing all his worldly goods, the man actually had a bindle, a bundle tied up in a tartan blanket, sitting beside the mongrel dog. 
 
    Alva's animated manner, glimpsed by David through the storefront as he hurried up, evaporated as soon as he came through the entrance.   
 
    With a frown and a glare, she tilted her head at the hobo.  "You have a customer." 
 
    Smiling the eager smile of someone always hoping for a handout, the hobo gave David a look up and down.  "Name's Bob, glad to meet you!" 
 
    David thought that Bob spoke in the manner of a transplanted Brit, something like Cary Grant, sort of a Mid-Atlantic.  He gave his own name, then added a professional smile.  "I'll be with you in just a moment, sir." 
 
    He then quickly slid Alva's Styrofoam takeout box from atop his own onto the counter in front of her and deposited the accompanying clear plastic wedge-shaped pie box atop it.  He had eaten his own pie while waiting for the Meatloaf Specials. 
 
    Alva glanced at the food.  "How much?" 
 
    "On the house." 
 
    "Ten bucks do?" 
 
    He did not let his irritation show.  "Sure." 
 
    She dug into a back pocket of her jeans and came up with a crumpled bill, which he accepted without comment. 
 
    "This way, sir," David told Bob, who flashed a grin full of missing teeth, spryly grabbed up his bindle, and followed, little dog in tow. 
 
    David deposited his meal out of the way on the end of the counter as he moved around behind it.  "Yes, sir, how my I help you?" 
 
    While the dog, displaying a thoroughly bored look, sat quietly at the doorway, the hobo placed his bindle upon the countertop, loosened the knot just enough to slip his hand inside, and withdrew a roll of money secured with a green rubber band.  The roll was an inch thick and the outer bill was a hundred. 
 
    The only problem was that the reverse of the hundred, which was showing, was bright orange.  The current anti-counterfeit-feature-packed Federal Reserve Note was multi-colored but primarily powder blue. 
 
    After only a slight hesitation, David pulled the exchange notebook from under the counter.  "What sort of currency is that, sir?" 
 
    Bob grinned again.  "Good old U-S of A dollars, right enough.  Last time I was here, man name of Albert Finney ran the place." 
 
    "I'm filling in for a short time," David replied blandly. 
 
    Up until this moment, he had not known Albert's last name.   Perhaps more quizzically, he realized with a mental start that Albert had not asked him for his name, first or last. 
 
    David opened the notebook to the index, flipped pages to get to the U's and ran his finger down the page over Uganda, Ukraine, UAE, and UK to reach USA, continued to slide over Demand Notes and finally stopped at Dollars.  Below, the sub-listings were divided by decades, starting with 1862-1870. 
 
    "Which decade, sir?" 
 
    Bob slid the rubber band from the roll and spread the notes out on the marble, ironing them for a moment with the heel of his hand to straighten some of the curl.  Besides the orange hundred, there were a number of lime-green twenties, chartreuse fives, and somewhat normal looking ones. 
 
    "Oh, it'd be the next one, I'd expect." 
 
    "Next decade?" 
 
    "Right." 
 
    David traced his finger further down the page to 2030-2040, page 73.  The page numbers had been precisely inscribed on the upper outside corner of each page and he dutifully turned to the indicated page. 
 
    "And what sort of currency would you like in exchange, sir?" 
 
    "Oh, dollars.  That's all I ever need." 
 
    David kept a frown from clouding his expression.  "Any particular decade?" 
 
    "Somewhere around 1938 would be nice." 
 
    David found the listing for USD to USD and the sub-listing for 1930-1940: 100 to 1. Box #23. 
 
    "The rate is rather steep against you, sir." 
 
    "It always is.  I've got four hundred and six dollars here.  What'll that get me?" 
 
    "Four dollars for the four hundred, sir." 
 
    "Good enough and you can have the six to boot.  Can I get it in United States Notes?  I like the look of 'em better." 
 
    "I'll check, sir." 
 
    David squatted, searched for a moment, then drew out the lockbox with #23 written on its masking tape label. 
 
    The bill slots in the top tray held loose circulated Federal Reserve Notes with gold seals in all of their black and white glory, ones to hundreds.  He lifted that and saw United States Notes with their cheerful red seals underneath, but only ones, twos, and fives.  He fished out two ones and a two. 
 
    "This do?" he asked Bob. 
 
    "Just perfectly fine. Thank you very much." 
 
    David handed the hobo the antique money, then collected the latter's bizarre offerings from the counter. 
 
    Bob stashed his four dollars in his bindle and cinched the knot tight.  "Well, if I don't see you again anytime soon, have a good life!" 
 
    "You too, sir." 
 
    Giving a little whistle to get his dog to follow, Bob sauntered out of the shop, threw Alva a casual wave, exited the front, turned right and went on his way. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 THREE 
 
      
 
    Most people that do travel in time, don't do it very often. 
 
    Many do it only once.  
 
    David replaced #23 and after a quick cross-reference, brought out #37. 
 
    Box #37 had no trays.  The money inside was stacked in small packets secured with paper clips and identified by sticky notes.  The packets ranged from 2020 to 2070.  Only the ones from the initial decade were printed on banknote paper.  The others appeared to be plastic or some other synthetic. 
 
    He examined one of Bob's bills.  Aside from the odd coloring, some shifted features, and a Series date of 2035, the bill looked, as far as he could tell, like real money.  He rubbed one between thumb and index finger and decided that it felt just like the almost-cloth that the US used for banknote paper.  He pressed the fancy 100 on the upper right corner of the obverse for a moment to warm it up.  When he removed his thumb, the digits fluoresced. 
 
    After a moment, he sorted and inserted all the exchanged bills into the appropriate places in the 2030-2040 packet, closed the box, and returned it to its place.   
 
    When he stood up, Alva was idling in the doorway.  "It's four thirty." 
 
    "Oh, right!  Thanks!" 
 
    She started to turn about, then stopped.  "Thanks for the meatloaf.  The pie was good." 
 
    "My pleasure." 
 
    She did not return his smile.  "If you're late leaving, I'll lock you in.  I have plans and I'm not going to let you make me late." 
 
    "Right.  I'll be out the door before five." 
 
    She nodded and swept back to her counter. 
 
    The ledger entry was uncomplicated.  A date and two amounts on the first open line.  The date on the first line of the first page of the ledger was August 13, 1990, but that did not mean that there were not other previous full ledgers somewhere.  The last entry was a month ago. 
 
    David swung his head back and forth.  There was no broom to sweep up with, nothing to lock, and nothing to put away.  He gathered up his now cold takeout and went out into the store. 
 
    For the first time, Alva did not have her book in her hand.  She regarded him with raised eyebrows as if she had known that he wanted to ask her a question. 
 
    "That guy, Bob," David ventured.  "He comes by here often?" 
 
    "He's been in a couple of times." 
 
    "Where does he get the fake movie money?" 
 
    "I couldn't say.  I don't ask people about their private business." 
 
    "Right.  See you tomorrow." 
 
    "Tomorrow." 
 
    Though he had secured his bicycle at the rack at the library which was to the left up Main, he turned right when he exited Ebbert's, thinking that he might catch sight of Bob.  If the hobo had followed the standard procedure, he would have made the panhandling loop of the Inter-Faith food bank, the big churches, and the backdoor of The Starlight Grill.   He walked all the way down to the courthouse, but did not see any sign of the man and abandoned his quest, which had been motivated by nothing more than curiosity.  After hiking back up to the library, he retrieved his bike and started the eight mile ride home. 
 
    The next morning, which was a Friday and not a Tuesday, the barbershop was unexpectedly closed, but so also was Ebbert's -- at least, the doors were locked and the lights off. 
 
    On the high probability that an early arrival would have contributed to Alva's apparently perpetual annoyance, he had, rather than follow his usual habit of getting to work a minimum of an hour early, arranged to arrive at the shop nor earlier than a quarter of seven.  As he stood there, staring at the dark interior and wondering might have delayed her, Alva, glaring, dashed up, holding a key in one hand and a large Starlight Grill tote in the other. 
 
    Her only somewhat out-of-breath explanation was, "Breakfast." 
 
    Hiding a grin, he followed her in to discover that she had fetched not only her own breakfast, but his as well.  She said nothing as she offered him the Starlight Grill embossed takeout box. 
 
    Successfully resisting the impulse to foist upon her the ten that she had lobbed at him the day before, he just said, "I'll get lunch." 
 
     She shifted her shoulders in a half-hearted shrug, but then, to his surprise, twitched her lips into an almost too fast to see smile. 
 
    He had already eaten, but he made sure that when he retired to the alcove, he ate every bit of the eggs, bacon, toast, hash browns, and grits that she had bought for him. 
 
    Though more than once he thought about wandering out to try to strike up a conversation, he again resisted the likely fruitless impulse and simply gazed through the alcove opening at the greying day beyond the glass.  The forecast called for rain before noon. 
 
    Traffic was light today.  It was only after a couple of older women went by on bicycles did he recall the explanation for the scarcity of cars -- it was Bicycle Wednesday, which had been postponed from last week to today because of some reason that he had not paid any attention to. 
 
    A few shoppers went by, but none came into Ebbert's. 
 
    He saw the stirrups -- and the small black tennis shoes in them -- of the wheelchair first, gliding in from the right. 
 
    The occupant of the chair was a frail young man, waifish and tiny.  Wearing glasses, he could have been taken for an adolescent save for the thin mustache that he sported on a sharp-featured face.  His chair was of a special design, made to hold uncontrolled torso and unresponsive hips in place.  A padded rest kept his head from lolling on a weak neck.   Slack limbs crooked in odd ways and balled hands suggested cerebral-palsy or a similar ailment.  Though it looked as if he could scarcely move his head, the young man was smiling a smile full of teeth and uncontained joy through the glass at Alva. 
 
    Pushing the chair was a tall, broad-shouldered older man.  His pace was brisk and his strides long, as if he were well used to covering distance pushing the wheelchair.  His mostly white hair was nearly all gone on top and short on the sides.  He was not pretty.  His nose was too big and his cheeks showed the long faded pockmarks of bad acne. 
 
    As he approached the doors -- the shop was quite clearly the destination of the pair -- the man's expression was not so much grim as determined. 
 
    David started around the counter, intending to dash out to open the door, but the man adroitly swung the wheelchair around, bumped the door open with his backside, and cruised in backwards. 
 
    As soon as his head swung around to face Alva, the man's firm, thoughtful expression transformed without an intermediate stage into one of cheerful greeting.  It was, very nearly literally, as if a switch had been flipped. 
 
    "Good morning, Alva!" 
 
    Alva had already put down her book.  "Good morning, Mr. Nesmith!  Good morning, Daniel!" 
 
    When she spoke to the younger man, Alva's voice took on a pleasant coo that David had never heard in it before. 
 
    The young man in the chair almost shimmied in glee as he made a sound with difficult jaws that was not quite a word but that clearly meant, Hey! 
 
    Again a first in David's experience, Alva's expression was soft and welcoming.  "What have you brought us today, Mr. Nesmith?" 
 
    "Oh, we haven't come across anything special so we've no consignments to leave with you.  We've just come to see Albert." 
 
    "Albert's not in. He's hired a temp." 
 
    "Ah?  Again?  Well, let's go meet him, shall we Daniel?" 
 
    Daniel rotated his head by slow degrees to stare straight across the comics table at David, seemed to consider for a second behind dark eyes, then made another sound that was an affirmative in the nature of "eah." 
 
    "Are you here for the whole day, Mr. Nesmith?" Alva asked.  "I could treat you and Daniel to lunch?" 
 
    Mr. Nesmith shook his head in apology.  "No, we have only a few minutes, I'm afraid.  Places to be and all that.  Just need to clean out some of my pockets." 
 
    Alva looked genuinely disappointed.  "Maybe next time then?" 
 
    Mr. Nesmith smiled.  "We'll put it on the schedule." 
 
    With an obvious effort, Daniel turned his head to keep sight of Alva as Mr. Nesmith turned him towards the alcove.  The young man only tore his gaze away from the woman when the angle was too sharp for him to see her.  He then worked his head back forward so that he could stare at David.  Though his expression was uncertain, David thought that it was one of deep distrust. 
 
    When Mr. Nesmith came through the doorway, he stopped and turned the chair forty-five degrees, allowing Daniel to once again see Alva while also giving him plain view of David.  This act seemed an automatic response to Daniel's unspoken preference. After setting the chair's wheel locks using the toes of his boots in a well practiced two-step motion -- first one side, then the other -- the older Nesmith moved around it and extended his hand towards David. 
 
    "Good morning!" he offered, once again clearly engaging his Happy Face.  "I'm Randolf Nesmith and this is my son Daniel." 
 
    David took the hand, returned a strong grip.  "Good morning, sir.  I'm David Wrought.  How may I help you?" 
 
    "Wrought, did you say? Haven't run across that one before.  Do you think it might have been Wright at one time?" 
 
    David gave a twitch that was not quite a shrug.  "Could have been, I suppose." 
 
    "Interesting.  Well, we've a few odds and ends that we would like to exchange, if it's no trouble?" 
 
    "None at all, sir.  That's what we're here for." 
 
    Below a pocketed, dark green t-shirt, Mr. Nesmith wore khaki cargo shorts (Daniel was, not surprisingly to David, dressed in an almost identical fashion.) that revealed muscled and tanned but hairy knees and calves above white socks and olive drab combat boots.  All of the man's various pockets bulged to one extent or another from their contents and the bottoms of the boots had a dusting of yellow sand or clay that did not match anything that David had seen around Middleton. 
 
    Mr. Nesmith dug a big-veined workman's hand into one of his right pockets and pulled out a small draw-string sack made of off-white linen or muslin or some similar coarse woven fabric.  Holding his hand cupped to catch any stray bounces, he upended the sack over the counter and let a dozen or so silver coins tumble out into a neat pile, then withdrew his hands to give David a clear view. 
 
    None of the coins were exactly round, though a few came close, and none had the even thickness and well-defined edges of modern coins.  All were bright, shiny and had crisp impressions.  The coins were circulated, showing scratches and some wear, but not enough so to suggest that they had passed from hand to hand for more than a year or two.  They averaged a little over three-quarters of an inch in diameter.  The designs showed profiles on the obverse and seated figures on the reverse, but no dates or inscriptions. 
 
    "What are those?" David asked as he reached under the counter for the notebook. 
 
    Mr. Nesmith brought out a black glasses case from another cargo pocket and took out the bifocals within.  With these on, he leaned over to peer at the coins, tilting his head up and down as he searched for focus.  "Tetradrachm.  Isn't that right, Daniel?" 
 
    Daniel worked his head back around.  "eah!" 
 
    Mr. Nesmith looked up over his glasses at David.  "Yes, tetradrachm." 
 
    "Where are those from, sir?" 
 
    Mr. Nesmith flashed David a brief look of surprise.  "Why from Syracuse.  Uhm, 407, I think." 
 
    "eah!" Daniel agreed. 
 
    "407?" David asked as he turned to the S's. 
 
    "B.C. or whatever they use now," Mr. Nesmith explained.  "Spring of 407 B.C., wasn't it, Daniel?" 
 
    "eah!" 
 
    David ran his finger down the page to Syracuse (Sicily) All Dates prior 300BC: page 82.  He started to flip over to the indicated page. 
 
    "Which currency would you like in exchange, sir?" 
 
    "Dollars. 1950 to 1960.  We'd prefer hundreds." 
 
    "eah!" Daniel agreed. 
 
    The exchange rate read Negotiable. 
 
    David looked back at Mr. Nesmith.  "What sort of rate were you expecting, sir?" 
 
    "Oh, we'd take five thousand to one." 
 
    "Three thousand?" 
 
    "No, no.  We couldn't take any less than forty-five hundred." 
 
    "Thirty-seven fifty?" 
 
    "We'd have to have at least four thousand." 
 
    "Thirty-eight?" 
 
    "eah!" Daniel injected.  He was clearly put off by the haggling. 
 
    Mr. Nesmith gave a short laugh as he shot a smile towards the young man.  "I guess that that's it then. Daniel has spoken.  We'll take thirty-eight." 
 
    The cash box for 1950-1960 dollars was heavy and twice the size of most of the other boxes.  Again, the trays had been removed to permit the entire space to be packed with cash.  The crisp, brand new bills were secured in tight bundles of hundreds.  Each bundle had a bank wrapper printed with Middleton Bank and Trust $10,000. 
 
    David happened to know that MB&T had been swallowed by a regional bank two years before he had been born. 
 
    The sharp not unpleasant aroma of new money filling his nostrils, he placed five bundles on the counter, slid six hundreds from one, then pushed the cash in a neat stack across to the older man.  "That's forty-nine thousand, four hundred dollars, sir.  Will that be all, sir?" 
 
    Mr. Nesmith patted pockets. "No, let's see. What else did we have, Daniel?" 
 
    The wheelchair bound man's eyes twitched to the right. 
 
    "Oh, that's right!"  Mr. Nesmith dug into another pocket and brought out a rumpled wad of colorful and varied-size currency.  "It's French Francs, 1999 and before." 
 
    The exchange rate for these was not quite so generous.  The tender was only a hundred and fifty-seven dollars.  There were no smaller bills in the 1950-1960 box. 
 
    "Might you have change, sir?" 
 
    "Sure."  Mr. Nesmith took a black tri-fold wallet from a back pocket and placed forty-three dollars on the counter: two twenties, a two, and a one, all staid, more or less monochromatic bills from the same decade as the two hundreds David had added to the previous payout. 
 
    "Anything else, sir?" 
 
    Again, Mr. Nesmith did the old man pocket patting routine, alighted on a lower left thigh pocket, grinned, and drew out a stack of cash two inches thick. 
 
    "It's dollars, 1968 and before.  I counted it to come up with three thousand four hundred and twenty-seven dollars.  I'll just take it rounded down to the nearest hundred, if it's all the same to you." 
 
    The exchange rate was 1.25 to 1.  David counted out twenty-seven hundreds from the still open 1950-1960 box.  "What else, sir?" 
 
    Mr. Nesmith shook his head as he began stuffing the hundreds into his cargo pockets.  "That's all for today.  We're glad to have met you, David.  How long are you in for?" 
 
    "Two more months, sir." 
 
    "Oh?  Good, good.  We'll see you again then." 
 
    "Yes, sir.  Have a nice day." 
 
    "You too!" 
 
    "eah!" Daniel added. 
 
    Alva was waiting in ambush as the two started around the comics table and she impeded them long enough to give Daniel a quick hug and a light kiss on the cheek.  This clearly pleased the young man to no end, but the two did not tarry. 
 
    Alva made no move to open the door for them; she simply stepped aside.  At the door, Mr. Nesmith once again put his fundament to good use and in only another moment the door had closed behind the two.  Without pause, the older Nesmith took up his ground-eating pace back in the direction from which they had come. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 FOUR 
 
      
 
    Often, people who time travel don't have any choice. 
 
    Imminent death is a great motivator. 
 
    There were no other customers that day.  On Saturday, David straightened with keen interest and watched each time someone walking along the sidewalk outside the store came into view, but none of the various unhurried shoppers, strolling families, bored policemen checking parking meters, or kids riding bikes came into Ebbert's.  After a lunch of a sandwich and chips that he ate while sitting on his folding camp stool at the currency exchange counter, the customer drought continued.  One little boy strayed from his mother long enough to press his hand-cupped eyes against the glass to stare at the comics, but she corralled the tyke before he could sneak inside.   After at least a full hour of unfulfilled expectation, he brought out his book and began to read. 
 
    Presently hearing soft footsteps, he looked up. 
 
    Alva was standing in the doorway. 
 
    "What's that you're reading?" 
 
    "Le tour du monde en 80 jours." 
 
    She bit her lip in brief thought.  "That's, uhm, the tour of the world in eighty days?" 
 
    "More or less.  Around the World in Eighty Days is the English title." 
 
    "Oh!  I've seen the movie." 
 
    "Yeah, me too.  About forty times.  It's great.  Unless you mean one of the recent ones?" 
 
    "No, the older one." 
 
    He grinned.  "That one is great.   I think they made it a couple of times before that one, but I've never seen them.  I saw it for the first time when I was a kid and then I had to read the book, which I thought was just as good.  I've always wanted to read the novel in the original French and since I'm here all day with little to do I thought that I might as well make better use of the time than just staring out the windows." 
 
    She gestured at the dog-eared paperback French dictionary that he had placed to one side on the counter.  "Hard going?" 
 
    He gave a quick nod.  "I took French in college and I can make out most of it, but Verne was describing places and people that for his time might have as well been on the back side of the moon.  There's a ton of uncommon words in it.  A lot of them I'm going to have to look up in my big dictionary when I get home." 
 
    "Is it good, though?" 
 
    "It's excellent.  The movie actually follows the book pretty close.  That scene where Passepartout rises from the bier to scare off the funeral procession and rescue the princess?  That's almost straight from the book." 
 
    "That's cool.  Maybe I should --" 
 
    The door chime grunted, interrupting her and causing her to crane her neck around. 
 
    David saw her stiffen when she caught sight of the man who came in.  Without another word, she shot back to her counter, getting around behind it a full two seconds before the man, who was barreling directly for David, had made it even half way across the store.  The man cut his eyes at Alva, but only for a second. 
 
    His blond hair was short, severely so, his features angular, and his frame thin.  Dressed in a plainly cut black wool suit, thin-collared white shirt, and painfully narrow tie, the man's entire manner declared "harried." 
 
    As if he were being chased. 
 
    By something. 
 
    Or by someone just as bad as a thing. 
 
    This harried man immediately slapped a stack of bills on the counter in front of David, the impact producing a sharp, almost angry smacking sound.  "I need money for 1872." 
 
    He had a heavy accent, Dutch or German.  He hardly more than glanced at David and could not seem to stand still, jittering back and forth from one foot to the other while twisting slightly to keep watch out through the store towards the street. 
 
    An old, puckered scar ran the length of the back of his right hand.  Looking as if it had healed without any sort of medical attention, certainly not stitches, the scar was not the sort of clean edged mark that a knife would have made, but almost like a plowed furrow, as if something jagged had ripped through the skin. 
 
    David put his book and dictionary under the counter.  "Yes, sir.  How much do you have to exchange?" 
 
    The other man's eyes tightened, but his expression, tight and unrevealing, did not change.  Without turning fully, he shoved the money at David with a hard gesture, "Don't know.  Count it." 
 
    Then the Harried Man tensed and twitched his head sharply, as if he had caught sight of something out in the street, but after a moment relaxed marginally -- a false alarm.  His attention and his gaze, however, remained focused in that direction. 
 
    David collected the overlarge bills, tapped them on edge a couple of times to align them, then laid them out one by one to make a slow count.  The bills were a mix of Federal Reserve Notes, Treasury Notes, and Gold and Silver Certificates.  The FRN were more or less modern -- at least they had some of the right presidents on them -- and were marked Series of 1914.  The rest had portraits of characters that David had never heard of with dates from the 1890's through 1907. 
 
    "Nine hundred and thirty-four dollars, sir.  Would you like dollars in exchange, sir?" 
 
    "Right.  Speed it up.  I'm in a hurry." 
 
    "Yes, sir." 
 
    The listed exchange rate was three and one-half to one. 
 
    "I can offer you two hundred and sixty-six dollars, sir." 
 
    The Harried Man's head twitched again as his jaw clenched.  "Crap.  Doesn't matter.  Count it out." 
 
    Without wasted motion, David retrieved the 1870-1880 cash box, drew from the top tray two hundreds, a fifty, a ten, a five, and a one, National Bank Notes and Legal Tender Notes, otherwise known as the infamous greenbacks, and counted the sum out in front of the Harried Man, whose evident level of impatience seemed to be growing exponentially. 
 
    As soon as David had finished his exacting count, the man swept up the money, whirled on a heel without another word and sped away.  He passed out of the shop without looking right or left and also departed, now at a near trot, towards the right. 
 
    After recording the transaction (and declining to make a note concerning its bizarre nature) and returning the cash boxes, notebook, and journal to their proper places under the counter, he went out into the store.  Alva was holding her novel, but her eyes were fixed through the storefront glass, watching the street outside, where only the slow moving one-way vehicular traffic could currently be seen.  She looked around at him for a moment without expression, then turned back to the street. 
 
    "What's the deal with that guy?"  David asked her. 
 
    "I don't know and I don't want to find out." 
 
    "Does he come in often?" 
 
    "That's only the third time." 
 
    "You don't like him." 
 
    "I've seen too many of his type." 
 
    "What type is that?" 
 
    "You know that joke about the Zombie Apocalypse?" 
 
    "Which one?" 
 
    "The one where the guy says that he doesn't need to be faster than the Zombies, just faster than you?" 
 
    "That's a joke?" 
 
    "Yeah." 
 
    "Okay." 
 
    "That's the type of guy he is." 
 
    "You've outrun Zombies with him before?" 
 
    "No, I can just tell by looking at him." 
 
    David laughed.  "If we get attacked by Zombies, should I be worried?" 
 
    Alva relaxed slightly, made a face at him.  "No, probably not." 
 
    "Probably?" 
 
    "It can be not at all if you bring me a piece of pie with lunch." 
 
    He grinned.  "Done!" 
 
    An hour before closing, the Roman came in. 
 
    He was not a movie Roman, or even a museum Roman.  David knew the man was an authentic, no nonsense, boots on the ground Roman -- to be precise a pedes, infantryman from the second century -- because the man was dressed almost identically to the men shown in the illustrations in a book on Roman warriors that he had at home.  The author had based his meticulously detailed drawings completely on archaeological finds of that period. 
 
    The Roman wore a ring-mail lorica hamata over a blue tunic of heavy cloth.  Matching trousers stopped just below his knees, leaving hairy calves bare.  On his feet were hob-nailed leather sandals.  He did not have either helmet or sword.  At his waist, an empty scabbard for a gladius hung from a leather cross-over shoulder strap. 
 
    Other than that, he was short, dark, wiry, and dirty.  A splatter of dried blood from a still oozing gash on the left side of his shaved head covered his hawk nose and sharp chin.  He seemed slightly disoriented, swinging his head back and forth in a jerky manner to peer about. 
 
    David vaulted the counter and hurried out into the store, waving a hand in a broad gesture until he snared the man's attention.  "May I help you, sir?" 
 
    This newest unusual visitor immediately locked his gaze on David and said something in barked, short sentences.  David thought the language was Latin, but it was not church or legal Latin.  The phrases had an almost Italian whang to them. 
 
    "I think he said nummularius," Alva said from behind her counter.  "That's money-changer." 
 
    "Ego nummularius," David said. 
 
    Shaking his head, the centurion let out a torrent. He had not understood. 
 
    David poked himself in the chest with a thumb.  "Num-mu-lar-ius." 
 
    The Roman nodded rapidly, then raised his hand to shake a leather purse at David as he spewed forth another agitated stream of incomprehensible language. 
 
    Taking slow steps backwards, David beckoned with both hands.  The Roman seemed to get an abrupt grip on his nerves, looked at Alva, then back at David, and finally nodded in an exaggerated fashion and followed. 
 
    With a bit of time, a few mispronounced Spanish and French words, a lot of hand gestures, and the holding up of fingers to indicate numbers, David was able to discover that the Roman wanted current money for his forty percent silver denarii.  Once this was established, David looked up and by the same means communicated the exchange rate. 
 
    With gestures, pantomimes, and a great deal of what David was certain were curses, the Roman responded with a question:  Is that a lot? 
 
    The Roman's thirty-one nearly pristine coins would exchange for thirteen thousand nine hundred sixty-four dollars. 
 
    David made a so-so gesture by waggling his hand.  Fourteen thousand dollars sounded like a lot of money until you actually started spending it and you realized that it was all gone.  Fourteen thousand was barely an Aunt Beatrice sized behest. 
 
    The Roman pursed his lips, but nodded. 
 
    The dollar cash box for the present decade was light and when David opened it, he was not surprised to find it contained in its trays only three thousand, eighty-two dollars in worn bills. 
 
    In quick decision, he took out the Operating Funds box and made up the difference. 
 
    The Roman looked at the paper currency but did not pick it up. 
 
    David realized that as far as the Roman was concerned, money was coin -- gold, silver, copper, or some mixture thereof.  For him, paper currency had to be a truly outrageous concept. 
 
    "Nomisma," he said, using one of the few Greek words that he knew as he pointed at the neat stack of bills.  The Romans had absorbed a great many Greek words and his limited smattering of Latin had yet to produce a word for "money." 
 
    "Nummus?" the Roman asked, looking doubtful. 
 
    "Sic," David replied, hoping that the Roman would understand the word as "yes." 
 
    The Roman took in a slow sluicing breath through flaring nostrils, let his eyes slide around the alcove for a moment, then gave a quick nod and gathered up the cash, holding it clamped tightly in one hand. 
 
    The Roman started to turn, seemed to have a thought, then turned back.  After catching David's eye, he plucked meaningfully at the sleeve of his tunic where it extended below his lorica hamata, and then jabbed a grubby finger with a split nail at David's green and white banded polo. 
 
    "Vestido?  Vêtements?" David asked. 
 
    The Roman nodded vigorously.  "Hoc ill', vistimen'm." 
 
    David moved around the counter and beckoned.  "Come with me." 
 
    As he passed Alva, who had an entirely unreadable expression, he told her, "If another customer comes in, please ask them to wait.  I'll be gone for no more than thirty minutes." 
 
    This earned him an eye roll and a grudging curt nod. 
 
    The nearest of the secondhand clothing shops was only two blocks west.  The wide-eyed Roman beside David drew a few stares but no screams or frantic 911 dials.  A number of people snapped pictures with their phones, but David did not concern himself with any of this.  As all such were, any pictures of the Roman that showed up online would be explained away by authentic experts with unimpeachable credentials within half a day. 
 
    There were only a couple of other customers in the secondhand shop, a younger woman and another woman old enough to be the first's mother.  Both stared for a moment at David's companion, but both soon returned their undivided attention to a rack of blouses marked CLEARANCE. 
 
    Sporting a name tag with Denise spelled out in colored ink, each letter a different fluorescent pastel, a young saleswoman with wiry black hair and a genuine grin came up to them almost immediately.  Her outfit -- white long-sleeved blouse, denim vest, flower embroidered denim shorts, Cat-in-the-Hat leggings, ankle boots -- had an Eighties vibe and David guessed that the entire ensemble had come off the shop's own racks.  
 
    "Hi!  I didn't know that they were shooting a movie in town today!" she enthused.  "I thought that all the movie companies had left the state when they did away with the tax credit." 
 
    "Had to do some reshoots, I think," David said, latching onto the eminently plausible explanation for the Roman's outlandish garb. 
 
    The young woman's eyes locked on the Roman's head wound.  "Wow, that makeup looks almost real!" 
 
    "It was just a quick location shoot in the alley behind Ebbert's," David told her.  "As far as I can gather, this guy's an extra that got left behind somehow.  He's from Bolivia and --" 
 
    "That's fantastic," the young woman gushed.  "I took four years of Spanish in high school!" 
 
    "Well, he speaks some sort of mountain dialect.  It's old Spanish mixed with Nahautl or something  and I can only catch a word here and there.  I think he wants a change of clothes so he doesn't draw attention while he waits for his ride." 
 
    "Oh, I can take care of that!  We've got a new consignment of men's casual clothing in today that has to be just his size!" 
 
    "Great, thanks!  He has only cash.  Will that be alright?" 
 
    "Oh, yes!  We love cash.  Don't worry, we'll get him fixed up in a jiffy!" 
 
    "Could I ask you a favor?  I think he said that he'll probably spend the night in Middleton -- the movie company is based in Dallas -- and he'll need a ride to take him to one of the motels out on the interstate.  I've seen a cab down by the court house a couple of times.  Is that fellow still in business?  If so, could you give him a call when you're done?" 
 
    "Oh, sure!  No problem at all.  If I can't get the cab, I know a guy." 
 
    David turned to the Roman.  The man seemed to have lost most of his nervous edge.  "Good luck." 
 
    "Gratias," the Roman said, sticking out his hand. 
 
    David shook the man's hand.   "You're welcome." 
 
    The Roman nodded.  He would make the rest of the journey on his own. 
 
    "Ven conmigo, por favor," the saleswoman told the man out of time, taking his arm to steer him towards the men's section. 
 
    David raced back to the shop to get back in before Alva locked him out.  This being Saturday, in his opinion "the end of the week", it was therefore payday and he was due three days wages. 
 
    Alva was waiting with keys in hand and scowl on face when he ran in. 
 
    "I just need three minutes," he told her without stopping. 
 
    "Just hurry it up." 
 
    It took only two minutes and eight seconds by his count to retrieve five one hundred dollar notes from the Operating Funds box, fold them neatly and push them deep into his pocket, glance over shelves to make sure all the boxes were in their proper places, then dash out again. 
 
    "See you on Monday!" he said to Alva as she chased him out the door. 
 
    "Buy a watch," was her only comment. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 FIVE 
 
      
 
    Time travel is not a reset button. 
 
    There are no do-overs. 
 
    Usually. 
 
    Before daylight on Monday morning, city crews shut down both Main and Broadway for the annual two day Shop Main! celebration, which was, name notwithstanding, primarily an open air flea market.  Vendors of all ambitions, from a silk screen artist who displayed her dragon and unicorn infused t-shirts in a custom built trailer to a nearsighted fellow selling old paperbacks on a broken ping-pong table, had set up the night before on both sidewalks of the two thoroughfares.  The crowd, which looked larger than last year's, wandered freely up and down the old (renovated) brick streets from the barricades at the Episcopal Church to the free parking areas south of the park beyond the court house.  Slathered in sun-screen, wearing shorts and good walking shoes, many were experienced rummage sale bargain seekers, but most were casual shoppers who spent more time at the bandstand on the courthouse lawn listening to the live country, gospel, and Southern Rock bands or sampling the food booths where everything seemed to be deep fried and smothered in chocolate than examining the various used tractor parts, antique glassware, refurbished laptops, cheap phones, handmade quilts, mismatched kitchenware, and orphaned furniture.  
 
    This abnormal flood of pedestrian traffic, in an organic and natural way, resulted in overflows washing into Ebbert's and the aisles between the displays became at times actually crowded with spur-of-the-moment walk-ins.  The surge in business kept Alva busy throughout the days of the event with what must have been banner sales that left the comics tables bereft and disorganized and the spinning coin folder racks wiped clean of almost all of their dust.   
 
    David even saw quite a few of the comics enshrined behind the counter and at least two of the certified coins from its bowels pass out of the store's doors.  
 
    No one came into the currency exchange alcove, however, and he spent much of the two days grinding his way through another chapter of Le tour du monde en 80 jours. 
 
    On Wednesday, Mr. Nesmith and Daniel were waiting just outside the doors of the shop when David arrived.  The older man put on a smile (David thought Mr. Nesmith put on that smile just like David put on a pair of socks -- through necessity and routine and entirely without emotion.) when he saw David come up.  Daniel just gave him an inscrutable look and returned to his observation of the exodus. 
 
    The festival had not shut down until midnight.  A good many of the vendors were only now starting to pack up to leave and the streets were still closed to traffic.  Civilian volunteers had begun to fan out with their reflective traffic vests, their bright orange plastic bags, and their trash picker-uppers.  By nine, when the streets were scheduled to re-open, both Main and Broadway would be back to their normal bland, somewhat desolate, and litter-less condition.  
 
    "I'm sorry guys," David said, gesturing at the locked doors.  "Alva usually opens up before this." 
 
    "Second Wednesday," Mr. Nesmith explained. 
 
    "Sorry?" 
 
    "Second Wednesday of the month.  Alva always opens thirty minutes late on the Second Wednesday." 
 
    "Ah," David said.  He would have liked to have asked the reason, but thought that Mr. Nesmith, if he knew, was unlikely to reveal any of Alva's secrets.  "Do you have money to exchange today?" 
 
    "Yes, quite a bit of it.  We've been busy since we saw you last." 
 
    "Oh?" 
 
    "Places to go and all that.  You know how it is." 
 
    "I think I have it figured out.  It's time travel, right?" 
 
    Daniel laughed and David had the impression that the laugh meant, "What took you so long?" 
 
    Mr. Nesmith's expression did not wobble. "Of course." 
 
    "How does it work?" 
 
    "How does what work?" 
 
    "Time travel." 
 
    Mr. Nesmith made a vague gesture.  "Pretty good for most people.  Not so good for some." 
 
    "I meant, how do you manage to travel through time? How is it done? Do you have a machine?" 
 
    Mr. Nesmith laughed with genuine amusement and Daniel grinned.  "No, no machine." 
 
    "Mystic portal?" 
 
    Again the two, father and son, were heartily amused.   
 
    "People just shift from one time to another," Mr. Nesmith said.  "That's all." 
 
    "Which people?" 
 
    "Meaning do people that shift in time have some special ability or mutant genes or something like that?" 
 
    "Yes." 
 
    "Nope.  As far as I can tell, anyone could do it." 
 
    "There must be some explanation, some mechanism that makes it possible?" 
 
    "I'm sure that there is, but I have no idea what it is.  My view is that changing your time is simply a matter of having the proper state of mind." 
 
    "So all that it takes is an act of will?  You just want to be in some other time and you move there?" 
 
    "Not at first, no.  Shifting to a specific moment, a specific now we call it, is an acquired skill." 
 
    "So how does a person start?" 
 
    "Motivation is everything.  Are you looking to shift to another time?" 
 
    David was slightly taken aback by this question, but he answered it honestly.  "No.  Not now and not ever.  My life is fine and I'm more than happy with it.  I've worked too hard to get it that way and I don't need or want any complications or upsets.  I'm just curious about the concept.  You must understand why that would be.   In a weird, not really pleasant, ice water down your back kind of way, it's incredibly exciting.  It's like finding out that Big Foot actually exists." 
 
    "You think he doesn't?" Mr. Nesmith asked with a perfectly straight face. 
 
    David grimaced.  "You must be joking?" 
 
    Mr. Nesmith chuckled, earning a protesting "eah!" and angry look from Daniel.  "Daniel says that I'm not to make such jests.  He thinks it unkind." 
 
    "eah!" Daniel confirmed. 
 
    "So where are you from?" David asked. 
 
    Mr. Nesmith waved a negligent hand.  "We're from here.  Not Middleton, precisely, but somewhere not far.  A few years before this.  You'll pardon me if I'm not more specific.  I've learned to be circumspect with important details.  Not everyone that shifts in time is harmless." 
 
    "You changed all your money for that of the late Fifties." 
 
    "That's our home base of the moment.  It was, for the most part, a more simple and peaceful time, at least for a given circumstance and level of affluence.  Would you be surprised to learn that there is a fourteen month period in the late Fifties when most of the US experienced almost no riots, bombings, assassinations, nuke scares, virus outbreaks, highjackings, trade wars --?" 
 
    "I get the picture.  Where do you go when you shift?" 
 
    "Anywhere that strikes our fancy." 
 
    "So you can travel in both time and space?" 
 
    "Oh, no, not at all!  It's time shifting, not teleportation -- and before you ask, I don't know if teleportation is possible.  A person that shifts in time stays in the same spot, more or less.  Usually there is a slight spatial displacement.  It's a given that you can't shift to a spot that already has something in it.  Daniel and I once shifted to a time which had a huge oak tree growing where we had been.  We were displaced almost ten feet and fell into a shallow creek.  Daniel was miffed." 
 
    Out of the corner of his eye, David saw Daniel scrunch up his face as if he had tasted something disagreeable, but the younger Nesmith made no other comment. 
 
    "So how do you go to different places?  Surely you can't get Greek coins or French Francs from Middleton in any time period?" 
 
    "The usual way.  Though they are all but extinct in this country at this point, in the early part of the Twentieth Century passenger trains could take you just about anywhere in the continental US.  If we want to go overseas, we take a flight from New York just before the turn of this Millennium." 
 
    "Those are peaceful times?" 
 
    "Not so much peaceful as less complicated.  There are other windows of opportunity that offer reduced complications, but those two best suit our particular needs." 
 
    "It must be ... liberating."  David's first impulse had been to say terrifying, but in his head that had sounded timid. 
 
    Mr. Nesmith's expression darkened for a brief moment.  "Shifting isn't freedom.  The more you do it, the more confined you become." 
 
    "What do you mean?" 
 
    "Unlike what you may have read in books or seen on film, shifting has severe limitations.  One of the most oppressive is that you can only experience any particular instant once.  You are forever barred from all the moments that you have already lived. You cannot enter any of them again. " 
 
    "Why is that?" 
 
    "I don't know and no Shifter that I have spoken to knows.  Maybe it has something to do with some intractable property of the physics or maybe the magic is just plain old contrary.  I only know that we cannot go to any time from the moment that I was conceived until the day Daniel and I left Middleton behind.  Nor can we return to this moment or any other moment of the other numerous occasions that we have come here to exchange funds.  Nor can we revisit any moment in the past or future that we have already looked in upon.  We have often wanted to re-watch some great historical event from a different perspective, but we can't.  On many occasions we have found a vital need to do something at a point in time that coincides with one of our blackout dates.  That vital something does not get done -- at least not by us.  That nice patch in the Fifties?  We've lived through nearly all of it.  We have less than a month remaining there and then we'll have to try to find somewhen else." 
 
    "It doesn't seem like the Sixties were so bad." 
 
    "If you were a kid, like I was, and had a certain social and economic position, like I had, they were tolerable.  For a lot of people they weren't." 
 
    "But you've already been there so you can't go back." 
 
    "Exactly." 
 
    "There's still the future.  It's endless." 
 
    "Unfortunately, that does not appear to be the case.  Daniel and I meet a lot of nomads like ourselves.  The farthest that anyone has been forward is just over a century from the middle of this year." 
 
    "But --" 
 
    Mr. Nesmith cut him off abruptly.  "I'm sorry, David.  There comes Alva and we have a lot of business to transact.  If you like we might be able to chat for a bit the next time we come through." 
 
    David still had a thousand questions, but it was clear to him that Mr. Nesmith was not a man who could be budged from a decision once he had made it. 
 
    Alva, unhurried and dressed in a remarkable -- for her -- plaid skirt and peasant blouse, greeted Daniel with a kiss and a hug, then awarded David and Mr. Nesmith a suspicious glare. 
 
    "What have you two been talking about?" she asked as she pushed her key into the lock. 
 
    "Oh, this and that," Mr. Nesmith replied blandly.  "You know how it is." 
 
    This evasion caused David to wonder if Alva knew about time travel.  Surely she must?  If she did not, why did she not? 
 
    Mr. Nesmith held back and it was clear that he intended David to proceed him.  As soon as Alva was through the door, David followed and went directly to the alcove, stowed his lunch, and brought out the exchange rate notebook. 
 
    Just a couple of steps behind, Mr. Nesmith efficiently parked Daniel and began dragging bills and coins out of his pockets. 
 
    The first lot was Roman solidii from the First Century.  The next were apparently just struck 1909 gold Double Eagles from the San Francisco Mint.  Then came a stack of ten dollar National Bank Notes, Series of 1875, that had been folded over neatly.  The final batch was a wad of crumpled bills that Mr. Nesmith had apparently stuffed with some haste into the pocket of his t-shirt.  When the old man methodically unfolded and smoothed them out on the counter, these were revealed to be five thousand dollar Federal Reserve Notes, Series of 1934, New York Federal Reserve Bank. 
 
    "Would you like dollars again, 1950-1960, Mr. Nesmith?" David asked as he began to flip through the index. 
 
    "No.  We want all of it in coin of Third Century Roman Britain." 
 
    This was such a surprise that David had to ask, "You've found another safe zone?" 
 
    Mr. Nesmith did not answer immediately.  Though the older man's expression revealed nothing, David could see that he was evaluating his possible responses. 
 
    The delay amounted to no more than a few seconds, "No, but we're going to be there for an extended time." 
 
    David cleaned out the cash box marked 1st Cent Rome- British Isles and made a small mound of gold and silver on the counter, but this was short by twenty-seven denarii of the total that the Nesmith's were owed. 
 
    "Just write out an IOU," Mr. Nesmith told David.  "Albert will make it up when the money comes in." 
 
    That had not been included in David's instructions, but he saw no reason to doubt Mr. Nesmith.  Prompted by a quick thought, rather than dig out the receipt book, he used a corner torn from the back of the account journal to write out the IOU.  Confirming the authenticity of the IOU would be a simple matter of matching the ripped edge of the corner to its parent page. 
 
    After he had pocketed everything, Mr. Nesmith, with a very serious air, stuck out his hand.  "I don't imagine that we shall be seeing you for quite some time, David.  Good luck." 
 
    David shook the man's hand.  "Yes, sir.  Thank you, sir, and good luck to you as well." 
 
    When the two went out, Mr. Nesmith surprised David again by embracing Alva for just an instant when she intercepted them to say goodbye to Daniel.  Alva also seemed surprised, but returned the hug without hesitation.  Then the two, father and son, went out of the shop, again eschewing all assistance, turned right and strode swiftly away. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 SIX 
 
      
 
    The passage from one point in time to another -- some argue that the movement is not linear -- causes no apparent harm.  The shift is instantaneous, as far as anyone can tell, and there are no overt physical effects to indicate the transference. 
 
    Harm, however, in the form of people, is always lying in wait. 
 
    David spent an hour trying to figure out how to broach the subject without sounding like a certified nutcase. 
 
    He came up with nothing. 
 
    When he walked out into the shop, he found Alva sitting forward on her stool with her elbows propped on the counter and her chin perched in the palms of her hands.  She was looking towards the alcove. 
 
    She had been expecting him. 
 
    Her face had no discernable expression as she watched him approach. 
 
    Her book, another bodice bursting boat anchor, was lying opened but pages down on the counter to mark her place.  It looked as if she had not made any progress since the last time he had seen her reading. 
 
    "I'm going out to get lunch today," he told her.  "Would you like me to bring me something back?" 
 
    "No, I have leftover lasagna." 
 
    "Home made?" 
 
    "Of course not." 
 
    "I've been meaning to ask you about your accent. I can't place it." 
 
    "It's Viking." 
 
    "Ah. Is that really an accent?"' 
 
    "It's better than y'all this and y'all that." 
 
    He laughed.  "No, I meant that the word 'Viking' is fairly generic.  Actually, I think I read somewhere that it was made up.  Which country in Scandinavia are you from?" 
 
    Alva straightened and pushed her arms straight above her head in a hard stretch. She then cycled her hands from fists to splayed fingers five times in quick succession.  The entire routine had the look of an exercise designed to relieve stress. 
 
    Then she brought her hands down and laid them one atop another on the counter in front of her.  Though her eyes remained upon him as she spoke, she was not looking at him but rather at something in her memory. 
 
    "My mother told me that I was born in a village on a fjord with blue cliffs.  I do not remember that village at all.  My earliest memories are from when I was a girl on Ísland -- Iceland.  I was happy there.  The summers were wonderful.  My mother was a þræll and so I was also.  I've read that the word thrall is used to translate þræll, but that makes it sound like something it's not.  þræll just means slave.  My mother was a slave and I was a slave." 
 
    David did not interrupt her with a comment.  None of the things that he might have said seemed worth saying. 
 
    "When I had just become a woman -- I don't really know how old I was, maybe thirteen or fourteen -- I was given over to a man named Andríður Ásbergsson.  He was a big bear of a man with rough red hair on his chest and a strong wife who bore him five sons and only two daughters.  When his wife was cross, which she often was in winter,  Andríður would crawl into the bed of one of his female slaves.  He liked Aleta the best, but sometimes he would crawl into my bed.  I did not mind.  It was like sleeping with a walrus.  The winters in Ísland were long.  I hate the cold." 
 
    She paused then, and shivered ever so slightly. 
 
    "One day, Andríður ordered that all of his household was to be packed up for a voyage to a new land.  There were twenty-six of us altogether, his sons and their wives, his grandchildren, and the slaves.  At that time, there were seven slaves, four women and three men.  I was sick the whole time of the voyage and I don't know how many days it took.  We made landing once at a village in a fjord that I think now must have been on Greenland.  I wasn't allowed to go ashore.  After a few days, we sailed towards the sunset again and I was sick again.  I think I almost died from dehydration. When we made landfall at the new settlement, Aleta tended to me and I recovered.  The people who were there before we arrived had made war on the skrælingi who lived across the waters.  One day, while Aleta and I and one of the male slaves named Ailbhe were foraging, the skrælingi attacked the settlement.  They caught us in the open and killed Aleta and Ailbhe, but I ran away and hid beneath a creek bank.  The eldest son of Andríður, Arni, was also killed when the men came out to drive off the skrælingi.  Andríður flew into a rage and vowed to destroy the skrælingi.  They brought his body back and burned it on a raft.  My baby died of a coughing sickness in the first winter and I walked out into the snow to get away.  I walked all the way into summer." 
 
    When she said nothing more, David asked, "How did you wind up here?" 
 
    "The summer I found was in 1716.  An old Scottish fisherman and his wife found me walking along the beach and took me in.  They thought I was a castaway from a Dutch shipwreck that they had heard about.  The old woman was barren and she treated me like a daughter.  They taught me English and kept me hidden from the British soldiers who were always searching for French spies while they were stealing fish.  The old fisherman and his wife died together in their sleep during the winter of 1719.  I left their house and walked out to find summer again.  The year I shifted to was 1943.  I was arrested in St. John's on suspicion of being a Nazi spy.  I tried to tell the soldiers that my accent was not German and that I was from Iceland, but I had no papers and no passport and they threw me in a cell.  I shifted in the jail and the displacement dropped me in a park.  That was 1957 and by then Newfoundland was a part of Canada.  With some luck, I got to the mainland.  To get away from the cold, I went south and crossed the border into Maine in the back of a truck full of illegal maple syrup.  I had to shift a couple more times, but I finally made it to a place where it never snows and if it does, it melts away in a day." 
 
    "Here in Middleton." 
 
    "Yes." 
 
    "It sounds like there is much more to your story." 
 
    "That's all that I am willing to tell." 
 
    "Do you still do it?" 
 
    "Shift?  No." 
 
    "You have no reason to." 
 
    "Yes." 
 
    The door chime gave a death rattle at that inopportune moment and David turned his head to see a family come in.  The parents were in their thirties and the vibrant, dancing-eyed children, two girls and a boy, were perhaps twelve, ten, and eight.  All were dressed in casual clothing and carried shoulder bags about the size of airline carry-ons. 
 
    "Good morning!" the father said with a pleasant smile. 
 
    The mother smiled as well, but her posture gave David the impression that she spoke no English.  The children just stared around at everything, almost as if the interior of the store were a fantastic and unusual sight. 
 
    The father's accent was heavy and French.  In his upheld hand, he had a thick paperback book with a colorful front cover.  Though he held the book closed, he had his index finger shoved inside to mark a place.   
 
    Though what he could see of the book's title indicated that it was in French, David had both seen and owned enough such tomes to know that it had to be a tourist's guidebook. 
 
    "Good morning!" he wished the family.  "How may we help you?" 
 
    The father hesitated for just a moment, clearly mentally translating.  "We - would - like - to - exchange - currency, please." 
 
    "Certainement.  Par ici, s'il vous plaît." 
 
    "Eh, bon! Est-ce que vous parlez français?" 
 
    "Un peu." 
 
    "Fantastique!" 
 
    David's French was rusty and incomplete but proved sufficient. 
 
    His latest customers were indeed tourists. 
 
    From sixty-seven years in the future. 
 
    While David exchanged their 1862 Confederate currency (at a very anemic rate) for current dollars taken from the Operating Funds box, the couple and their three bright and vocal children proved quite chatty. 
 
    Along with a few thousand other panicked Parisians,  they had been trying to board a train in the Gare du Nord to get away from Paris when a small nuke went off in the direction of  L'Hôtel des Invalides or perhaps le Tour Eiffel.  Seeking shelter and escape from the falling roof of the gare, the five of them had run together into a cafe under the balcony and with one frightened stride had shifted into 1926. 
 
    Confusion and shock had quickly given way to relief and joy.  Both the parents and the children were, based upon the almost cavalier manner in which they related their somewhat horrific story, quite practical people. 
 
    What should one do if one could travel in time, the mother had asked David, but sightsee? 
 
    He might have said, not altogether facetiously, "Get rich and meet women," but he simply agreed that sightseeing was as good a reason as any. 
 
    The family had spent a number of months in the relative paradise -- their description -- of Roaring Twenties Paris and its bucolic environs.  Both parents confessed to being professional plumbers.  Having experienced uncooperative plumbing, albeit of a more recent vintage, on a number of occasions, David had readily understood why the two had had no difficulty in acquiring employment that had provided for their daily expenses and also permitted them to put aside a sizeable reserve.  In their spare time, they had begun to gather their bearings.  This process had included studying the history of the places that they wanted to go, amassing a small fortune in gold bullion by already knowing where the right time and place would be due to the happenstance of a well used copy of L'Histoire de Paris being stowed in the older daughter's backpack, and, perhaps most importantly, finding and consulting with other time travelers.  Forearmed and forewarned, they had set off in search of interesting times and places. 
 
    One important fact that David took from the pleasant conversation was that active time travelers were not, as he had originally thought, rare. 
 
    On the face of the empirical evidence, he had reasoned that assumption to be essentially valid.  There should not be very many of them, otherwise the whole world would know about it.  Up until now, he had believed, like the rest of the rational people on the planet, that anyone who talked about time travel was deluded, demented, a liar, a fool, a hair-brained theoretical physicist, or all five combined. 
 
    So he asked them, "Et commet est-ce qu'on peut garder le secret?" 
 
    "Parce que tous ceux qui ne peuvent pas courir dans les couloirs du temps refusent de croire qu'il y a qulqu'un qui peut," the oldest daughter replied with a smirk. 
 
    "Ils ne sont pas capables de croire," the father added. 
 
    The mother patted the father on the arm in reproach.  "Ce n'est pas gentil, papa." 
 
    "Mais c'est vrai." 
 
    The mother had frowned, but had not contradicted her spouse. 
 
    Another thing that David learned was that time travelers, like any group of people with a shared esoteric skill, tended to get together to socialize, commiserate, and gossip.  They were not abundant, by any means, but there appeared to be a considerable number of them and they tended, at least according to the tourists' account, to encounter and recognize each other without much difficulty.  The family had learned of the currency exchange from a number of fellow Shifters.  Albert's emporium, from all reports, was held in the highest esteem by the community. 
 
    The final thing that he learned was that time travel, rather than the fantastic adventure that popular fiction depicted, was well and truly, no sense in denying it, could not change it if he tried, ordinary. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 SEVEN 
 
      
 
    Time travel does not solve problems. 
 
    It only creates them. 
 
    A string of mundane customers came into Ebbert's after the French family, armed with David's guarded recommendations, had left to explore contemporary Middleton. 
 
    The first was an elderly man who puttered about in the coin collecting paraphernalia for almost an hour, including an interlude of twenty minutes chatting to David about anything and everything, before purchasing a single folder for modern nickels. 
 
    After the dawdling coin collector departed, David had hardly summoned the resolve to speak to Alva again when a daytripping group of fifth graders wrangled inefficiently by a teacher, two aides, and five unenthusiastic parents burst through the front doors.  He had to answer the question "What's a currency exchange?" only eight times.  The others apparently already knew, did not care, or were too busy flipping through comics, spinning racks, ogling coins, or telling a kid named Bobby to keep his hands to himself. 
 
    This invasion lasted only three-quarters of an hour, but when it was over, the lunch hour had come and gone and with it David's best excuse for again approaching Alva to learn more about time travel.  Thwarted for the moment, he ate the peanut butter and jelly sandwich that he had brought from home and plotted strategies to squeeze from her every possible fact that she might possess. 
 
    The afternoon likewise provided no opportunities. 
 
    First, a woman came in and made a beeline for the alcove.  Statuesque, dark, and perhaps mid-fifties, she had a determined look.  Her clothing, a tight-fitting jacket without lapels and snug trousers in a grey, finely woven material, was not of a contemporary cut, but it was not obviously historical. 
 
    She spoke before David could offer a greeting.  "Hi, David.  We've met, only not yet for you.  I need to change 2072 dollars for 1910 dollars and I have no time to spare." 
 
    David nodded and made the transaction without wasted motion.  As soon as she had collected her three hundred twelve 1910 dollars, the woman turned on her heel and departed as quickly as she had come. 
 
    For a short time after this odd apparition had departed, David was preoccupied with supposition and speculation, but he did not have long before another customer arrived. 
 
    Or, rather, customers. 
 
    Nearly thirty of them, they came in, singly, in groups of two or three, and in one gaggle of nearly half a dozen.  At one point in the mid-afternoon, there was actually a queue that stretched almost to the comic book tables. 
 
    All of them, without exception, wanted to exchange future currency -- one from a full century ahead -- for currency of the past.  The nearest requested exchange was for the sixteenth century.  Two short, bearded men that could only have been brothers opted for Egyptian bronze coins from the 3rd Century B.C. that featured the profile of Ptolemy III. 
 
    There were no children and no elderly people.  All of the men and women appeared to be fit and in good health, though some could have shed a few pounds and some could have gained a few.  There might have been a couple or two in the bunch, but most of those together gave no indication of being more than acquaintances. 
 
    All were dressed in what he took to be the styles of the eras that they had left. (David would never have thought that bright pastels, shimmery fabrics, overly padded shoulders, and blousy trousers would ever again have become popular, collectively or severally.)  By extension, none had taken what he had assumed to be the standard time traveler precaution of dressing to suit the time to which one was going.  Apparently, none had deemed such a precaution necessary. 
 
    Or else they had not had time to acquire appropriate outfits. 
 
    One or two traded noncommittal nods, but none spoke while they were waiting in the queue. 
 
    For the most part, the travelers exchanged only small amounts, and several gave David the impression that they were exchanging what monies they had happened to have in their pockets, wallets, or handbags at the moment of their departure. 
 
    Though the heavy-set woman from the dawn of the twenty-second century brought a smoky, singed odor with her, none showed wild eyed panic, looked particularly winded, or even slightly flustered, but it was clear from the way they avoided eye contact with each other that all of them were uncomfortable with being part of what was evidently a mass exodus. 
 
    When the last of these anachronisms had gone, Alva slipped into the alcove to tell him that it was closing time and slipped out before he could say anything.  
 
    As she was letting him out the door, he asked, "What are you doing for supper?  Would you like to share a pizza?" 
 
    She grimaced, then sighed.  "Look, David.  I know that you want to talk about shifting and I don't have a problem with that.  I'm busy this evening, but I could close down the shop for a long lunch tomorrow.  Save up all your questions till then.  We'll get takeout from the cafe and I'll answer everything that I can.  Okay?" 
 
    He hid his disappointment.  "Sure.  That'll work." 
 
    As he biked home, his imagination tried to put stories to all the characters that had come and gone from the currency exchange and some of the narratives that blossomed were fanciful indeed. 
 
    Not once in these daydreams did he imagine himself running through the corridors of time.


 
   
  
 

 EIGHT 
 
      
 
    Time is not your friend. 
 
    Time is not your enemy. 
 
    Time simply does not care. 
 
    At all. 
 
    When he walked into the alcove that next morning, he immediately saw that the exchange rate notebook was sitting on the counter with a bright yellow sticky note stuck to the front cover.  In precise cursive, the note read: 
 
    : 
 
    Until further notice, anything from twenty-five years or more in future, exchange at a rate of 1000 future to 1 present!  Then exchange from present to all other periods. 
 
    Albert 
 
      
 
    He went out and found Alva cleaning the collectables counter with a large cloth and a spray bottle of something that smelled of bleach. 
 
    "Albert came in after I left?" 
 
    She shrugged.  "I don't know.  I was out till very late last night and he has his own key.  Why do you ask?" 
 
    He showed her the note. 
 
    "Huh." 
 
    Frustrated by her disconnected comment, but determined not to be dissuaded, he asked pointedly, "Something bad going on in the future?" 
 
    "How should I know?" 
 
    "You don't shift anymore." 
 
    "Exactly." 
 
    "I thought maybe that someone could have told you." 
 
    "I don't associate with other Shifters." 
 
    "Except Mr. Nesmith and Daniel." 
 
    "I don't socialize with them.  I just see them when they come in." 
 
    "It seems like you know them very well." 
 
    "I actually don't." 
 
    As a delaying tactic while he thought, he pulled his palm and fingers over his mouth to comb out his mustache.  "How often does Albert get a temp to run the currency exchange?" 
 
    "Only five times that I know of." 
 
    "Did he ever leave notes for any of the others?" 
 
    "He didn't get a chance.  You're the first one to last more than two days." 
 
    "Ah." 
 
    In obvious dismissal, she squeezed the handle of her spray bottle to soak the counter in front of her and began scrubbing a spot that looked already spotless. 
 
    This time, however, he persisted.  "All the travelers go in the same direction when they leave here. Is there some special place nearby that they shift from?" 
 
    Looking put upon, she tossed her rag down on the counter.  "The alley.  It's out of sight of most of the people passing on the street." 
 
    "But --" 
 
    She raised a hand to cut him off.  "Remember our deal?  Or should I plan to eat lunch by myself?" 
 
    He raised his hands in mock surrender.  "No, we'll stick with the deal.  On the way to lunch, I need to stop by the O'Shannen Gas office to pay my bill.  Would that be a problem?" 
 
    The last hundred from his Saturday pay, folded three times to make it more bulky and thus less likely to be drawn out of his pocket by mistake, would barely cover his overdue bill. 
 
    "Alright." 
 
    He nodded and fell back to the safety of the alcove once more. 
 
    After a few minutes, rather than allow his thoughts to continue to chase themselves in circles, he brought out his book and began to work through another chapter. 
 
    The distraction worked.  He had made it all the way to the next to last chapter of Le tour du monde en 80 jours, when the three came into the shop. 
 
    They moved quickly, with clear purpose, and did not look at anything save Alva. 
 
    All three, even the woman, though hers had a definite feminine style, wore expensive looking tailored suits in subdued shades of blue and grey.   
 
    The two men did not have the coifed and manicured look that David associated with the high tier professionals -- big time lawyers, financial people, and that sort -- that such suits normally contained.  Both were broad-shouldered, barrel-chested, and exceedingly tall, closing on seven feet.  The shorter one had a shaved head and a hard face, as if a smith had beaten it out in soft iron with a steel hammer.  The taller one was just plain ugly, with heavy eyebrows on a prominent forehead, a broken brick of a nose, and a heavy jaw that could have been used to slay a thousand Philistines.  His long-armed, over-muscled frame just looked off. 
 
    The woman did have coifed hair, grey to almost white but thick, and manicured nails, but she wore no makeup on a face that had the texture of weathered granite. 
 
    Alva's eyes tightened when she saw them. 
 
    Then with a swift movement the woman raised a monstrously big steel-blue automatic and shot Alva in the head. 
 
    The concussion and sharp, whip-crack report of the single round forced David's eyes to close in a protective blink. 
 
    After just another single heartbeat of mind freezing panic, he vaulted the counter and threw himself out into the shop, but the three had already bolted out the door and by the time he made it halfway to the counter behind which Alva lay, he saw through the front glass that they had gone right towards the alley and in the next second they passed from his sight. 
 
    Alva's blood and brains had sprayed all over the comics on the wall and continued to drip off the clear plastic bins that held them up.  After the bullet had passed through her skull, it had shattered the plastic of a bin that had held a previously pristine copy of a Golden Age comic, punching a neat hole that had removed the head and shoulders of an unfamiliar super powered heroine. 
 
    Eyes staring open in interrupted shock and sprawled like a ragdoll, Alva was well and truly dead.  Her skin had already gone grey from exsanguination, a huge pool of dark blood still spreading around her on the floor.  Her face was intact for the most part, though her forehead had sunk in a little where the bullet had entered, but the back of her head was completely gone. 
 
    For he did not know how long, he just stood staring at her, unable to stop his hands from trembling. 
 
    Then, for the next few moments, he was driven by rapidly firing impulses. 
 
    He ran towards the door and burst out onto the street. 
 
    Cars had stopped and pedestrians were staring.  They had heard the gun shot.  It had been that loud. 
 
    Call for help! 
 
    No. 
 
    Get the police! 
 
    No. 
 
    Catch them! 
 
    Yes. 
 
    He ran towards the alley mouth, turned in, and followed. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 NINE 
 
      
 
    It takes a special kind of crazy to leave the world that you know and cast yourself into the unknown. 
 
    The sailors that sailed off the edge of the map?  They had that kind of crazy. 
 
    The first men into space?  They had that kind of crazy. 
 
    Time travelers?  They have it in spades. 
 
    Squared. 
 
    The sudden pouring rain hit David like a wall.  He was drenched and chilled to the bone before he could take a full breath. 
 
    He staggered when he dropped a few inches, then fought to regain his balance as his feet tried to slide out in different directions on the muddy ground.  Legs braced at awkward angles and arms outstretched, he remained still for a stunned second. 
 
    It was raining so hard that he could not see farther than a few feet in front of him or hear anything save for the fire hose roar of the downpour.  A cold gust of wind sprayed his face and the impact of the droplets almost felt like buckshot.  Turning his head about, he made out the grey shadow of rough sawn planks and a dark doorway directly to his right and slogged through four inch deep soupy mud to reach it. 
 
    The overhanging roof cut off the rain and allowed him to see clearly, but it was the smell that immediately identified the small building as a chicken house. The doorway was but a rectangular hole in the simple framed plank wall and beyond it the interior was hardly a pace wide by three long.  A round length of pine about three inches in diameter had been mounted horizontally at waist height.  Nine brown chickens, including one large colorful rooster that eyed him with deep suspicion, that were roosting on this pole.  Some of the hens gave him a quick "Do you have food?" glare, but immediately lost interest when none was forthcoming.  None of the birds gave any sign that they were willing to be spooked out into the rain. 
 
    In spite of the damp wind lashing his back through his soaked t-shirt, he stayed in the doorway; the ground underneath the roost had not been shoveled out recently. 
 
    Shivers as strong as muscle spasms made his whole body tremble. 
 
    He knew what had happened. 
 
    He had traveled in time. 
 
    Because he had been trying to catch the three people. 
 
    Who had killed Alva. 
 
    For just half a minute or so, his mind hung there on the wrenching mental image of her corpse, as if it had slipped a gear or three. 
 
    Then it gained traction once more and his thoughts began to sort themselves out. 
 
    Giving chase to time travelers had been stupid.  That would not bring Alva back. 
 
    Could it? 
 
    And what would he have done if he had caught them, instead of winding up here -- whereever and whenever here was? 
 
    Likely gotten killed.  The murderers had guns and he did not. 
 
    So, where did that leave him? 
 
    He turned about and looked out through the gradually slackening rain.  This wasn't a farm yard, as he had first supposed.  Up a slight slope about thirty yards away was the rear of a line of buildings.  A couple were built of old fashioned solid red brick but most were wood framed with weathered lap siding. Many had more than one storey and nearly all of them had covered back porches.  A muddy, rutted track ran along behind the buildings.  One weather-beaten structure had drab colored laundry dangling in rain soaked futility on a line tied from its porch to a good sized hickory tree. 
 
    Evidently the cold rain had not been expected. 
 
    Or the laundry owner was a diehard optimist. 
 
    Or had died. 
 
    Or a thousand other possibilities. 
 
    He shivered again, but just from the cold.  The temperature, not warm to begin with, was dropping sharply as the rain faded.  It already had to be below fifty Fahrenheit and seemed inclined to drop lower.   
 
    To his right, down a slight slope, a two storey house stood.   Several large white oaks flanked the house in a way that would provide shade morning and afternoon. The house had wraparound covered porches, a fresh coat of dull yellow paint, and a neat front yard -- not a lawn, as there was no grass, or weeds for that matter -- defined by hedges of large rosebushes and a brick front walk.  The chicken house was near enough to the yellow house to be obviously within its purview, and the only reason to have a chicken house so close was to ensure a ready supply of fresh eggs. 
 
    That implied that, whenever he was, it was not a time in which people were accustomed to jumping in the car to pop over to the local convenience store whenever they needed another carton of eggs.  
 
    There were no blooms on the rose bushes and the sky had the grey, depressing overcast of winter.  Unlike Alva, he had not managed to reach summer on his first shift in time. 
 
    Beyond the yellow house a broader dirt road traced a disorganized route amongst more houses, yards, outhouses, carriage sheds and horse barns.  When he looked left, he saw much the same, with thick woodlands in the near distance. 
 
    The lay of the land looked exactly like the north slope of the hill that Middleton had been built upon.  He was probably no more than fifty yards down slope of where Ebbert's had been -- would be.  That line of buildings had to be Main Street, just not the one he knew. 
 
    Mr. Nesmith had called it displacement.  His best guess was that he had also moved a few dozen yards to the east. 
 
    He did not even consider that he might have gone forward in time.  All of the buildings had a rustic, handmade, Nineteenth Century look. 
 
    That thought caused him to put on a concerned frown.  There were a lot of years in the Nineteenth Century that he had no desire to visit. 
 
    In fact, he had no desire to visit any of them. 
 
    The Nineteenth Century had had bad sanitation, horse manure everywhere, no fruit or vegetable out of season, and a whole lot of diseases that no drugs would be available to treat for a hundred years. 
 
    He had to get back to where he belonged. 
 
    And that meant... 
 
    Another time shift. 
 
    He clenched his fists, closed his eyes, pictured the unremarkable alley alongside Ebbert's, and fervently willed himself back to it. 
 
    After a few minutes of just being wet and cold, he gave up and opened his eyes.  He had done it once.  He could do it again.  He would just have to figure out how. 
 
    And when he did... 
 
    Could he save Alva? 
 
    "What're you doin' in Miz Ferguson's hen house?" 
 
    He snapped out of his reverie to realize that a woman stood just a few steps away towards the yellow house. 
 
    A plain white cotton apron covered her long woolen skirts and white cotton blouse.  The blouse had long sleeves and a high neck.  Sleeves and neck were buttoned up tight. 
 
    David had seen clothing like this in historical photos.  It seemed that he had shifted to somewhere closer to the middle of the century rather that towards its end or beginning. 
 
    The woman was likely a domestic of some sort.  His Creole grandmother had drilled it into his head when he had been three that People of Color had Zero options in that era. 
 
    Unless he had gone back too far.  Then this dark skinned woman with the close cropped hair had to be a slave. 
 
    Step One: Make an immediate positive connection with any prospective ...hostile local. 
 
    "Good morning!" he offered, stepping out from the chicken house.  "Sorry if I have intruded, but I was just --" 
 
    "Help!  Thief!  There's a thief in the hen house!" 
 
    The woman's voice was a rich contralto.  She probably sang in her church choir.  She certainly had the volume to sing without electronic amplification.  Without a doubt, everyone in the yellow house had heard her. 
 
    He started running. 
 
    He did not get far. 
 
    "Stop! You there! Stop, I say!" 
 
    He heard the whiz of something going by his head just an instant before he heard the boom of a pistol and dove down into the mud. 
 
    Footsteps splashed near.   
 
    "Move and I'll put a bullet in your head instead of over it this time," a man told him. 
 
    David kept still, but he cut his eyes to look up into the barrel of a cocked revolver.  A tardy wisp of black powder smoke escaped from the end of it.  That was an 1851 model Navy Colt.  He knew exactly what it was because he had once contemplated buying a replica online. 
 
    The man wore cadet grey kersey trousers with a narrow gold stripe on the outer seams.  Thin, button-on linen suspenders held up the trousers, passing over a bare chest covered in hair like red wool to finally loop over bony shoulders.  The long stringy hair on the fellow's head was brown, but the color of his full beard and curled mustache matched that on his chest.  The man's feet were bare as well and covered in the same slimy grey mud that now covered David from head to toe.   
 
    Whatever the man had been doing, he had had to throw on his pants to give chase. 
 
    And whatever the man had been doing, from the look on his face he had not been happy at being interrupted in the doing of it. 
 
    David knew then that he had definitely landed in the wrong time.  This fellow with the gargantuan looking pistol had to be a Confederate officer. 
 
    Other men carrying long Springfield rifled muskets and wearing full infantry uniforms of matching grey kersey ran up to surround David and point their bayonets at his back. 
 
    "What've you got here, Lieutenant?" a tall, boney sergeant with a flare of blond hair under his kepi asked, eyeballing David with interest. 
 
    "A chicken thief for sure," the bare-footed officer replied. "Don't know what else.  Ernest, you and Ted get a hold on him and stand him up." 
 
    Rough hands grabbed David's upper arms and dragged him to his feet.  The men attached to those hands were bigger than him and both were standing close in with hips turned away.  That stance told David that the two had been kicked in the groin or shin while holding someone captive on a previous occasion and had no intention of ever letting that happen again.  It would do little good to fight now.  He gave no resistance. 
 
    "I think you got a Federal deserter here, Lieutenant," the sergeant groused.  "Look at them blue britches." 
 
    That morning, David had put on a fairly new pair of blue jeans which did not look at all, in his opinion, like Union Army uniform trousers. 
 
    The officer stowed his revolver in the holster of the belt that he held in his free hand.  "He isn't a deserter, Sergeant Haines.  I'd imagine that he's just thrown away the rest of his uniform to try to sneak around undetected.  What we've done is caught us a Federal spy." 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 TEN 
 
      
 
    The only thing worse than stumbling about in time without knowing where you are is knowing exactly where you are. 
 
    A light rain started back up while the lieutenant went off to fetch the remainder of his uniform. 
 
    Trying to figure out how he was going to get out of this jam, David stood placidly eyeing the ring of Confederate bayonets that surrounded him. 
 
    "Wonder what the lieutenant was doin' in his birthday suit at Miz Fergason's house in the middle of the day?" one of the privates asked archly. 
 
    "Takin' a bath," the sergeant growled, looking as if he were fighting a smile. 
 
    "The lieutenant sure likes takin' baths," another said with a smirk. 
 
    "Yeah. Three or four times a week and twice on Saturday!" the first private crowed. 
 
    Then all the soldiers, even the sergeant, laughed uproariously. 
 
    When the lieutenant returned (fully dressed in matching kersey shell jacket, boots, and kepi and perhaps freshly bathed),  the Confederates formed up and marched David at bayonet point along an unpaved road to the east edge of town and then two or three miles farther through the woods to a huge military encampment on a ridge.     
 
    On the way, they came to a creek swollen nearly from its banks by the rain.  A narrow foot bridge built from odd-and-ends lumber had been put across the barrier, but it had no guard rails and shivered from the force of the flow against its flimsy pilings.  The lieutenant made David wait while he sent riflemen across to take a bead on him lest he attempt escape by diving into the muddy, swift, and no doubt icy waters of the torrent. 
 
    David thought about informing the officer that since he could swim like a stone, diving into water over his head was not something that he would voluntarily do, but he just kept his mouth shut. 
 
    Most of the accommodations of the not well organized camp were rough built log cabins, tents, and canvas covered sheds, but these spread out over a huge area and he glimpsed what must have been thousands of soldiers, perhaps two or three divisions of infantry, camped amongst the pines. 
 
    No Civil War battles had taken place in the vicinity of Middleton.  Or, at least, none that were celebrated/derided in his own time.  He had never heard or read of such a large force of Confederates being encamped near the town, but then he was not exactly well-read on local history.  Middleton had been an adjunct to his life, not a focus.  Was this early in the war or later? 
 
    After passing through vigilant pickets and timber reinforced earthwork revetments that sheltered cannon and their watchful crews, his captors, quite literally, threw him through the gate of a small stockade built of split cypress logs.  He skidded almost his entire length across the muddy, cold ground before he was able to dig his hands in enough to come to a stop.  After resting for a few repressed curses in the cradling, frigid slime, he climbed to his feet and turned slowly about to examine his prison. 
 
    There was not much to see.  The place was about fifty feet square.  The walls were twelve feet or more high, but, as he had seen guards patrolling all about the exterior, trying to scale the walls would probably just get his arm or leg blown off by a Minié ball.  A lean-to open-walled shed rested against the back wall.  A rank smell indicated that a shallow trench against the left wall was a privy. 
 
    There were two other occupants of the stockade.  Both were standing out of the drizzle under the lean-to, but the pair were separated as far from each other as the width of the relatively dry space would permit. 
 
    Both had watched his unceremonious entrance, but neither had made a move towards him. 
 
    The one standing on the left was a Confederate, his officer's uniform dusty and worn.  An old man, he was missing his hat, was thin if not frail, and his hair had gone all grey.  The one leaning against the right hand support pole was wearing white muslin and leg shackles.  In this time and place, that clothing and his dark skin surely had to make him a slave. 
 
    The Confederate watched him with hard, unsympathetic eyes.  The shackled man just watched. 
 
    Not actually expecting to find common ground with either, David put on a big smile and moved towards the shed.  Step Two: Be accommodating and adapt to the ... time period in which you find yourself. 
 
    "Good morning! My name's David.  How are y'all today?" 
 
    The soldiers that had captured him had spoken with no discernable accent, which just meant that his accent and theirs should be approximately the same.  To these two fellow prisoners, he hoped he sounded like a contemporary, rather than someone from one hundred sixty odd years in the future.  He had no desire to add "sounds like a Yankee" to the already leveled charge of "looks like a Yankee." 
 
    The Confederate glared for a moment at this outrageous imposition of civility, but then straightened.  "Captain John Gaynes, 22nd Regiment." 
 
    Gaynes' voice was reedy, as if his throat had been roughened by a cough.  It seemed to rattle a bit in afterthought through his hawkish nose.  He gave David an almost contemptuous once over with his crystal blue eyes.  "For what crime have you been condemned, sir?" 
 
    David felt a chill over and above the winter cold that had already taken permanent residence in his flesh.  "I haven't been condemned." 
 
    Gaynes shook his head.  "Indeed you have, young man, or you would not be confined here with those of us who face execution today.  I am to stand before a line of musketry at eleven o'clock and the runaway is to hang at dusk.  Are you a deserter?" 
 
    Gaynes had an almost affected manner of speaking.  Oddly enough, he sounded quite very much like the standard, stereotypical Hollywood portrayal of the gentile Southerner. 
 
    "No. They think I'm a spy." 
 
    The captain's expression instantly became one of revulsion.  "A Federal? That is even worse.  Do not speak to me forthwith, sir, as I do not associate with your kind!" 
 
    Gaynes then rotated to show David his back and turned his unfocused stare on the wall of the stockade. 
 
    Unsurprised, David shrugged and walked towards the other man.  This fellow was tall, broad-shouldered and, a dusting of grey in his hair suggested, middle-aged.  His soft brown eyes took David in and then he offered a cheerful smile that looked more than comfortable on his broad, kindly face. 
 
    "I'm Aaron.  From when have you come, brother?" he asked in a rich, reverberating baritone that had a hint of an overused rasp.  That familiar sound made David immediately think: preacher. 
 
    "Sorry, did you say when?" 
 
    "Yes, Brother David.  I can always recognize those to whom the Lord has given leave to depart the bounds of their habitation and to journey unto another time." 
 
    David grinned in vast relief.  "2022. You?" 
 
    Aaron raised his chain linked hands to gesture from side to side.  "I'm from here.  I was born in 1821 and I work a farm not seven miles from this very spot." 
 
    David was slightly taken aback.  "What could have possessed you to stay?" 
 
    If Civil War Louisiana was the wrong place for anyone, it was the wrong place for a man with black skin. 
 
    "Nothin' less than the Lord's work.  I labor to set the captive free, to share the news of time shiftin' with my brethren who are still held in cruel bondage, and to guide those who heed the call.   I tell every slave that I can get next to that the Lord has made open a way to let 'em throw off their burdens and shackles.  I was a slave and the Lord made me free.  Now I tell others how they can also be free." 
 
    David threw a pointed look at the iron on the man's wrists and ankles. 
 
    Aaron waggled his hands in dismissal.  "These bonds of hateful iron are but a vapor to be carried away in the breeze.  When next I shift, I'll leave them far behind." 
 
    "And when will that be?" 
 
    "This very evenin' when they tighten the noose about my neck." 
 
    "That seems to be cutting it close.  Can't you shift at will?" 
 
    "That I can.  This'll be the ninth time that misguided men have seen fit to hang me." 
 
    "So you can only shift when your life is threatened?" 
 
    "No, I can come and go as I please.  Those that hold men in chains must see the work of the Lord to know the depths of their evil ways.  So that all may hear, I pray aloud for the Lord to deliver me from evil, and just as the rope tightens, He does!" 
 
    "Does it work?" 
 
    "Every time!  As you can see, I'm still breathin'." 
 
    "No, I meant, does your, uh, miraculous rescue convert any of the Confederates?  Have any abandoned their evil ways?" 
 
    Aaron gave a sad smile.  "Perhaps one or two.  The god of this world has a strong hold on the hearts of men." 
 
    The man's story still did not make sense to David.  "But why are you here?  You could shift and never get caught." 
 
    "When I was still a slave, I ran from the fields and hid in the woods.  When they caught me in a cane brake that first time, they put the mark upon me." 
 
    Aaron turned out his right forearm to show David a hideous burn scar.  Though David could not make out the symbol, there was no question but that a branding iron had once seared Aaron's flesh. 
 
     "Now, all that I have to do is act scared and let them see the runaway brand.  The Philistines lay hands upon me and drag me away.  It works every time too." 
 
    "You let yourself be caught and put in here?" 
 
    "That's right." 
 
    "But why?" 
 
    Aaron nodded towards the Confederate prisoner's back.  "A hundred years from now, I read his story.  Captain Gaynes has been condemned to death for inciting a company of solders to desert, but he is innocent of that crime.  Because of a grievance that they held against him, two ambulance drivers bore false witness against him.  Many in this camp know that he is not guilty and have petitioned for a pardon, but General Magruder intends to make an example of him." 
 
    "He's not a slave.  In fact, he probably owns slaves." 
 
    "All men were created in the image of God.  I'm not without Sin.  With the Lord's help, I don't cast stones at others who sin." 
 
    "You've told him about time travel?" 
 
    "That's why the Lord has put me here." 
 
    "Did he believe you?" 
 
    Again Aaron gave a sad smile.  "He believes that I'm a minion of Satan sent to tempt him to abandon his honor." 
 
    "I can see how he might think that.  How many slaves have you freed with time travel?" 
 
    "Five souls." 
 
    David's expression must have betrayed his surprise at the tiny number. 
 
    "People just can't let go," Aaron explained.  "Like Captain Gaynes, some of 'em think I'm of the Devil.  Some of 'em think I'm an angel.  Most of 'em just think I'm crazy." 
 
    "How did you convince the five?" 
 
    "Weren't no convincin'.  Leastwise by me.  I just told 'em that it could be done. It took the Hand of Almighty God Himself to bring them to freedom.   Three of 'em were about to get hung, like me.  One of 'em was about to get drowned in a barrel.  One of 'em was just tired of bein' told." 
 
    "Told what?" 
 
    "Told anythin'." 
 
    "What happened to the others that you told about time travel?" 
 
    "Many are still slaves. Some are in the arms of the Lord." 
 
    Aaron fell silent abruptly, looked thoughtful for a moment, then said, "You're a man full of questions, brother David, and we'd best hurry.  It isn't long before they come for you. Are there any particular questions that I can help you with?" 
 
    David shuffled through the dozens that crowded to the front of his mind.  "What is the date?" 
 
    "This is the month of December of the year of our Lord 1864.  It's a Tuesday and I think it's the thirteenth, but I wouldn't swear to that." 
 
    Something vital screamed next for precedence.  "I don't know how to shift when I want to.  Can you tell me how to do it?" 
 
    Aaron nodded in a thought so way.  "It's different for everybody.  In old Egypt, the Shifters fasted and prostrated themselves before their heathen idols for a whole day before they shifted.  In old Rome, they would butcher pigeons on forsaken altars and drink the blood.  In the Dark Ages, the monks would sprinkle themselves with sanctified water.  One fellow I met one time had a little tin box with little jewels on it that he said helped him.  Most Shifters that I've met just figure out how to do it with nothin' at all." 
 
    David frowned.  "That doesn't help." 
 
    "When the time comes, you either will or you won't.  Some people only shift once." 
 
    That was exactly what David was afraid of. 
 
    "I saw a woman killed.  Can I change that?" 
 
    "If it's the Lord's will, you can.  All that you need to do is just not let it happen." 
 
    "So I can alter events?" David persisted with something approaching desperation.  "I can change time?" 
 
    "Men don't change time, brother.  Time changes men." 
 
    The gates of the stockade swung open, showing a gang of Confederates making ready to enter. 
 
    "They're coming for you, now," Aaron advised.  "Take courage in the Lord, brother." 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 ELEVEN 
 
      
 
    Brand new time travelers never fit the time to which they shift. 
 
    They have the wrong accent, speak the wrong language, have the wrong hair style, wear the wrong clothes, are ignorant of contemporary standards of public decorum, or fail to understand the basic fact that in many time periods the word stranger means someone up to no good. 
 
    When the gate opened, two Confederate officers and a round dozen infantrymen bearing shouldered rifles marched through.  All of the soldiers marched in lockstep and kept to a precise formation and a measured pace, as if they were on parade.  A drummer, expression bored but technique crisp, followed, keeping time with a slow, muted tap.  One of the officers was the lieutenant who had laid the charge of spying against David.  The other was a major whose uniform, in contrast to the spotless and pressed garb of the junior officer, looked ill-used, scuffed, and slept-in. 
 
    In improbable (but quite common) coincidence, when the last drum beat fell and the procession halted, the drizzle ceased.  The sky remained overcast and heavy with dark clouds, suggesting that this respite was only temporary. 
 
    Captain Gaynes straightened his jacket, brushed off some of the dirt and dust from his lapels, then marched out a few paces from the shed to meet the officers.  His back ramrod straight, the older Confederate saluted. 
 
    In spite of the disgusted expression that had a seemingly unbreakable grip on his face, the major returned the salute smartly.  "Captain John Gaynes, I have the sad duty to inform you that your hour has arrived." 
 
    Gaynes raised his chin in firm dignity.  "I am ready." 
 
    The major grimaced.  "Sergeant Ogleby, take charge of the prisoner." 
 
    "Sir!" 
 
    The three striper and the two lead privates pivoted from the detail, marched in straight lines and parade ground precision turns to take up a clearly ceremonial flanking position behind Gaynes.   
 
    The major started to turn about, then glanced back at David.  His brief look made it seem as if his eyes had encountered something no more significant than dog leavings.   
 
    The major's eyes also flicked to Aaron, but did not linger.  The time Shifter stood in calm serenity, a sad but resigned expression on his face. 
 
    "Lieutenant, collect the spy," the major ordered. 
 
    "Corporal Hewitt!" the lieutenant barked in response. 
 
    Five of the remaining Confederates broke ranks, lowered their bayonets, and moved at a fast trot to hem David in and began to chivvy him out from under the shed. Though he felt like peeing his pants, he was not yet so desperate as to risk having eighteen inches of Southern steel jabbed through his belly and so submitted to being herded.  The Confederates moved him out a few paces, then waited as the drummer again took up his cadence and the detachment, with Captain Gaynes and his guards in the lead, wheeled about to march back through the gates of the stockade. 
 
     For all the pomp, the procession only went about fifty yards from the stockade.  The muddy footpath they followed curled around a gradual slope, meandering amongst cabins and cook fires and the hundred or so soldiers lounging or standing about them to reach a more organized area that had the look of Officer Country.  Beneath the spreading branches of a solitary white oak, a long table and three chairs had been set up.  Here waited a court -- a gavel lay upon the table -- of three Confederate colonels.  The trio were all medium in description: height, build, expressions.  The primary feature that distinguished them was the configuration of their bushy facial hair.  The one on the left had shaved his upper lip but had allowed the rest of his red whiskers to grow wild.  Similarly, the one in the center had only shaved his chin.  The one on the right had shaved both. 
 
    In spite of the absurdity of the thought, David immediately named them Bare Lip, Bare Chin, and Couldn't Make Up His Mind. 
 
    Captain Gaynes and his trailing guards trooped up to a spot about ten feet from the table.  The captain came to attention and saluted. 
 
    Bare Chin returned the salute in a lackluster fashion.  "Captain Gaynes, do you have anything final to say?" 
 
    "No, sir." 
 
    "Very well.  Sentence will be carried out immediately upon the adjournment of this court." 
 
    Gaynes saluted again, did a right face and began marching, once again with his three guards trailing, towards a cleared area backed by an earthen embankment.  Four sawn logs each the height of a man had been erected in front of the embankment.  The foot thick posts were a dozen feet apart and three of them showed splintered holes from bullet impacts. 
 
    "Major Bankstead," Bare Chin ordered.  "Bring up the other prisoner." 
 
    David felt a pinprick between his shoulder blades and took several reluctant steps towards the table. 
 
    Couldn't Make Up His Mind produced a look of utter contempt.  Bare Chin looked as if he had simply tasted something disagreeable.  Bare Lip did not deign to assume any sort of expression that might reveal his thoughts. 
 
    Bare Chin turned his head to ask David's waiting accuser.  "The charge against this prisoner is espionage, Lieutenant Burke?"  
 
    "Yes, sir.  We apprehended him in the very act." 
 
    "There were several witnesses?" 
 
    "Yes, sir." 
 
    Bare Chin turned to look at Couldn't Make Up His Mind, who gave a sharp nod.  As the presiding colonel turned his head to poll Bare Lip, David realized that he was being summarily judged and spoke up immediately. 
 
    "May it please the court, I would like to plead Not Guilty!" 
 
    Bare Chin sighed.  "None of us here are lawyers, prisoner.  This is a field court-martial in time of war and we don't need or use fancy procedures.  If you have something to say in your defense, say it." 
 
    "I'm not a spy and I'm not a Yankee." 
 
    "That's exactly what a spy would say," Bare Lip derided. 
 
    "I don't talk like a Yankee," David insisted. 
 
    "That doesn't mean anythin'," Couldn't Make Up His Mind countered.  "I've got a brother in the 14th Ohio and Colonel Shrader's cousin is on the staff of General Grant himself." 
 
    "I wasn't spying when I was arrested.  I was just trying to get out of the rain." 
 
    Bare Chin looked back at Burke.  "What were the circumstances of the spy's apprehension?" 
 
    "I saw him peeking in the window at the route map that I was preparing on Mrs. Ferguson's dining table, Colonel." 
 
    "Mrs. Ferguson saw him as well?" 
 
    "Yes, sir." 
 
    "That's a bald faced lie!" David burst out. 
 
    As Bare Chin's head snapped back around, a rifle butt hit David in the back of the head, driving him to his knees as a thundering pain echoed through his head. 
 
    "Corporal, make sure the prisoner remains silent as sentence is passed!" Bare Chin barked. 
 
    "Ye'sah!" 
 
    Bare Chin did not bother to glance once more at his co-panelists.  "Having been found guilty by this court of espionage, the prisoner is condemned to death.  Remove the prisoner and carry out sentence." 
 
    David lunged away from the soldiers behind him and tried to get fully to his feet, but was staggered by the blow of a swung rifle. Fists, boots, and other rifle butts followed. 
 
    Head swimming and whole body aching, he was dragged, boots digging feeble and ultimately futile furrows in the soft, damp ground, out to the execution posts and lashed upright to the one at the far end. 
 
    The rain started up again, matting his hair and washing down his bruised face. 
 
    Hands clasped behind his back, Captain Gaynes stood to David's right before the first post, but he was not bound or otherwise restrained.  The Confederate appeared ready to die like an officer and a gentleman, which struck David as the epitome of sheer idiocy. 
 
    While a small crowd of soldiers gathered out a distance that was close enough to allow them to spectate but far enough to preclude their being subject to the attention of the officers, Major Bankstead assembled the firing squad: three privates, a corporal, and a sergeant, all of whom looked neither particularly pleased nor particularly displeased at the grim duty that they were about to perform.  The squad formed a tight, shoulder to shoulder rank about ten steps in front of Gaynes. 
 
    David was not in their line of fire.  Apparently, this was not to be a two for one execution. 
 
    Bankstead stalked to one side, drew his saber and held it at salute.  "Make Ready!" 
 
    The five soldiers unshouldered their rifles, rested the butts on their hips while they pressed percussion caps onto nipples and cocked hammers, then brought them up to the ready position. 
 
    "Take Aim!" 
 
    It began raining even harder. 
 
    The crowd began to disperse.  Most of them evidently did not deem the impending entertainment worth the price of getting soaked to the skin. 
 
    The firing squad raised their rifles. 
 
    For just an instant, David saw panic flash through Captain Gaynes eyes. 
 
    Bankstead looked grim but showed no hesitation.  "Fire!" 
 
    The muskets banged and a cloud of smoke fought for a moment to form in front of the squad but succumb almost immediately to the driving rain. 
 
    Spewing blood, Gaynes was slammed against the post behind him, bounced off it, and fell sideways in a lifeless heap. 
 
    He had not shifted. 
 
    "Shoulder arms!  Right turn!  March!" 
 
    The squad moved the few paces necessary to align on David, halted and turned at the major's quick command. 
 
    David thrashed about with all his strength against the ropes that cinched his torso, arms, and legs to the post. 
 
    The rain became once again a downpour, muffling Major Bankstead's voice as he called out the sequence of commands that led the executioners to reload and raise their rifle barrels to point squarely at David's heart. 
 
    Major Bankstead did not pause. "Fire!" 
 
    David screamed. 
 
    And shifted through time. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 TWELVE 
 
      
 
    If a Shifter does not elect a destination, time -- apparently -- shoves the wayward traveler into any convenient cubbyhole. 
 
    Preferably one that was dank, gloomy, and filled with the calls, screeches, and barks of unknown beasts.  Or one that was so oppressively humid that breathing took a strenuous effort.  Or one that stank so badly from waterlogged rot and decay that the benighted Shifter's nostrils were constantly constricting as they tried to seal themselves up against the noxious atmosphere. 
 
    Or one that was all of those together, such as the now in which David found himself.  
 
    In this particular time, Middleton shrieked, suffocated, and reeked. 
 
    Especially if your first experience of it was your face pressed down into clinging bog mud by the two hundred pounds of an entire uprooted execution post and the associated thirty pounds of sopping hemp rope that had, against all rational expectation, accompanied you on your escape from your execution. 
 
    It took David all of five minutes to wiggle around far enough to get most of his face clear of the muck so that he could breathe without sucking in swamp water and nearly a further thirty to scrunch like an inchworm off the high end of the canted post.  After that he just sat slumped in the muddy pool that he wound up in.  With the heavy loops of rope in a pile on his lap, he remained there for quite a long time as his nerves slowly untied themselves from their knots. 
 
    On a happy note, he discovered after a moment or two that he had not peed his pants.  This triumph was diminished somewhat by the fact that he was otherwise thoroughly soaked and filthy, both from the 1864 rain and mud and from his high speed collision with the swamp. 
 
    This time, the shift displacement had been forceful, catapulting him out on a ballistic path.  He must have flown for a good two seconds before he had crashed down. 
 
    While the shift itself still remained an unexperienced non-event, he had felt something, not actually physical and not as much as a push but a little bit more than a nudge, that had coincided with the displacement. 
 
    At that moment still in Get out of here! mode, he might just possibly have leaned into the direction of the nudge. 
 
    He wondered for a second or two if that inadvertent cooperation, in some way that he could not begin to speculate upon, had enhanced the force of the displacement, but almost immediately discarded the idea as improbable. 
 
    After the prompts from his full bladder became too urgent to ignore, he rose finally from the pool and looked about for a place to relieve himself.  Weed sprouted patches of mud and irregular shallow pools occupied his immediate surroundings, but scattered hummocks appeared to his left.  Having no desire to wade through his own urine, he splashed the few steps to the nearest small hummock, emptied his bladder on a swatch of large and lush fern-like plants, then peered about through a mist that could not make up its mind if it wanted to be a full blown fog or not. 
 
    The unchecked undergrowth, massive boles of the trees, high, vine strewn canopy, and the things that were not exactly birds sailing from massive limb to massive limb suggested that his new circumstance was a rain forest. 
 
    Probably. 
 
    He had to still be in Middleton -- didn't he? 
 
    But Middleton had never in any historical period been situated in a rain forest. 
 
    And Middleton, before any history had been written, had not been situated in a rain forest. 
 
    He had to have shifted far back in time, to one of those vast eras with the long fancy names that he had refused to learn in 8th grade Earth Science. 
 
    If this was the Something-iferous, then without question he needed to shift again as soon as possible. 
 
    Even if there were not some big, hungry, Hollywood-style carnivorous lizard waiting in the undergrowth to make a quick snack of him, there would surely be other equally dangerous creatures of some equally bizarre sort lying in wait for an unwary morsel. 
 
    And there was certainly nothing around that he could eat without a tremendous struggle. 
 
    And nothing clean to drink. 
 
    And nowhere to get dry. 
 
    And nowhere to get warm. 
 
    He had shifted twice, once through unpremeditated impulse and once under threat of death, but according to both Aaron and Mr. Nesmith, neither all consuming rage nor all consuming fear was necessary to the process. 
 
    Apparently, to shift in time, he simply had to shift in time. 
 
    Maybe that was it?  Perhaps shifting was an autonomous biological function like breathing or walking or any of a dozen other things.  All of those did not require an overt act of will -- though all could be thus controlled.  Those things just worked without having to think about them. 
 
    When he wanted to walk from one spot to another, he simply walked.  He did not have to think -- usually -- about his gait or where he placed his feet or which muscles did what. 
 
    Maybe he just needed to not think about shifting and just shift. 
 
    He focused on his firm desire to leave the swamp, turned slightly to put himself in motion... 
 
    And shifted. 
 
    He relaxed when he felt the nudge and this time the displacement was minor.  He dropped about two feet to land on pavement and rocked on his boots for an unsteady moment before he regained his balance.  It took another moment for the fetid air that he had brought with him to dissipate in the clean, crisp, urban atmosphere of his new surroundings. 
 
    His heart took a leap when he realized that he had returned to the alley. 
 
    But then it fell when he subsequently realized that it was not, could not be, his alley. 
 
    The blank brick wall of Ebbert's was there to his left, painted a garish orange to be sure, but reassuringly the same wall with the single bricked up window and the oblong area where a different size of brick had been used to patch a breach. 
 
    On his right, however, was a shimmering barrier of reflective blue glass and polished steel.  He turned his head up to follow it into the clear blue of the sky and estimated that the spiraling, vaguely Occidental lines of the high rise went up for at least twenty stories. 
 
    Apparently, at some point, the Middleton authorities had determined that continued preservation of the early Twentieth Century flavor of Historic Downtown was not in the best interests of the community. 
 
    The view to his front provided another piece of bad news.  The mouth of the alley was blocked by a crowd of men, women, and a number of children in light summer clothing whose only unifying feature seemed to be a tendency towards olive drab.  All of the people were thankfully fully focused on the large, flower decorated parade floats that David could see above their heads.  The floats were chugging west along the street at a sedate, celebratory pace.  
 
    As filthy as he was, he was certain to draw unwelcome attention and surely outright protest if he attempted to work his way through the crowd. 
 
    And he was not going to presume that the Middleton residents of this time, whenever it was, would be any less inclined to kill him than had the residents of 1864. 
 
    He had well and truly learned his lesson -- Step Three: Avoid other people at all costs! 
 
    Exactly what sort of parade had overtaken Main Street not immediately clear.  It was too warm for Mardi Gras -- and none of the float riders were hurling beads, candy, engraved plastic cups or other such lethal objects -- but the style of the floats did not seem to lend themselves to a Memorial Day or Veteran's Day celebration, both of which were common fare for Middleton's Main Street, at least in David's own time. 
 
    Why nearly all of the participants would be wearing at least one article of clothing with fluorescent stripes of green and purple, often a beanie, and be periodically shouting the cheer, "Orrrr-Gannn! Orrrr-Gannn!" also remained a mystery.  
 
    He backed away slowly and then turned with the intention of following the alley to get out of sight behind Ebbert's.  He needed to find a safe, private place that would let him get cleaned up and give him a chance to think.   
 
    He drew up short before he had taken a full step in that direction. 
 
    The alley was now a dead end.  A three storey extrusion of the high rise sealed it off completely. 
 
    He was trapped. 
 
    Unless he shifted again. 
 
    Just a few days.  Stay in Middleton. 
 
    The displacement nudge was the strongest yet.  A flinch of a thought made him attempt to push back against it in an effort to soften his landing. 
 
    His resistance had the exact opposite affect. 
 
    The original nudge spawned another, as if he had bounced. 
 
    Black night replaced bright day. Cool air coursed over him, then he made a flailing landing as he tried to keep his feet.  His forward momentum forced him to throw out a foot to regain his balance, but he did succeed in stopping himself from pitching head over heels. 
 
    Though he could not see more than a few feet, he knew that he, and a figurative Toto, were not in Middleton anymore. 
 
    The presence of the city -- its sounds, smells, the feel of pavement beneath his feet -- was missing. 
 
    As his eyes began to adjust, he learned that he now stood on slightly rocky loam  overlaid with untamed clumps of grass and several sorts of straggling ground cover.  None of the latter looked like the types of foliage that were native to the Middleton area. 
 
    Overhead was a black sky full of bright stars clumped in unfamiliar constellations.  It had been a long time since he had seen a sky so bright.  In his time, no night was truly ever dark.  Certainly none in the vicinity of always lit Middleton were so dark.  He knew astronomers referred to the problem as light pollution, the inescapable ubiquity of artificial light. 
 
    Did no artificial light mean no people?   
 
    Probably, but he could not take that for granted. 
 
    After another few moments, his not poor night vision had fully taken hold and he began to make out the sparsely wooded terrain around him.  He stood on a long, gradual slope that rose for some miles to his left up to a range of hilly uplands divided by a somewhat lower narrow pass or valley.  The uplands were topped with the black, jagged silhouettes of a thick forest and similar dark copses straggled across the slope.  To his right, off about a mile or so, a large lake or inlet glinted in the starlight.  Ahead and behind, the slope curved around back to his right.  He was in a depression or wide valley of some sort. 
 
    This topography was not like anything around Middleton or, for that matter, any part of Northwest Louisiana that he was aware of. 
 
    So ... he had taken another huge leap through time. 
 
    Was this the distant past or a far future? 
 
    For the moment at least, determining which did not seem possible. 
 
    One thing was certain, though.  He was tired. 
 
    Dog tired. 
 
    Mentally, of time travel, and physically, from all that had happened. 
 
    He decided that he was done with shifting for the day.  At least for a full night of rest, he would make do with the situation that he had found himself in. 
 
    But he could not just stretch out here on the ground for forty winks.  Even in the civilized and tamed world of his own time, a blithe presumption of safety was foolhardy under nearly all circumstances.  Here -- whenever here was -- a presumption of danger was the only rational course. 
 
    Climbing a tree seemed to be his only available option.  A good height off the ground would at least keep him out of the immediate reach of predators, two legged and otherwise. 
 
    Most of the nearby trees were conifers, not the best for climbing in his experience, but after a walk of perhaps a hundred yards, he did come upon a deciduous variety with broad leaves, scaly grey bark, and, most importantly, thick horizontal limbs sprouting many smaller limbs.  He managed to catch one of the lower limbs on his first jump and chinned himself up to straddle it.  The density of the branches made climbing up from there not difficult at all.  He stopped about thirty feet above the ground when he reached a splayed limb about six inches in diameter that had five closely spaced branches projecting at various inclined angles, three to one side and two to the other.  After a few minutes' work of snapping off switches about the thickness of his thumb from the foliage above and around it and stripping these down, he wove a sort of rough cradle through the branches.  This bed proved not comfortable when he consigned himself to it, and the lathes shifted in an unsettling manner if he moved about very much, but he felt confident as sleep overcame him that he had a decent chance of not falling out of the tree. 
 
    One of his last thoughts was a grimace inducing image of Alva dead behind her counter. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 THIRTEEN 
 
      
 
    While almost none realize it at first, people who shift through time tend to have an affinity for particular points in time.  Some moments almost seem to draw them in. 
 
    Unguided shifts are not, evidence to the contrary, random. 
 
    Dawn found him sore, tired, and parched.  He had not slept in the rough in a number of years and had never fancied it, even as a kid.  Poked in tender spots by the irregular cage of his hammock, jolted by strange nocturnal sounds, and bitten by famished mosquitoes that must have been the size of horseflies, he had been woken numerous times during the night.  Sleep had returned only grudgingly each time. 
 
    And he was hungry.  He had not eaten in, what, centuries?  His complaining stomach certainly thought so. 
 
    "Tarzan never had to put up with this crap," he grumbled to himself as he roused and began to climb down.   
 
    In the old films that he had watched with such wonder as a kid on Saturday afternoon TV, Johnny Weissmuller had made life in the untracked wilderness seem like a lark, an endless and apparently effortless procession of unfettered swims in pristine waters, acrobatic vine transportation that could take one almost anywhere with a speed that rivaled automobiles, and the uncomplicated romancing of nearly naked but always cooperative ingénues.  David's own experiences in un-pacified nature had soon convinced him that a soft bed, a hot shower, and a flush toilet (with paper!) were easily more desirable than all of the adventures that the former Olympic swimmer had undertaken in glorious black and white, with the barely possible exception of the nearly naked ingénues. 
 
    Right now, he thought that he would even trade the nearly naked ingénues for a gallon of good water and a beef taco MRE. 
 
    When he reached the ground, he took a moment to again examine his surroundings to see if the light of day might tell him more than had the starlight. 
 
    Clouds had moved in after midnight and the sky was socked in.  Occasionally a break would appear in the overcast, allowing a spotlight of yellow sunlight to blaze through as it raced across the landscape, but otherwise the area was as shadowed as a late winter's day in Middleton. 
 
    It was not winter here, though.  The temperature was warm, maybe seventy-five or eighty Fahrenheit, and bright green sprouts were visible in the ground cover, on the underbrush, and on the tips of the tree branches.  This had to be early Spring. 
 
    A Spring, it seemed clear, without civilization or people.  As far as he could see in every direction, he saw no roads, trails, or buildings. 
 
    Once again, that had to mean that there would be nothing to eat that he did not have to run down and kill like Tarzan and nothing to drink but natural water that he might find. 
 
    Time to shift. 
 
    But ... 
 
    He was not ready for that yet. 
 
    He had no way of guessing where he might end up.  Whatever skill it was that he required to be able to choose his destination, he had not learned it yet.  The way his luck was running, his next shift would likely drop him in a time even less hospitable than this one. 
 
    At least here no one was trying to kill him. 
 
    Yet. 
 
    He started walking to the east.  Somewhere, there would be a stream.  With the good slope and the rocky ground, the water should be running clear and with no people about he should not have to worry about contamination. 
 
    He walked for a while, following a random course amongst the trees, and just enjoyed the crisp air, the full volume orchestral symphony of bird song, and the unexpected pleasure of the absence of every artifice of man.  Eventually though, he began to consider his future and his past. 
 
    Was there any real possibility of changing events to save Alva? 
 
    Though the vast bulk of time travel fiction declared the contrary, Mr. Nesmith had told him that he could not return to the time of her death because he had already been present.  That meant that he could not directly intervene to prevent the murder. 
 
    The murderess and her companions were time travelers.  That they might be fully contemporary with his own life seemed so unlikely as to be absurd.  Could he somehow intercept them in time at a point both prior to the murder and outside of his own personal history to stop them?  As far as he knew now, there was nothing to prevent that, but he had no way of being certain that it was possible. 
 
    He needed to find Mr. Nesmith and Daniel.  If anyone could tell him if Alva could be saved, they could.  He doubted that it would be wise to try to find them in the Fifties, as most of their experience there would have occurred before the three of them had met, but he did know, at least in general terms, of one place and time where they should be -- Roman Britain in the Third Century.  It was not one of the times that he had already stumbled into, so he should not have any trouble getting to it -- if he could figure out the procedure for shifting to a specific time. 
 
    Of course, he also had to figure out to which specific time and place he needed to go to intercept the pair.  A century and a whole, albeit small, country offered more possibilities than he could search in a dozen lifetimes. 
 
    For now, there certainly was not any reason to attempt to return to the Middleton of his original time.  The only things waiting for him there were a crime scene and a lot of questions that he could not truthfully answer without being forcefully sedated and confined to a psych ward. 
 
    Or arrested. 
 
    Or both. 
 
    So ... he had an immediate goal.  And when he had found Mr. Nesmith, he would know what he could do next. 
 
    That would not involve, he knew with utter certainty, a lifetime of traipsing through time.  Working at the currency exchange had been one of the most interesting and intriguing experiences that he had had, perhaps in all of his life.  A Help Wanted sign had led him, unwitting and uncaring, around a corner from the comfortably dodgy mundane to the stunningly exhilarating fantastic. 
 
    And he had been having the time of his life. 
 
    Until the bullet had scattered Alva's brains all over the wall. 
 
    He would not go back to the store, even for the few weeks that remained of the two months of his hire.  He knew that he would not be able to enter Ebbert's ever again without reliving her death in excruciating detail.  Even if he did manage to change what had happened, he was done with the Time Travelers' Currency Exchange and Pawn. 
 
    Beyond that, he did not know.   
 
    Maybe he would try Mr. Nesmith's Fifties paradise, but he doubted now that he would do anything other than return to his own life and forget that every human being could become a time traveler. 
 
    He heard the stream before he saw it, the rush and splash of a heavy force of water over stones carrying like a Siren's call through the thinning trees and undergrowth.  Another hundred yards brought him to the top of a rise that gave him a wide view of the open swale beyond.  The stream at the bottom of the swale was out of its banks, cloudy with silt and throwing up brown foam as it raced over the smooth boulders that protruded from the flooded ground.  He looked upslope, wondering if a cloudburst in the uplands had caused the flashflood. He lost sight of the stream amongst the trees, but it looked as if it originated in the pass. 
 
    Well, he was really thirsty and a little dirt never hurt anyone.  He should be able to filter much of the silt out with his t-shirt.  With a quickened step, he moved down into the swale. 
 
    The flood was still rising, not very rapidly but steadily.  It had begun to spread out across the entire bottom of the swale by the time he reached the edge of the water.  The smell of the choppy foam surging across the grass and weeds stopped him from bothering to kneel down for a drink.  The water was brackish, the odor of salt heavy on the air. 
 
    Could the torrent have eroded a salt outcropping? 
 
    Water lapped over the toes of his shoes and he moved back automatically, turning to retreat rapidly back uphill. 
 
    Flashfloods went down as fast as they went up.  If he walked up towards the hills against the flow, he should eventually reach a spot where the crest had passed.  That was where he would find clear water.  Once the stream was back in its normal banks, it would not take long for the fresh water from the uplands to flush the eroded salt and silt. When he reached the top of the rise, he turned to the west and continued. 
 
    After about half a mile, the rise strengthened to become a low ridge burdened with occasional outcroppings of sandstone and shale, the former in boulders up to the size of a small car and the latter in scattered piles of flagstone like pieces.  The stony ground thinned the vegetation and made walking easier, though now and again a copse of mixed hardwoods, twisted and stunted by the paucity of nutrients, would meander across it.  To his right, the stream continued to swell, causing him to experience a number of non-specific doubts, but determined more than ever to find a drink, he kept going. 
 
    It was midmorning now and most of the birds that had provided a soundtrack for his hike had fallen silent with the warming of the day, leaving him feeling a bit morose at their silence. 
 
    Struck by an almost manic impulse, he started to sing. 
 
    He did not have a voice of any sort and could not, as he had been told many times, carry a tune in a bucket, but he took uncommon joy in singing. 
 
    Loudly.  At the top of his voice in the open air.  A malediction that he had seldom dared inflict on his native, unsuspecting now. 
 
    He started with the National Anthem, what he could remember of it, using yells to hit the high notes, then a full two verses of Amazing Grace, an old rock song with a particularly punchy lyric that he sang along with every time it came on the radio, and followed on with a few bits and pieces of some folk songs from the Sixties. 
 
    He was right in the middle of an energetic chorus when a woman holding a wide-mouthed, woven basket popped up in the middle of a thicket of what looked like raspberry canes.  The patch had filled a sunny opening bordered by several clumps of trees and though the new growth and still green berries were sparse, the canes from the previous year were dense enough to have hidden her completely. 
 
    Though as startled as he was, the woman's expression was also one of amusement. 
 
    Caught red-handed, he stopped and waved in a friendly fashion to prove that he was not embarrassed.  And not a threat. 
 
    The woman looked young, though specifically how young he was not sure.  She wore no makeup of any sort, as long as one did not count a fresh smudge of wood ash on her left cheek and an overall patina of old sweat and dirt.  She was not a girl; her features had a hint of maturity and hardness in them.  Her long dark hair was tied with cords and polished stone beads into a dozen bundles evenly spaced about her scalp.  This did not look particularly utilitarian; a single pony tail would have done a better job of keeping her hair out of the way of her work. Sun-bleached highlights in her hair and a weathered look to the exposed skin of her face, forearms, and hands suggested that she had spent practically all her life outdoors.  Her garments, sewn together with thin strips of rawhide rather than thread, were made from deer or antelope hide, tanned a dark butternut.  Though they fit the woman's sturdy form well, the calf-length skirt and half-sleeved jacket were obviously handmade.  On her feet were soft, moccasin-like ankle boots. 
 
    Holding her grin in check, the woman shifted her half full basket of green berries to her right hip, looked him over, and then offered something in a language that, though it had a sense of familiarity, sounded like nothing that he had ever heard. 
 
    He shook his head and grinned back as he listened surreptitiously for the anger-driven footsteps of irate husbands, fathers, brothers, clansmen, overseers, or other unpleasant personages that might be outraged by his intrusion. 
 
    The woman said something else, broke off into a bit of a song that had a tune somewhat like that of the song that he had been singing when interrupted by her appearance, then laughed. 
 
    Not at all offended but certain that he was the butt of her joke, he laughed with her. 
 
    Just as she looked on the verge of speaking again, a low, continuous rumbling that rose up from the direction of the stream caused the woman to turn and look. 
 
    David shifted his gaze to match hers. 
 
    Choked with woody debris, roiling with filthy froth and spray, a wall of dark brown water ten feet and more high was thundering down through the swale, drowning trees, grass, and the now impotent looking stream.  This newest flood was rising at a truly alarming rate and as David watched, its nearer edge began to spill over the ridge uphill of where he and the woman stood. 
 
    When he turned his eyes further up the slope, he saw a vast torrent uprooting trees and spreading all across the landscape.  The bottom of the pass in the uplands was gone and in its place a leaping cataract of white water. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 FOURTEEN 
 
      
 
    Shifters do not shift naked. 
 
    In fact, they can carry any object that they like with them when they shift.  As far as is known, there are no mass or size limits. 
 
    Success only depends upon the determination of the Shifter. 
 
    And, of course, the resistance of the object. 
 
    The woman threw down her basket, fought her way out of the berry canes without concern for how the barbs raked her clothing and lower legs, and ran by him. 
 
    He whipped about and followed. 
 
    She was swift, but he quickly caught up with her. 
 
    "Wait!" he shouted at her back.  "You'll never outrun that!" 
 
    The lesser first wave of the deluge had already sped by them down the swale and he could see arms of it beginning to escape the lower ground and wash into the forest ahead of them where the ridge faded. 
 
    They had to shift ... or drown. 
 
    When the woman glanced back, he saw her eyes widen at what was coming behind him and then she snapped her head back around and ran faster. 
 
    He ran faster as well and reached out to grab her shoulder. 
 
    She lunged away like a veteran running back and kept going. 
 
    He caught her about the waist and threw her to the ground in a tackle that would have made his perennially acerbic high school coach proud. 
 
    She immediately began fighting him with teeth, nails, and both knees.  Water splashed them, then a surge struck them broadside and carried them a few feet before subsiding 
 
    Tightening his bear hug, he shifted. 
 
    The color of the daylight changed and they plunged into salt water that stung his eyes.  Keeping one arm wrapped around the now unresisting woman's waist, he stroked with the other to get his head back above the surface, rolled her over to get her face up where she could breathe as well, blinked his eyes to clear them, saw waves lapping a shoreline only yards away, and began swimming towards it.  When he felt the bottom shallow out, he stood up and pulled her up alongside him. 
 
    Drenched, she clung to him for a long moment, then stirred to push him away with some force.  After swaying for a moment, she waded up onto the narrow, pebbled beach. 
 
    Scanning up and down the shoreline to try to determine where they had arrived, he followed. 
 
    The shore was rocky, dry, and sparse on vegetation, rising up in abrupt, wind chiseled terraces that cut off the inland view.  It was not an inhabited shore.  Or, at least, there was no sign of human construction up to the jutting headland on his left or down to the inlet a mile or so to his right. 
 
    When a strong and heavy wave struck the back of his hips, he grew concerned for a moment that the shift might have only taken them to another area of the flood, but the unmistakably regular cadence of the succeeding waves immediately made him realize that these had to be ocean swells.  A quick turn confirmed that the lapping waters behind him went out to the horizon.  They had arrived at the edge of an ocean or a large sea. 
 
    The woman had stopped on a stretch of clear white sand above the dark high tide line and had turned about to watch him.  She was in the process of stripping the cords and beads from her hair in a methodical and efficient manner that indicated long practice and had begun to wring the water from it.  As she freed them, she discarded the beads and cords onto the sand. 
 
    He thought it odd that she would so cavalierly dispose of the bits of shell, bone,  and yarn, things that must had had considerable value in her primitive society. 
 
    "I can swim a bit when I have to," he told her.  "But if we'd have been as much as twenty yards further out we'd have been in trouble." 
 
    Not understanding, she shook her head, swiveled her head about, gave a little shrug, then smiled.  Still damp but more or less combed, she tossed her hair back over her shoulders.  With the dunking, her skin had a cleaner look and he thought her a year or two younger than he had first estimated.   
 
    Somewhat to his surprise, she continued to display no distress or confusion at the abrupt and unexplained change in her surroundings, though he could not see how she might possibly understand what had happened.  As far as he could tell, she seemed simply happy just to be alive. 
 
    He grinned back, feeling quite the same. 
 
    The woman placed two fingers to the hollow of her neck, clearly indicating herself. 
 
    "Grask," she said, adding a quick grin. 
 
    He grinned back, then tapped his own chest.  "David." 
 
    Grask nodded, then stepped back a pace, gestured down at the ground, said something short but complex in her incomprehensible language, then grinned in a half-shy, half-bold way. 
 
    Her tone made it sound like an offer of some sort, but he could not begin to guess what she might have suggested.  He shook his head to show that he had not understood. 
 
    She sighed and placed her left hand, fingers tight together, flat on her left cheek, then swept that hand out in a swooping gesture.  She gave a couple of exaggerated nods and watched him expectantly. 
 
    The sign had also meant nothing to him, so he shook his head again. 
 
    With a roll of her eyes, she reached down, grasped the hems of her skirt, pulled it up to her waist, proving definitively that women of her time (The Iron Age?) did not wear undergarments, or, at least, that this one had not bothered with any that day, and said something in a matter of fact tone. 
 
    Step Six: Never fraternize with the locals.  Especially before the invention of antibiotics. 
 
    Repressing a smile, he shook his head in an emphatic manner.  "Thank you, but that won't be necessary. 
 
    She tilted her head and twitched her hem in a manner that seemed to mean "You sure?" 
 
    He shook his head again.  "Thank you, but no." 
 
    With a shrug and another smile to perhaps show that she was not offended, she let her skirt drop, then raised both hands and spread them out.  What now? 
 
    "There's nothing to eat or drink here either," he told her.  "To be frank with you, I'm tired of going hungry.  We have to shift again." 
 
    He beckoned her to come near.  She complied without hesitation and slipped her arms about his waist in a tight hug without prompting. 
 
    Thinking about a good meal, he shifted. 
 
    The fresh air and bright daylight of the shore was replaced with air reeking of dust, ammonia, and wood smoke, and the gloom of hazy shadow broken with horizontal shafts of light.  The nudge -- really a push, this time -- of the shift displacement was strong enough to wrench his neck like a whiplash and the woman let out an angry complaint as they tumbled into a painful pile. 
 
    Their crash left them lodged against a dust mote covered, chest high stack of split firewood.  One of the lengths on the top row dislodged and smacked into his shoulder, but he stifled an outcry.  He also immediately had to stifle a retch; the firewood evidently served the additional purpose of urinal and had also evidently seen frequent use. 
 
    The shafts of amber light spilling out of the gaps around the heavy drape that hung across the opening of the alcove brightened the small space enough to let him make out their new surroundings.  The walls, floor, and arched ceiling were built of dressed and fitted granite.  The uniform size of the ashlars, the neatness of the mortar joints, and the trueness of the courses suggested skilled craftsmen rather than primitive laborers. The walls were plumb and all the corners square.  Guessing, he thought that the work might be the product of any century from the 10th to his own. 
 
    Grask stirred and he put a hand to her shoulder to caution her to be still.  She nodded and subsided. 
 
    Voices came from beyond the hanging.  At least three speaking in unhurried tones. 
 
    He disentangled himself and stood, then drew the woman to her feet.  Motioning for her to wait, he crept across the two paces to the drape. 
 
    The two women and older man were speaking English.  It was not quite the language of Shakespeare, but it sounded near enough. 
 
    "... and I'm sure he's making the beast with two backs with the butcher's jointress." one of the women said. 
 
    "The butcher shall gut him if 't be true and he catches those folk at't," the other woman replied. 
 
    "Break thee off thee fusty hags!" the older man scolded.  "We has't be done with the table ere Lord Halwell cometh." 
 
    "Quiet yourself, John," the first fired back.  "W' art done." 
 
    Three sets of footsteps muffled by rugs or carpet moved off and a large door creaked open and then closed with a heavy thump. 
 
    David twitched back the edge of the curtain just enough to get a quick peek.  The departure of the servants had indeed left the good sized dining hall beyond unoccupied. 
 
    Lit with innumerable candles and a roaring hearth at the right end, the hall had been set for a large meal, with the white tablecloths on the long plank tables covered with steaming tureens, meat heaped platters, and bowls of fruit and other less certain victuals.  Before each of the two dozen odd ornate ladder-back chairs, a setting of silver utensils, crystal goblets, and pewter trenchers had been emplaced. 
 
    Most interesting to David were the pitchers standing alongside the goblets.  Those had to contain water or wine.  A few draughts of salt water had not slaked his day long thirst. 
 
    Keeping his eyes on the big door directly opposite, he gestured for Grask to follow as he slipped out into the room. 
 
    The pitchers proved to contain red wine cut heavily with water.  He did not bother with a glass, nearly emptying one of the small pitchers in four gulps.  Then, feeling revived, he considered the feast. 
 
    Loaves of bread had been stacked close to hand all along the tables.  Bread was imminently portable food.  Those round, dinner plate sized loaves could be quickly snatched and eaten elsewhere. 
 
    Mouth watering, he moved to the nearest platter.  The loaves were too large to fit in any of his pockets, so he stacked two together and clasped the pair under his arm as he continued.  Unable to overcome the temptation, he pinched off a hunk of bread and stuffed it into his mouth, swallowing before it was hardly chewed. Another followed before he had a chance to take a fresh yellow apple from one bowl and a handful of what looked like large raisins from another.  Both of the latter got stuffed into his damp jeans pockets.  Spotting some small oranges just a few paces further down, he hurried towards them. 
 
    "Gather what you want quickly," he said without turning or considering the already established fact that she would not understand a word that he said.  "We'll shift the minute we get enough for a solid meal." 
 
    Not caring if someone noticed that they were missing, he took four of the oranges, forcing them down into the front and back pockets of his jeans, then turned around to prepare to leave. 
 
    Rather than following along behind him as he had expected, Grask had gone to the hearth, had stripped off all her clothing, and was now standing nude in front of the fire, backlit and silhouetted by red-orange light as she flapped lengths of her hair to dry it.  After a moment, she let her hair dangle down her back as she began to rotate by small degrees to let the heat of the fire warm the damp skin of her legs and back. 
 
    This more than pleasant view caused him not a small bit of regret, but he did not have any time to consider that regret (and perhaps reconsider tentative plans) because the door creaked open and the middle-aged maidservant who stepped through began shrieking, "Thieves! Robbers!" 
 
    Quick as a snake, Grask snatched up her jacket and skirt and instantly vanished. 
 
    She had shifted! 
 
    Large men shoving aside the maidservant to rush through the door spurred David to do likewise. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 FIFTEEN 
 
      
 
    There are, of course, rules to time travel. 
 
    There is no general agreement, of course, on what, exactly, those rules are.  
 
    Quite nearly everyone, of course, agrees upon one particular rule: Don't go to 2137. 
 
    Though David had tried very much not to either enhance or degrade the nudge/push/thrust of the shift displacement, this one was very strong.  Thrown sideways, he dropped more than a yard, bounced once, twice, did a kind of spread-eagled splat, then flopped to an aching halt on the cracked asphalt. 
 
    He had seen enough of his surroundings during his gyrations to realize that he had returned to the alley and therefore to Middleton. 
 
    But he had also come to rest right at the black clad legs of a police officer.  Or, at least, that's what David took the MPD in big stylized gold letters on the bulky fellow's black t-shirt to mean.  The man had a night stick, flashlight, and pair of cuffs attached to a black web belt.  His gun, a big blockish automatic with an overcapacity protruding clip, was in a quick-draw shoulder holster.  
 
    Behind the policeman stood two taller men.  Both of these had the "elite security forces" look that David remembered from a vacation trip to Paris when he had been eleven:  maroon berets cocked proudly on shaved heads, military style uniforms and boots, the former in forest camo and the latter in brilliantly polished black, large caliber automatic rifles clipped to combat harnesses, recruiting poster physiques, and hard eyed watchful expressions. 
 
    Staring down at David over his protruding pot gut, the cop did not look at all happy.  His hand moved to his night stick.  "I told you nicely the first time to stay out of the alley.  Looks like I'm going to have to convince you the hard way." 
 
    When the cop went to draw the two foot length of black hardwood, David shifted. 
 
    If there was any shift displacement this time, it was miniscule in space and in force.  In fact, save perhaps for a change in the shadows, he appeared not to have moved at all.  Based upon the pattern of cracks immediately before his eyes, the pavement under him was the very same. He raised his head and swiveled it about.  The cop and his backups were not present and he could see no one out beyond the mouth of the alley. After lying still for another weary moment, he got to his feet. 
 
    While his original judgment had been technically correct -- this was indeed the space that had once lain between Ebbert's -- it was not, yet again, his alley.  The high rise was still there, a little less shiny perhaps (Did that mean older?), and Ebbert's was ... gone. 
 
    In place of the old brick wall was an ugly and otherwise blank wall of black steel with deep, structural corrugations every yard or so.  This replacement building remained utilitarian and ugly for the entire four or five storeys of its height. 
 
    So, he had overshot his own time again, but at least he was back in the Western Hemisphere. 
 
    He had not taken the time to try to make sense of it, but there seemed little doubt but that his last three shifts had involved massive displacements.   
 
    The location of the deluge might have been the Black Sea, in the early Iron Age.  He had once read something about varying sea levels, glacial retreats, inflows and outflows, and a final erosion of a geologic sill.  He did not remember the article describing the event in terms as dramatic or as abrupt as the actual experience, but then it did not seem likely that very many geologists were Shifters -- their specialty was looking back and speculating, not traveling back and verifying. 
 
    The shore might well have been the Mediterranean, era unknown.  As a wild guess, he thought more specifically that they had splashed ashore on the coast of Greece, one of the islands, or perhaps Sicily. 
 
    The banquet hall could only have been 17th Century England. 
 
    All of these spatial movements seemed to directly contradict what Mr. Nesmith had told him.  The old man had made shift displacements out to be minor inconveniences and discounted teleportation altogether, but he had also specifically stated that long distance travel had to be done in the routine physical manner rather than by means of the shift itself. 
 
    He saw four possible explanations for the discrepancy. 
 
    One, Mr. Nesmith had lied.  In David's experience, this was the usual culprit.  If that was the case, this would not be the first time in his life that he had been completely taken in, but what possible reason could the older time Shifter have had for lying? 
 
    Two, Mr. Nesmith had just been flat out wrong.  Even experts, genial, kindly, or otherwise, got it wrong sometimes. 
 
    Three, David's experience with shifting was demonstrably different from that of all other time travelers. 
 
    Four, there was some other reason (space aliens, bad joujou, really bad luck) for David's boomeranging around the world when he shifted. 
 
    None of these four possibilities was comforting in any wise and only the second could be considered possibly benign.  
 
    Only one thing was certain.  The next time he spoke with Mr. Nesmith, he would be much less trusting of what the experienced Shifter had to say. 
 
    But for now, he was going to eat. 
 
    He had lost the remains of the bread loaves when he had tumbled through the first version of this alley, but he still had the apple, the raisins, and the oranges in his pockets. 
 
    The raisins were not raisins and he was not even sure that they were a fruit, but he wolfed them down anyway and ignored the odd flavor.  The skin of the oranges was tough to get off, the sections not as juicy and more tart than what he was used to, but he went through them in two minutes flat.  The apple flesh was firm, its taste the exact blend of tart and sweet that he favored, and its skin thankfully devoid of worm holes.  This he savored, chewing slowly and swallowing with relish. 
 
    He was still hungry when he was done, but not so much so that the feeling was a constant distraction.   
 
    "Look, buddy, you can't be littering in here.  Pick all that stuff up." 
 
    Startled, David threw his eyes to the alley mouth.  It was the same cop and his two apparently mute henchmen that had accosted him in the previous -- apparently future -- version of the alley.  The cop was pointing at the orange peelings and apple core that David had thoughtlessly dropped on the asphalt.  
 
    David promptly dropped to a crouch, gathered up his leavings, even the seeds, and stuffed all of it in his pockets.   
 
    The easiest way out of this situation was no doubt meek compliance.  As long as nothing was injured but his dignity, he saw nothing that would be gained by a confrontation.  He could have again shifted to escape, but he needed a bit of breathing room to prepare for his next undirected leap through time.  For starters, he needed travel food.  Anything would do, but some waterproof, eat anywhere meals, basically whatever they used for MREs in this time period, would be optimum.  Add to that a full suit of foul weather gear, or at least an insulated, waterproof jacket.   A side arm and ammunition would come in handy no doubt.  And a canteen or camelback, with water purification tablets.  And, oh, all of another dozen other indispensable pieces of gear and supplies. 
 
    When he rose back up, he saw that the cop had rested his hand on his night stick. 
 
    "You need to move on," the cop ordered in an even tone.  "If we catch you downtown after curfew, it's thirty days labor in the Chinese soap factory.  If you haven't heard, they only feed the inmates every other day.  My advice to you is to get out of Middleton altogether.  There isn't any provision for your sort here." 
 
    David made sure that his expression was passive and agreeable.  "Yes, sir.  Thank you, sir.  That's exactly what I will do." 
 
    He walked towards the three, keeping his hands out from his sides, and made to pass them on the right. 
 
    "Don't let me catch you here again," the cop added as David exited out onto the sidewalk. 
 
    "Yes, sir." 
 
    He made his pace a quick one as he moved away from the trio and along the sidewalk to the west.  Encountering the three before he had actually first met them, a standard time travel trope, had not been as disconcerting as he might have thought.  Perhaps a misspent youth of mainlining science fiction, both books and films, had inoculated him against the shock of such nonsensical happenings. 
 
    With no firm destination in mind (Was his house even still standing?) and for the moment just savoring the uncomplicated experience of the warm day and the calming feel of the bright sun on his face, he continued west along Main. Without conscious decision, he let his feet carry him along the beginning of his customary job seeking loop.  There were a number of pedestrians about -- the angle of the sun made it mid-afternoon -- and he smiled at everyone, not just the pretty women, bidding a good day to as many as would catch his gaze long enough to receive it. 
 
    His standard tour had -- under normal circumstances -- passed by the relatively new bank branches, the rows of buildings that changed tenants with the seasons, the court house, and the boarded-up auto dealership, whose main building had been almost a century old, and had then crossed over at the park and headed back up Broadway by the lawyers' offices, the savings and loan, the City Hall, the cafe, and had finally deposited him back where he had begun at the library and his waiting bicycle.   
 
    But today, Middleton was a transformed city. 
 
    Skyscrapers, crowding ornamental-plant decorated plaza to narrow, unadorned concrete apron, had replaced everything familiar.  Some of these monoliths were glass faceted rectangular blocks similar to the bland towers of his own time, but others were severe, asymmetrical and industrial-style spires with their normal internals -- structure, ductwork, conduit, and drains -- exposed. These ugly, utilitarian and almost Soviet high rises came in all shapes and heights and a number of them were still under construction, with their skeletal upper floors wrapped in polyethylene sheeting and the crowns of their unfinished steel frames sprouting the spindly towers of traveling cranes.  
 
    He did find this particular change measurably disturbing, as he was unable to imagine any combination of circumstances that could have transformed a rinky-dink, backwater dead-end town like Middleton into this expansive metropolis. 
 
    Those who passed him on the sidewalk stared at him, of course.  He was dirty, ragged, had a couple of days stubble on his cheeks, and almost certainly looked disreputable and suspect. 
 
    And his jeans, t-shirt, and hiking shoes looked nothing like their attire. 
 
    He saw clothing taken to every extreme and all points in between: colors anesthetically drab and seizure inducing bright, skirts dragging-the-pavement long and this-is-for-sale short, blousy trousers and skintight slacks, business suits with outlandish features and athletic garb with severe lines, clothes with strategically situated holes and rents and clothes that showed no skin at all.  There was very little similarity in dress from one passerby to the next and style seemed wholly a matter of individual preference. 
 
    Or else the essence of popular style conformity in this era was to look as different as possible from the guy next to you.  
 
    One elderly woman, a grandmotherly type in conservative dress and pristine white and exactingly coiffured hair, was not only looking at him, she was approaching. 
 
    She looked utterly harmless, but still he tensed and slowed as she came near.   
 
    "Good morning, young man!"  Her smile looked genuine, her voice sounded pleasant, and her tone was unerringly confident. 
 
    He put on a smile that he did not feel.  "Good morning, ma'am." 
 
    She extended her hand, offering him a business card -- bright orange, self-lit, and not paper, but not recognizably plastic. 
 
    After a slight hesitation, he accepted the card, but only to avoid the appearance of rudeness that might initiate a slight and motivate a call for the nearest policeman. 
 
    "Just wanted to let you know," she confided.  "We're still in business in spite of the new ordinances."   
 
    She smiled again, gave a nod in farewell, then moved on. 
 
    The printing on the card was not exactly printing.  It had leaping-off-the-page, three dimensional letters that alternated colors, morphed fonts, made sounds, and displayed video for emphasis. 
 
      
 
    Middleton Rescue Mission 
 
     (cycling gold to red, scrolling up, increasing in font size) 
 
    Get a meal. 
 
    (a thirty second video of a steaming plate heaped with meatloaf, mashed potatoes, and corn on the cob) 
 
    Get a cot. 
 
    (a still image of a simple but well made bed) 
 
    Get a shower. 
 
    (a slideshow with different angles highlighting the private nature and spotless condition of an individual stall) 
 
    All are welcome! 
 
    (fireworks display) 
 
    1812 E. 27th Street and 3rd Avenue 
 
    (an animated compass widget with a highlighted arrow currently pointing to the southwest) 
 
      
 
    David's feet started carrying him along the street.  He could quite easily put up with a sermon or two for a free meal and a chance to rest. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 SIXTEEN 
 
      
 
    The considerable majority of Shifters prefer to operate in times where their ability is not a matter of common knowledge. 
 
    Like all shady characters, they would rather operate in the shadows. 
 
    But all of them, sooner or later, shift into a time where everyone knows what they are and what they have been doing. 
 
    And has passed a law against it. 
 
    Without the real-time compass arrow on the card, David probably would never have found the place. 
 
    The Middleton Rescue Mission was almost two miles from the spot where he had received the card, in an urban borderland where the central high rise district faded into a sprawling apron of low-cost hotels, package stores, liquor stores, tenements, walkups, and the occasional shuttered storefront.  
 
    The five storey building that housed the Mission had a fresh coat of blue paint on its functional, fleur-de-lit embossed, sheet metal facade.  The sidewalk entrance was at the back of a deep recess and its single blank slab door was affixed with a large white and blue sign that read ALL ARE WELCOME HERE. 
 
    The door was heavy, steel, and its automatic closer resistant.  He had to brace his feet to swing it open. 
 
    In a contrast that actually surprised him, the interior proved to be an airy, two storey, hundred foot long access hall done in white marble and ornamental stainless steel accents.  To the sides, couches and chairs, many of them beat-up and likely donated, were arranged in neat conversational groups.  A few dozen or so people were spread throughout the well-lit and comfortable looking space, but only a handful were actually in an identifiable social group.  The rest were loners and most of these were slouched with feet propped up and napping or were stretched out full asleep.  Most of the clientele were adults, but two young children sat with an older woman that had a satisfied expression smoothing out the worry lines on her weathered face.  Only one or two of the occupants had that had-slept-in-their-clothes-for-a-while (like David) look.  All, save for their garb, could have been the same sort of average, nondescript people that one found waiting for flights in any airport. 
 
    Their clothing -- historical and futurific costumes from David's perspective -- identified them one and all as Shifters. 
 
    As he passed along the broad center aisle, one or two looked up, but none showed interest. 
 
    Staffed by an efficient looking grandmother-type in sturdy clothes that appeared to follow the style of the end of the Nineteenth Century, the check-in desk was at the foot of a broad, sturdily banistered, fan-shaped, white concrete stair. The grandmother's glowing nametag, which hovered apparently unsupported over her right shoulder, read "Eustice - I'm a volunteer!" 
 
    "Good morning!" Eustice proclaimed as he approached.  Her English came with a generic European accent and a quick smile.  "Welcome to 2132!" 
 
    David smiled in return, setting aside his doubts concerning how good the morning might turn out to be.  "Good morning.  Do I need to sign in?" 
 
    "Only if you want to reserve a bed for more than one night or if you need to use one of the lockboxes." 
 
    "I'm not sure yet if I'll need to stay." 
 
    "Then just get something to eat and make use of the facilities.  Come back if you change your mind." 
 
    "Thanks.  Could you tell me how to get to the dining room?" 
 
    "Of course!  The cafeteria is on the third floor.  Take these stairs up to the elevator lobby.  The elevators are the shiny double doors.  The large yellow button on the center wall will summon a car. You need only press it and it will light up.  The elevator lobby is considered to be on the ground floor and the floors are numbered above that.  When the elevator arrives, the doors will open.  Just enter and press the number three on the panel.  The car will rise to that floor." 
 
    David nodded, supposing that the exhaustingly detailed directions were intended to cover the possibility of Shifters with no knowledge of elevators and wondering if he looked like someone from a time before the Twentieth Century.  "Thanks." 
 
    In spite of his apparent primitive shortcomings, he negotiated the stairs and the elevator without difficulty.  Occupying the entire floor, the cafeteria, an open, squared donut with the elevator column as the hole, had been stocked with small tables of all sorts and their accompanying gaggles of mismatched chairs.  This hodgepodge of furniture not withstanding, the facility appeared clean, well-ventilated, and bustling.  At least a hundred people were present.  More volunteers with future tech nametags served plentiful helpings onto plastic trays at a gleaming stainless and glass buffet line opposite the elevator doors.  
 
    He joined the queue behind a fellow that appeared to be a Kentucky woodsman of the Daniel Boone sort (save for the absence of the coon-skin cap, a general and visible layer of grime, and a smell that surely must have originated in a dead buffalo) and within moments had a tray of his own bearing spaghetti with meat sauce, garlic bread, iced tea, a slice of chocolate cake, and an apple.  All of the tables nearest the serving line were fully occupied and he had to continue a quarter of the way around the donut before he spotted an empty table. 
 
    As he approached it, however, he spied another man -- Asian, though not identifiably Japanese, Chinese, or Korean, heavy, with an untroubled mien -- bearing his own heaping tray and coming at the table from another direction.  Dressed in game hunter khaki, a matching slouch hat, and heavy boots, the other man saw David at the same time and threw a speculative look his way.   
 
    David stopped and nodded to concede the prize and began to move on.  Not wanting to have to produce small talk on subjects about which he probably knew entirely nothing, he had decided to try to find a table to himself. 
 
    Instead of making for the table, the other man wove a snaky path amongst the other diners, seated and wandering, to intercept David. 
 
    "You must be new," the man said in an affable tone as soon as he was in range.  His accent was maybe South African. 
 
    David saw no point in denying the obvious.  He nodded.  "I am." 
 
    And this was true.  He was new.  New to shifting, new to this city, and new to this century. 
 
    "Name's Rodrigo Ramirez.  If you like, come find me when you're finished with your meal and I'll give you the twenty-minute brief to get you up to speed." 
 
    "Thanks, I'll do that." 
 
    With a parting nod, Ramirez went by David, angling for a scattering of vacant tables against the far wall. 
 
    David continued to his original objective, sat without wasted motion, and began to devour his food. 
 
    The spaghetti was fine, with the salty zest of Romano cheese well represented in the sauce, the bread on the stale side, the tea bland, the cake excellent, and the apple saved for later. 
 
    He did not pay much attention to anything until his tray was clean, but when it was he leaned back in his somewhat rickety chair and surveyed his fellow time travelers. 
 
    Aside from their clothing, which appeared to span all of human existence, wildly varying and occasionally quite nearly unintelligible accents, babel generating multitude of languages, and odors that ranged from gamey to perfumed, the assemblage could have been any eclectic group of down-on-their-luck vagabonds wolfing down a free meal. 
 
    Which begged the question:  why were there so many destitute Shifters?  Being able to move through time, they must all have access to advance knowledge of coming events and, at least theoretically, should be able to profit therefrom. 
 
    Or, at least, in many of the time travel movies that he had seen and books that he had read, the protagonists routinely found a means to profit, and in many cases get stinking rich, from time travel, even if they were ultimately otherwise doomed to failure. 
 
    Had the well-to-do French tourists and the wealthy Nesmiths been the exception rather than the rule? 
 
    He got up, located a nearby trolley where people were leaving dirty trays, made his way there to leave his all but spotless one, then turned about in a circle to scan for Ramirez. 
 
    While he was in a mood to suspect everyone at this point, another informant to bounce questions off of would at least give him a second set of answers to compare with Mr. Nesmith's.  Firmly and permanently on his guard, he felt confident that he would be able to detect and deflect any possible scam that Ramirez might attempt to put over on him. 
 
    Step Seven: Trust no one!  Not even yourself. Especially not yourself. 
 
    He located the ostensively helpful Shifter in one of the corners, sharing a table with an African tribesman in an honest to goodness leopard skin loincloth and a thin man in a Benjamin Franklin outfit, powdered wig and all.  All three appeared to have finished their meals and were just chatting. 
 
    Ramirez saw David as he approached and waved him to join the group.  "Take a seat.  This is Wilson Perkins and Rog Libincrantz."  He gestured first at the fellow in Eighteenth century garb and then at the tribesman. 
 
    Perkins just nodded.  Libincrantz said in a perfunctory manner, "Hello.  How are you?" 
 
    David replied in kind to both.  As he sat in the empty chair across from Ramirez, Perkins pushed back his own and stood up, checking his watch.  "I've got to get back.  Later, Rod." 
 
    Libincrantz got up as well.  "Me too.  My next scene starts in twenty minutes." 
 
    "Right." Ramirez said.  "We'll catch up the next time I see you." 
 
    The two other men moved off through the crowd. 
 
    "They're video actors," Ramirez said, answering David's unspoken question.  "Not Shifters.  They just come for the free food." 
 
    David glanced around.  "I took most of these people for time travelers." 
 
    "Most are.  Maybe a handful aren't.  There's a few contemporary vagrants and one or three other disguised freeloaders like Wilson and Rog." 
 
    Ramirez paused for a sip of his iced tea.  "One thing I should warn you about is proper terminology.  All veteran Shifters dislike being referred to as 'time travelers.'  Using that term will offend some people and will immediately label you as a newb -- an inexperienced beginner.  Newbs are infamous for causing problems because they don't know what they're doing and veterans make a point of avoiding them." 
 
    David nodded.  "Got it." 
 
    "People that don't shift are 'Normals.'  No idea where that comes from -- most people just aren't normal no matter how you look at it -- but everyone uses it.   Going to a higher year is 'shifting upstream.'  Going to a lower year is 'shifting downstream.'  'Landmarks' are big historical events.  Shifters from different eras and places use different dating systems and using landmarks is an easy way to specify a particular now.  For example, it's 'ten years after the Moorish invasion of the Iberian Peninsula' or 'three decades before the assassination of Arch Duke Ferdinand' or 'the century of the establishment of the Han Dynasty' and on like that.  Of course, Shifters with a common frame of reference just use the date system that they're familiar with." 
 
    Ramirez took another sip.  "'Blackouts are the times that you have already used up.  'Blackout Swaps' are agreements between Shifters to perform particular actions for each other in their respective Blackouts.  You do understand that you cannot return to any time that you have already lived in or shifted to, right?" 
 
    David nodded again. 
 
    "Good.  The example that I always use is when Shifter A makes a deal with Shifter B, who isn't a contemporary of Shifter A, to go back to when Shifter A was seven and make sure that the puppy who his mum had told him had run away had not actually been run over by the milk truck.  Get it?" 
 
    "Yes." 
 
    "So then in exchange Shifter B goes back to the time when Shifter A's wife told him that she had spent the entire day with her mother and finds out that the wife had actually been cheating with Shifter A's friend Pedro." 
 
    David chuckled, since Ramirez seemed to expect it. 
 
    Ramirez drank the last of his tea.  "Now, what questions do you have?" 
 
    David swept his hand around to include everything.  "So what's up with this place?" 
 
    "Shifting in public is a misdemeanor here.  Some of the police are pretty ornery and will stomp a mud hole in a Shifter if they get a chance.  The people that set up and run the Mission are well-heeled crusaders for social justice." 
 
    "So everyone knows about shifting here?" 
 
    "Twenty-three years before this now a Shifter named Elizabeth Saunders demonstrated shifting on live video.  After that, Shifters kind of made a nuisance of themselves and the current governor was elected on a platform of Social and Temporal Responsibility." 
 
    "So why do so many Shifters come here then?" 
 
    "How much time do you have?  That's a medium long explanation." 
 
    "I have no place to be." 
 
    "Just wanted to make sure that you're not running into one of your Blackouts.  Veterans do that all the time, so don't be surprised if someone disappears right in the middle of a conversation."  Ramirez leaned back and interlaced his hands behind his head.  "Do you know what an asynchronous phase is?" 
 
    "No idea." 
 
    "A lot of people just call them glitches.  When Shifters make changes in the time line --" 
 
    "So we can change events?" 
 
    "No and yes.  Yes, you can go back and kill your own grandpa and he will be stone cold dead -- but only while you hang around.  Changes do not persist at all beyond the interference of the instigator.  Other Shifters can compound the change, and things get complicated fast when Shifters start trying to undo changes, but no matter what every phase is a just a short term glitch that overwrites but does not undo the original sequence of events." 
 
    "So there is a period of time, the glitch, where grandpa is dead before he can have descendants, but in all the rest of time he lived and begat?" 
 
    "Exactly.  The segment of time where grandpa was murdered is the asynchronous phase.  In the rest of time, grandpa lived his life just like he did in the original unadulterated time line.  Now here's a key fact about asynchronous phases -- they're easier to shift to.  It's as if there is some natural affinity at work." 
 
    "So Shifters naturally tend to shift to phases." 
 
    "Right again." 
 
    "And this is a phase?" 
 
    "One of the longest.  You realize that just the appearance of a Shifter in a now outside of his own proper time line creates a change in events, right?  Because the Shifter isn't supposed to be there?  Before he or she actually does anything at all?  That's a tiny glitch.  Most casual changes like that tend to be so insignificant that the phases they create are imperceptible, but casual changes aggregate with purposeful changes.  This glitch is the result of thousands of inadvertent and purposeful changes and has almost no correspondence to natural time.  It started with Saunders and has been constantly modified by the passage of thousands of Shifters all the way up to the schism boundary at 2137." 
 
    "And a schism boundary is?" 
 
    "A place that you don't want to be.  It's a point in time where two widely varying asynchronous phases collide. Weird stuff happens to you if you try to cross a schism.  You could wind up with one leg longer than the other.  Your hair could change color.  You could get taller or shorter.  I met one Russian that claimed that he saw a Shifter throw up his own guts when he passed through a schism by mistake." 
 
    "Have you ever done it?" 
 
    Ramirez shook his head.  "Don't need to be hit by a freight train to know that it isn't good for me." 
 
    "So to make a change permanent, a Shifter would have to stay and live in the phase he created." 
 
    "No.  A Shifter can't make a permanent phase and most people are smart enough not to try.  When a Shifter stops shifting, he ages at a normal rate.  When he dies, the phase ends." 
 
    "Shifters don't age?" 
 
    "Frequent shifting seems to slow the aging process down.  People have theories, but nobody knows for sure." 
 
    "How much?" 
 
    "Lots of people say it's close to half.  Some say it's a lot more than that.  I've kept a diary since I started shifting and have made a note of every day that I have experienced.  Do I look like I'm sixty-three?" 
 
    "Maybe thirty." 
 
    "There you go." 
 
    "How do I shift to a specific time?" 
 
    "You hold your mouth right." 
 
    David frowned.  "Sorry, I'm not sure what you mean." 
 
    "When I was a kid, my father would take me fishing.  He always caught something, even on the days when the fish weren't biting.  On days like that, I wouldn't even get a nibble and I would ask him why he was catching fish and I wasn't.  He always told me that I wasn't catching fish because I wasn't holding my mouth right." 
 
    "So it's just a skill that you learn on your own." 
 
    "Of course." 
 
    "How do I shift to a specific location?" 
 
    "Not possible." 
 
    David paused for a contemplative beat.  He decided that it would be better not to mention his own recent experience.  "So a Shifter always shifts in the same place?  What about the spin of the earth, orbital rotation, tectonic drift, angular momentum, that sort of thing?" 
 
    Ramirez laughed.  "Don't confuse magic with science." 
 
    "So shifting is magic." 
 
    "Or shifting is science and the other stuff is magic."  Ramirez straightened, checked his watch, then placed his hands on the table to signal that he was making ready to leave. 
 
    "I have an appointment, pictures of a cheating husband sort-of-thing for a friend, so we'll have to cut this short.  Current money is always a problem, but there's a Shifter that manages a currency exchange.  It doesn't exist in this glitch or the one in 2092, but I do know that it was in operation here in Middleton for a good part of the last half of the 1900's and some into the 2000's.  There's an alley not too far from the Mission that will put you right on it.  It's a good shift location because it's right next door to the place and doesn't have much traffic.  Ask at the front desk.  They have a flyer with exact directions. The rates are fair and you can hock stuff if you need to.  If you need a grocery run or other provisions, there's a Normal that runs a shop that can get you almost anything." 
 
    Ramirez pulled a business card from his shirt pocket and slid it across the table. 
 
      
 
    Mme. H. Reaucharde 
 
    13 Rue des Cochons 
 
    Paris 1925-1932 
 
      
 
    "I get a commission from Mme. Reaucharde if you mention my name, so I'd appreciate it if you did.  Last, some basic rules.  Avoid shifting from the upper floors of buildings.  There's no guarantee that you won't appear in mid-air.  Don't shift in moving vehicles for the same reason.  Don't shift around Normals.  That causes medium sized glitches.  If you can help it, try not to shift into battles, natural disasters, or anywhere on or near an ocean or other body of water.  Don't under any circumstances shift to 2137." 
 
    "Because of the schism boundary." 
 
    "No, because that entire phase -- the whole world -- is at war." 
 
    "How long is the phase?" 
 
    "Eleven months the last I heard." 
 
    "It's getting longer?" 
 
    "Shorter.  The phase begins on March 13, 2137 and stops at the End of Time in January of 2138." 
 
    "I don't understand." 
 
    "Time is getting shorter.  The End of Time is moving backwards and it's starting to move faster." 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 SEVENTEEN 
 
      
 
    Like any other hodgepodge conglomeration of human beings with only a single connection, Shifters are not, as a rule, significantly self-motivated or particularly goal oriented individuals. 
 
    For the most part, they just stumble through their lives from meal to meal and from sleep to sleep, spending the majority of their time looking for their next meal or their next place to sleep, and only on occasion do they manage to do something constructive in between. 
 
    The only difference is that Shifters have breakfast in 1066, dinner in 1453, an afternoon snack in 711, and supper in 1789. 
 
    Though it was very likely -- the place had no windows -- still daylight outside, he decided that he was tired enough to catch a nap.  Getting a place to sleep was a simple matter of going up to the dormitories on the fifth floor and inquiring of the counter attendant, who just told him to pick an empty cubicle. 
 
    "If the privacy screen is open, it is unoccupied," the older gentleman with rather normal looking clothing told him.  "The lavatories are at the end of each bay." 
 
    The bays were arranged in a half circle and the cubicles on the first two bays were all occupied, but the third had a number of vacant ones.  He visited the lavatory for a quick, hot shower, put his clothes (after removing the meager contents of his pockets: two dimes, a quarter, the folded hundred that was still owed to O'Shannan Gas, and the debris of his stolen snack) through an automated cleaning device that, according to its nameplate, used "an exactingly regulated sonic bombardment" to remove all foreign matter, and then returned to the first empty cubicle, went in, closed the privacy screen, and fell into the bunk.  He was asleep before any vagabond thoughts of unpleasant things could wander by to disturb him. 
 
    With no time piece -- there had been no clocks anywhere in the Mission that he had seen -- he did not know how long he had slept, but when he woke he felt refreshed, if not particularly relaxed. 
 
    His first order of business was another brief shower.  As the sheets and blanket of his bunk had been freshly laundered and smelling of artificial daisies, this second shower had been motivated simply by a desire to adhere to his general principle of washing at any time that he had the opportunity.  
 
    Especially when he did not know when his next opportunity might appear. 
 
    His second order of business was another meal.  He was also a firm believer in stocking up on calories when one had the chance. 
 
    This time, he had a choice of entree between a baked chicken leg quarter and a baked chicken leg quarter with barbeque sauce.  He told the not-smiling heavy-set fellow in 18th Century French Court garb that wielded the greasy tongs to give him one of the barbequed ones, but this proved to be a tactical error.  What passed for barbeque sauce here in the future, or at least here in this future soup kitchen, was as appetizing as dried out ketchup. 
 
    Regardless, he ate it all, even the mayonnaise potato salad with the large chunks of half-cooked potatoes. 
 
    Again he avoided company, migrating away from the zone of densely populated tables near the serving line to find a spot in one of the corners that put his back against a solid wall and gave him a clear field of view of three-quarters of the cafeteria. 
 
    Step Eight: Always assume that you are in hostile territory.  
 
    Nothing and no one appeared to hassle him, however, and as he finished the last few crumbs of a piece of dry pumpkin spice cake, his thoughts settled on the decision to begin making his way back through time to reach Britain.  The problem of how he might locate Mr. Nesmith and Daniel in that totally alien environment and time was something that he had not yet resolved. 
 
    Then, across the cafeteria, a woman in 1940's style clothing crossed his eye line and approached a man standing before a metal doorway that had a red stair silhouette painted on it.  The woman moved at an angle to David and he caught only a hint of her profile, but her posture struck him in some uncertain way as familiar. 
 
    When he turned his gaze to the face of the waiting man, David immediately recognized him.  It was the Harried Man. 
 
    Younger by a number of years and not nearly so intense, but it was definitely the same man that had come into the currency exchange only days (Years? Decades? Centuries?) before. 
 
    David's first thought was to get up immediately to go speak with the Harried Man, but after a moment of reconsideration he remained in his seat.  The man had only seen him once -- and surely had not yet seen him that once -- and David had no reason to believe that the man would respond positively to a demand for information.  In any event, David had no reason to believe that the Harried Man even knew the Nesmiths. 
 
    It was instantly obvious that the Harried Man knew the woman.  His expression brightened dramatically when he saw her approach. 
 
    The two began a low key conversation, none of which David was able overhear. 
 
    Between David and the pair, a woman in eastern Native American garb, Seventeenth or Eighteenth century, stumbled and dropped her tray.  The noise drew a quick look from the woman talking to the Harried Man.  In doing so, she turned her head and gave David a clear look at her face. 
 
    It was Grask. 
 
    David jumped to his feet and dashed across the cafeteria, abandoning his tray and dinnerware in place. 
 
    Before he could reach them, the two shook hands and the Harried Man pushed open the stairwell door and slipped inside. 
 
    Grask turned to offer a smile as David rushed up.  She did not look at all surprised to see him.   
 
    "Hello, David!" she called warmly with something of a Midwestern accent.  "See you soon!" 
 
    She shifted. 
 
    With a bitten off curse, David barreled through the space that she had occupied and burst into the stairwell.  On the concrete landing, he paused just long enough to catch the faint echo of footsteps going down, and then immediately charged after the sounds, hitting only every third or fourth step and letting his right hand hook the green steel-tubing handrail at each subsequent landing just long enough to help him make the turn. 
 
    David's pounding footsteps were matched after a second or two by those of his quarry. 
 
    The Harried Man had begun to flee.  
 
    David ran faster. 
 
    A door slammed open at the bottom of the stairwell, just one landing ahead of him.  Cool air smelling of wet asphalt and spilled beer wafted up the shaft.  He hurled himself down the last dozen steps and caught the edge of the door before it had closed completely, spied the Harried Man sprinting under streetlights in a light rain, and thrust it back open to continue the chase through an empty street bordered by dark buildings. 
 
    The Harried Man proved to be a sloppy runner and David gained upon him within seconds.   
 
    "Stop!  I just want to talk!" 
 
    The Harried Man threw back one glance filled with what could only be abject terror and shifted. 
 
    David dove into time to follow.  Dark night became cloudy day. The displacement staggered him but he fought hard to keep his balance, succeeded, and continued running. Waist high wheat, golden and ready for harvest, beat at his legs as he came within half a dozen steps of his target. 
 
    The Harried Man spat out a stream of German or Dutch, almost certainly curses, and shifted again. 
 
    Cloudy day became the orange tinged hellscape of a scorching forest fire.  The Harried Man shifted before the suffocating heat could fell either of them.  
 
    Orange doom became morning twilight. 
 
    This time the displacement was great.  It cast David into a foxhole half filled with water.  His sprawling splash threw half the water out, but streams from the downpour that pummeled the mud around him immediately sluiced in to refill it.  He flopped around to keep his head above the rising water as a rippling bombardment, not big guns but mortars or rockets, walked across his refuge.  Flashes of fire and sharp concussions drove him to cover his head with his arms.  He was sloshed about like a Stooge in a bathtub, shaken up, down, and sideways, and relentlessly pelted with splattering clods of muddy earth for another ten or so minutes.  Then as abruptly as it had fallen, the bombardment lifted, and the sharp cracks of machinegun and small arms fire, with the occasional whizz of a round passing directly overhead, started up. 
 
    He vacillated for a moment and then raised up just far enough to get a look through the increasing light at the area around him.  A large round buried itself in the mud just a few inches away, making him instantly scrunch back into his flooded hole. 
 
    That brief glimpse had given little information as to the identity of this time and place -- smashed buildings, burned out vehicles, shattered trees, a landscape of churned ground pocked with shell craters -- but it had shown an apparently motionless body sprawled feet towards David only half a dozen paces away.  The body was covered in mud and he had been unable to see the face, but it was the right shape and size to be the Harried Man. 
 
    He had not seen any obvious wounds or blood, so it was not a given that the Harried Man was dead. 
 
    And this left David with an uncomfortable quandary. 
 
    Though the machinegun fire had fallen off and only the occasional rifle bullet continued to whizz by, this was clearly a still a very much active battlefield. 
 
    In line with Ramirez's general rules, Step Nine had to be Don't go where people are shooting at each other. 
 
    He needed to shift out of here and fast. 
 
    But, he also needed to check on the Harried Man.  If he was still alive, David would have to shift him away from danger as well.  David did not feel that it was entirely his fault that the Harried Man had shifted into this battlefield, but he could not escape the fact that it had been his pursuit that had driven the man here. 
 
    He slithered out of the brown water, over the heaped lip of the foxhole, and began belly-crawling towards the body. 
 
    It was only after he had made it half way that he realized that the gunfire had ceased altogether. 
 
    The Harried Man realized it as well, raised his head, turned to stare wide-eyed at David, and began crawling rapidly away. 
 
    David jumped to his feet and so did the Harried Man, making it a footrace once again. 
 
    Or, rather, a steeplechase.  Both David and the Harried Man were forced to struggle through flooded craters, skid over pockmarked mud flats, vault smoldering tree trunks, hurdle scattered chunks of blackened vehicle wreckage, and clamber over unsteady piles of shattered rubble. 
 
    The Harried Man, now with a well pronounced limp, managed to keep far enough ahead of David to make a lunging tackle uncertain.  Whatever he thought that David intended for him, it had to be something that had convinced him that to stop would be to lose his life. 
 
    David did not have time to be aghast at the absurdity of that conception, but it did make him grit his teeth as he ran.  
 
    He was not exactly sure why he continued after the Harried Man.  At first, he had been driven by angry impulse.  He had wanted to demand of the man what he knew of Grask.  How had she possibly adapted so well to shifting and modern life?   How had she learned English in so short a time? Why had she seemed to have known that David would be at the Mission? 
 
    Now, he was no longer certain that he even wanted to know those answers.    
 
    But he was not going to quit.  He would not concede the race to the Harried Man. 
 
    Just because. 
 
    The Harried Man shifted yet again and David followed. 
 
    They did not go far in time.  The battlefield was the same -- the sunlight was brighter and the sound level magnified -- but this time it was full of running men, one of which barreled into David and knocked him flat. 
 
    The Harried Man shifted again an eye blink before another soldier crossed the space where he had been.  
 
    Then David was -- once again -- looking up at a ring of uniformed men pointing guns at him -- modern, automatic, kill-him-twenty-times-before-he-could-blink ones. 
 
    "He must be a Shifter," one blockish fellow groused. 
 
    Another, sporting master sergeant's insignia on his epaulet and a heavy beard so matted with red clay and what could have been dried blood that its color was indeterminate, clipped his weapon to his battle harness to free his hands and then bent down to drag David to his feet. 
 
    "You need to shift out of here quick, buddy.  The Canucks are coming on fast.  They're advancing out of the Dorcheat bottom in force.  We expect a bombardment by the Acadian heavy artillery at any minute.  You sure don't want to be here --" 
 
    The screech of a mortar round coming in cut the sergeant off.  All the soldiers hit the dirt and David was only a split second behind in copying their example. 
 
    The shell hit sixty feet away, but the concussion still bounced David off the drying mud.  Another of the soldiers raised to a knee, took careful aim, and fired off two bursts from his rifle.  "We need to move."  
 
    The sergeant rose to a crouch and chopped a hand in the direction that they had been moving.  "Right.  Fall back to the Piggley Wiggley." 
 
    As the squad, whose badges had read Free Middleton Militia, ran off, David stayed flat and shifted. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 EIGHTEEN 
 
      
 
    Consequences. 
 
    It is not about the changes, it is about the consequences. 
 
    Smart Shifters learn this straight off. 
 
    Dumb ones just keep trying. 
 
    Following the Harried Man through time seemed as natural and as uncomplicated as breathing.  David just went with what felt right. 
 
    Still horizontal, he tumbled into a log roll as he landed on the dusty, rutted road.  As soon as he came to a stop, flopped over onto his back, he raised his head to look around at an open bottom land of small wood lots, goat pastures, corn fields, small houses, and extensive garden plots.  He had leaned into the displacement, but just the smidge that had seemed necessary and the recoil had evidently tossed him away from the hills of downtown Middleton.  It had not felt as if his effort had moved him very far, though. 
 
    "Maybe shifting is magic," he said to the world at large as he got up, putting his thoughts into words to make the concepts sound less crazy.  "You can't measure it, so it certainly isn't science." 
 
    After a moment, while brushing the reddish-brown dust from his jeans and t-shirt, he amended, "Or maybe it's just really weird science.  Like quantum physics weird." 
 
    There was no one about to challenge either theory so he was not compelled to provide anything so patently unnecessary as evidence or examples.  
 
    According to the sun, the narrow winding dirt road went from vaguely east to approximately west.  Traffic having ground the red soil down to a powder, the parallel ruts of the road showed fragmented tracks of the passage of numerous wheels, but these were the narrow impressions of steel wagon wheels rather than the wide prints of automobile treads. 
 
    The wheat field and forest fire might have been in other locations, but he thought that in the two versions of the battlefield he had been still in or near Middleton.  This area also had to still be within a few miles of the small city.  The scattered clumps of trees were of familiar species -- oaks, hickories, sweet gums, and southern longleaf pines -- and the lay of the land looked similar to that along Highway 80 north of the old ammunition plant -- mostly level with rising land towards the east.  The lack of modern sounds -- cars, trains, jets -- and the wood frame, clapboard nature of the buildings that he could spy through the trees and across the fields suggested mid-Nineteenth Century. 
 
    With his luck, he was probably back in the 1860's. 
 
    Which meant that he needed to keep a look out for anyone in uniform, blue or grey, and avoid them like the plague. 
 
    The Harried Man was here.  That much he knew. 
 
    Exactly how he knew that was a solid unknown. 
 
    If shifting were magic, then there was likely no comprehensible explanation for knowledge acquired without an identifiable source. 
 
    But if shifting were weird science, then likewise there was likely no comprehensible explanation for knowledge acquired without an identifiable source. 
 
    And, all things being equal, it did not really matter if there were a rational and logical explanation for this new skill. 
 
    The ability to shift through time had no rational and logical explanation for its existence.  Any activity or function intimately associated with it could only mirror that lack. 
 
    Therefore, he should just forget rationality and logic and get on with it. 
 
    Now, to what use should he put this new found ability? 
 
    To start with, he was not going to persist in his hunt for the Harried Man.   
 
    Unrelenting perseverance could accomplish many things, but continuing that futile chase was just boneheaded.   Grask was a Shifter and it was almost certain -- she had said as much -- that he would encounter her again. 
 
    In time, he would learn how she had gone from an Iron Age berry picker to a composed and confident Shifter. 
 
    Could he track Mr. Nesmith? 
 
    With the old man in mind, he relaxed and waited for the magic/science to happen. 
 
    A bluebird sailed by. 
 
    A passing cloud drifted a shadow over him, bringing a slight breeze to ruffle his hair. 
 
    Out towards a barnyard, a cockerel crowed. 
 
    A white tailed doe wandered from a copse a hundred yards ahead, looked at him with an unswerving stare for close to a whole minute, then strolled back into the trees. 
 
    He gave up. 
 
    No inkling of the older man's presence had come to him.  
 
    Was it necessary that he be near to his target when they shifted to get a sense of where they were going? 
 
    That seemed likely. 
 
    So, he could not track Mr. Nesmith, but he still needed to find him. 
 
    Could he nudge the shift displacement well enough to get him to Britain? 
 
    Probably not.  He also had no idea exactly how that worked and he had no great desire to get bounced into the middle of the Atlantic Ocean. 
 
    Which meant he would have to do it the hard way. 
 
    The next question was when would he do it the hard way? 
 
    Air travel required paperwork and, more significantly, a relatively large sum of money, neither of which he had easy access to, even in his own time.  Any job he might get in any time outside his own was unlikely to pay more than a pittance and the prospect of working for a couple of years to be able to afford a plane ticket was not a very attractive one. 
 
    And he did not think that he would make a very proficient bank robber. 
 
    Another alternative was the old movie standby: work his way over on a tramp steamer. 
 
    That plan had a modicum of Edgar Rice Burroughs adventure story appeal, but not so much so that it would be his first choice. 
 
    Well, he could work out the details later.  For now, he would have to make his way down to New Orleans, which was a major port in any era of its existence, or at least of the ones he had knowledge of.  Even here during the Civil War, blockade runners had carried loads of cotton to British possessions in the Caribbean and even to Britain itself. 
 
    Unless, of course, the city had already fallen to the Union forces.  But then, it might be easier to get passage from a Union port, especially if he could get to Boston or New York. 
 
    Wars were definitely going to present a major hindrance to travel. 
 
    Save for the Revolution and the Civil War, the continental US had not been troubled by widespread armed conflict, but widespread warfare would put Europe off-limits for large swaths of the 18th, 19th, and 20th centuries.  Happily, most of the fighting had been confined to the continent and Britain itself had only directly suffered extensive conflict during the Blitz, a period that could -- hopefully -- be avoided entirely. 
 
    In any event, as was often said, every journey must begin with the first step.  He turned west and began walking. 
 
    He had gone only perhaps a quarter of a mile when a woman appeared -- she had shifted of course -- in the middle of the road. 
 
    Startlement caused him to miss a step, but he continued walking towards the Shifter. 
 
    It was (Of course?) Grask.  With hair cut short, she was some older than when he had seen her last -- an hour ago? -- at the Mission.  She wore a well faded pair of bell bottom, hip hugger jeans and a green and purple tie-dye t-shirt that was snug enough to emphasize her firm torso.  It was a pastiche of late Sixties refugee style and it imbued her with a definite Free Love allure. 
 
    She waved and after a short and pointless mental debate he gave in and waved back. 
 
    She smiled broadly when he drew near.  "Hey, David!" 
 
    "You know," he mentioned when he stopped in front of her.  "It's only been a couple of days since I first met you." 
 
    She shrugged.  "About ten years, give or take, for me.  Shifting is funny that way.  How have you been?" 
 
    "Good.  You?" 
 
    "Just grand, thank you." 
 
    "I bet that you have some interesting stories to tell." 
 
    She chuckled.  "That I do, but that's not why I'm here." 
 
    She pulled a small, folded square of paper from the watch pocket of her jeans and offered it to him.  "I've brought you a message."   
 
    He hesitated.  "From whom?" 
 
    "From you, of course." 
 
    "Sorry, did you say from me?" 
 
    Grask rolled her eyes.  "Shifting, remember?  Some time from this now you pay me to bring you this message at this particular spot on this particular day." 
 
    David eyed her for a moment.  "I've seen that movie.  It didn't end well." 
 
    Her expression showed confusion.  "What?" 
 
    "Never mind."  He unfolded the paper.  It read:  Don't try to get to New Orleans and don't go to Shreveport.  You'll just get caught up in the Battle of Mansfield and get hit in the left knee at the Battle of Pleasant Hill by shrapnel from a cannon ball.  David. 
 
    It was his handwriting and his signature. 
 
    No question. 
 
    "So I sent this to me?" 
 
    "Yes, David, and, yes, these sorts of things happen all the time." 
 
    "And you run a time shifting message service?" 
 
    "No.  Interventions are part of my duties as Guild Financial Secretary." 
 
    For the moment, he skipped over the title.  "But I paid you?" 
 
    "You're not a member.  We had to come to a separate arrangement." 
 
    "Do you mind if I ask you how much?" 
 
    Grask grinned almost coquettishly.  "Oh, it wasn't money, David!" 
 
    He gave the woman a pained look.  "What then?" 
 
    "Oh, don't concern yourself about that.  You told me not to tell you.  Don't worry, though.  I found it worth my while." 
 
    Her smile gave one of those funny little twitches when she said worth. 
 
    His suspicions must have showed on his face. 
 
    She slapped his arm, playfully, smile twitching again.  "No, silly, not that!  You're a pure as the driven snow type White Knight, David. Now and forever, I suppose.  You can rest assured that our exchange did not involve time between the sheets." 
 
    He sighed.  "So where am I supposed to go?" 
 
    "Oh, I can't say.  You made me promise not to tell you anything." 
 
    "But --" 
 
    "Sorry, David, but I really can't stand around chatting.  It widens this blackout and my position requires that I keep every second open that I can.  See you later!" 
 
    She vanished. 
 
    He grimaced, looked once at the note in his hand, then crumpled it up and dropped it in the dust of the road. 
 
    With a shake of his head, he resumed his trek west. 
 
    After only another hundred yards, Grask appeared again.  This time her hair was shoulder length and she was dressed in 1950's maternity.  At a guess, she was six to seven months along. 
 
    She smiled and waved in apparent genuine pleasure.  "Hi, David!  How have you been?" 
 
    "I've been just fine in the ten minutes since I saw you last.  Looks like you've been busy." 
 
    Her smile broadened with genuine pride as she patted her protruding abdomen.  "Don't worry, dear, it's not yours.  It could have been, if you had just been more cooperative, but you're always the White Knight even when it doesn't even make sense to you." 
 
    "You have another note?" 
 
    "You're getting good at this, dear."  She held out a page of notebook paper folded in half. 
 
    Civil War hospital.  Gangrene.  Amputation.  Get the picture?  David. 
 
    The handwriting was again his, but sloppy, the way he wrote when he was in a bad hurry. 
 
    "This time, do I get told where I should go instead?" 
 
    Grask shook her head.  "Sorry, David.  Later!" 
 
    She vanished. 
 
    He crumpled up this latest note, pitched it into the high grass along the road, then started walking again. 
 
    Grask was back in less than three minutes. 
 
    She looked a few years older.  Her hair was longer, a little lighter in color.  A little girl maybe a year old and wearing a frilly red dress rode on her hip.  Holding on to the hem of her skirt was a little boy of about three.  Both children watched him with calm serenity. 
 
    Both of them had his color hair and his color eyes.  The shape of their chins matched that of his and his brothers' in photos taken at that age. 
 
    She looked miffed. "Okay, David, you need to stop being a knothead and do what you're supposed to do." 
 
    "What am I supposed to do?" 
 
    "You can be so infuriating, do you know that?  Some of this stuff you're supposed to figure out for yourself!" 
 
    "Are these my children?" 
 
    Grask sighed, but showed no surprise.  "Of course they are.  I lied before, but you must understand why I had good reason to. Don't worry.  We're not married or involved or anything like that.  You're just a sperm donor, more or less." 
 
    "And I donated in a clinic?" 
 
    "Don't be absurd." 
 
    "So in the natural fashion?" 
 
    "Well, of course." 
 
    "I don't even know you." 
 
    "And you won't.  Not for a long time.  Even White Knights get old and lonely." 
 
    "I can change what happens." 
 
    "But you won't.  By then you owe me quite a lot." 
 
    He just looked at her.  This was a little bit too much for him to process in just a few moments.  "So tell me what I am supposed to do?" 
 
    "Constantinople.  May, 1453." 
 
    "Not some place I want to be." 
 
    "That's where you go." 
 
    "I never went to Mansfield at all, did I?" 
 
    "I don't know.  You don't tell me everything." 
 
    "Then why the charade?" 
 
    "Because this is the way you remembered these meetings playing out." 
 
    "Babies and all?" 
 
    "Babies and all." 
 
    "What do I need to do for the children?" 
 
    She laughed.  "Don't worry, David, we're all taken good care of.  Once a White Knight, always a White Knight.  You take care of those that you are responsible for.  See you soon!" 
 
    He had a thought.  "Wait!  This breaks a rule!  As soon as you're gone, it will all revert." 
 
    She shook her head and held up her index finger.  "One, this isn't a glitch.  It's the natural course of time.  This is the way it happened." 
 
    She added her ring finger to the count.  "Two, actions and information do not propagate here, but information does propagate there."  She used both fingers to point at his forehead. 
 
    "But --" 
 
    "Don't worry, dear.  You'll figure it out." 
 
    Once more, she -- and her children -- vanished. 
 
    He felt when (not a date, but he knew that he could shift there) she went and for a moment he considered following, but Grask as the mother of his future -- and as far as he was concerned still potential -- children was not something that he wanted to deal with at that moment. 
 
    He thought about Constantinople in that horrible May of 1453.  
 
    It was going to be bad. 
 
    He shifted. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 NINETEEN 
 
      
 
    Trial and error works for everything. 
 
    Even shifting. 
 
    As long as the errors don't kill you. 
 
    The first shift was a short hop of (he hoped) only a few minutes. 
 
    He leaned into the displacement and came out running.  Right away he skidded to a halt. 
 
    He was still on the dirt road and it appeared to be the same day, but he was perhaps a quarter of a mile east of the spot he had shifted from. 
 
    He shifted again, trying for a shift of a minute or two.  This time he resisted the displacement -- in an entirely mental fashion, of course -- as much as he could. 
 
    He was flung back into the new time with enough force to roll him like a Saturday afternoon Western tumbleweed.  He was still on the road and it was still the same or an extremely similar day.  It looked like he had moved a couple of hundred yards west of his starting point. 
 
    Armed with these two data points, he got up, dusted himself off, and shifted. 
 
    He leaned hard into the displacement and shifted immediately when he felt different air on his face.  A flash of one place (Middleton's Broadway in the early Twentieth Century?  All the cars had had running boards, so maybe the Thirties.) gave way to another (a corn field) almost before he could blink. 
 
    He rocketed across space, sailing a good dozen yards as he windmilled his arms. He clumsily scythed grain as he mowed stalks and shifted a third time while still in flight. 
 
    Time spat him out into a dark storm and a big wave smacked him down and tried to drag him deep.  Gasping and panicked, he shifted again.  Though vibrating with fear, he had enough presence of mind to relax and let the displacement do what it would. 
 
    The bounce was a big one and he came out into a cool night under a full moon, but he hardly wobbled.  Gallons of water splattered around his feet.  He wiped water from his face and tasted the moisture on his lips.  The water had a bitter, salty taste.  That had been an ocean, surely the Atlantic. 
 
    Or maybe the Gulf. 
 
    Or even the lost oceans of Barsoom.  He had no real way to judge. 
 
    The shift had brought him to a tall grass prairie that went as far as he could see in every direction.  The sun was just coming up behind him and about a half a mile in front of him, across a wide, shallow stream, a herd of buffalo had begun to stir, standing and snorting as calves sought their mothers.  The big, shaggy animals of the herd went from as far as he could see to the left to as far as he could see to the right. 
 
    Was this the Midwest before the Europeans? 
 
    A yip made him turn.  About forty yards towards the sunrise, a pair of seated coyotes were giving him a speculative eye. 
 
    Not wanting to be anywhere or anywhen in particular, just somewhere and somewhen else, he shifted. 
 
    When he had been six, on a visit to an uncle in Birmingham, he had been allowed to run free in a large playground attached to the local community center.  At that time, the equipment had been in severe disrepair.  None of the swings had had seats and the slide, some of the other kids claimed, had been struck by a drunk in a pickup truck.  The slide had certainly looked like it had been wrapped around a frontend.  The teeter totters had worked, but there had been a gang of kids waiting and arguing around those.  David had gravitated to the Merry-Go-Round, just a twelve foot wide spinning platform with steel pipe uprights to hold on to.  He had lain on the platform, staring up at the sky as some of the other kids pushed it around and around, until he had thrown up. 
 
    His shift took him to that playground and to that Merry-Go-Round. 
 
    It was way before he had been born, of course.  All of the equipment was new, with sparkling paint and no collision damage, and idle.  There were no children about at all, so he stayed.  The sky was overcast and the temperature seemed to be dropping, but he just sat down on the edge of the Merry-Go-Round and considered his shifting experiments with dissatisfaction.   
 
    The distance that he had moved when he interfered with the displacement seemed to have no obvious correlation to whether he leaned into or resisted the adjustment, or to the relative strength of either effort. 
 
    A heavy gust stirred the swings on their sparkling chains and his thoughts wandered as a few fat snowflakes made an appearance. 
 
    Well, maybe that was it. 
 
    A child in a swing could gain some really impressive speed by alternating the way he leaned, forward on the downswing and back on the upswing. 
 
    But the shift of mass had to occur at precisely the right moment to build momentum.  Too early or too late would steal momentum. 
 
    Maybe all that he need to do was to learn how to swing.  
 
    Like most things, to learn how to swing you just had to keep swinging. 
 
    He shifted. 
 
    He blacked out many dozen minutes in and around Nineteenth Century Middleton, while managing to avoid the Civil War entirely, but did eventually get the hang of it, learning to sense just the right instant to apply effort, either for or against, to amplify the displacement in the direction he wished to go.  It was a cumulative process, not without reversals, including one heart-stopping near miss by a stampeding horse. 
 
    When he was finally confident that he could reach Asia Minor without drowning mid-ocean, he started making his way to the fall of the last vestige of the West Roman Empire.


 
   
  
 

 TWENTY 
 
      
 
    Water can be a blessing or a curse.  When you have just the right amount, it makes life easy.  When you get too much or too little, it makes life a struggle. 
 
    Shifting is the same way. 
 
    Only double. 
 
    Farming displacements made him feel like a boomerang. 
 
    New York City, mid-2000's according to the skyline.  
 
    Middleton, 1976 by all the Bicentennial bunting. 
 
    On top of a glacier, probably Greenland, and colder than he had ever wanted to be. 
 
    Middleton again, back when the buildings on Main Street had been new. 
 
    Somewhere cold, rainy, rocky, and green.  He thought Ireland or Scotland. 
 
    A rolling horizon to horizon wheat field under a fantastic clear sky and midday sun.  The Midwest or the Ukraine. 
 
    Athens, before the Parthenon had been blown up. 
 
    Steppes, Russian probably. 
 
    Istanbul, because the Hagia Sofia had minarets. 
 
    Then, a dark claustrophobic space smelling of wet stone and urine.  He remained still for a moment or two, slightly motion sick. 
 
    This felt like the right now, but he was not certain. 
 
    Clouds obscured a star filled sky overhead, but he could make out nothing else.  While his eyes adjusted, he stretched out his hands to encounter flat rough stone to his right and the same to his left.  The mortared wall to his left angled away from him.  Behind him the two walls met and in that crook the pee smell was strongest.  He moved forward when he could half-see the pavement in front of him. 
 
    At that moment the moon came out from behind the clouds and his surroundings became clear. 
 
    The wall to his left belonged to a round tower that went up another thirty feet. The top was dark and vacant -- or, at least, no guards happened to look over at that moment and began screaming "Intruder!"   The wall to his right belonged to a straight line of crenellated battlements that ran a hundred yards to another dark and also apparently vacant tower.  All of the stonework was in good shape and the pavement clear.  This was not a ruin, but a functioning fortification. 
 
    So where were all the guards? 
 
    He stopped after four paces at the point where the tower wall began to open out into a wide esplanade.  Just to his left, a doorway filled with a stout wooden door gave access to the tower, but no light leaked around the portal.  He moved out another few steps and saw a large, well-lit gatehouse beyond the next tower.  The light was yellow and wavering and had to be generated by torches rather than by modern electric lighting.  Above the parapet in front of him at the edge of the esplanade, a city of low buildings spread out, likewise only sparsely lit. 
 
    If this were Constantinople in May, 1453, then these storied walls should be aswarm with defenders and the constant bombardment from the Ottoman cannons that were irresistibly and inevitably smashing those walls should be deafening. 
 
    This, the capital and remaining principal city of the moribund Byzantine (nee West Roman) Empire should be in the midst of its death throes, not sleeping languidly on a warm Spring evening.  
 
    He walked back to one of the firing notches (he could not remember the proper term) in the battlement and looked out.  No besieging army troubled the countryside beyond the lower -- very recognizable -- two mighty walls of the City of Constantine.  
 
    The intact triple walls confirmed that this had to be the time and place that he had aimed for. 
 
    But it was all wrong. 
 
    So... 
 
    Some Shifter -- or several Shifters -- had made a change -- a big one -- and this was an asynchronous phase, a glitch. 
 
    Which meant that all the facts that he had gleaned from all of the books that he had read about the events of October 1453 in the last days of the Byzantine Empire were invalided and consequently no longer of any relevance at all. 
 
    Rather than, for once, being well armed with foreknowledge, he was just as adrift as he had been in any other of the nows that he had stumbled through. 
 
    Well, be that as it may, what next? 
 
    He began to enumerate the difficulties he faced. 
 
    He did not speak Byzantine Greek -- had not, in fact, ever heard anyone speak Byzantine Greek -- and it was quite nearly certain that no one here spoke his Southern Lowlands dialect of American English. 
 
    He was dressed in clothing from the Twenty-First Century US, not the Fifteenth Century Near East.  The first person that caught sight of him would know immediately that he was an oddball. 
 
    He had no current money.  In an era where coinage was silver, gold, copper or some combination thereof, the paper note and three coins that he had were worthless.  If he stayed long enough to need food, he would have to steal it. 
 
    He had no real knowledge of the city.  Aside from some vague recollections of maps printed in those histories of the siege, he knew nothing about the layout of the streets or the location of the major landmarks, save for the Hagia Sofia.  
 
    In sum, by all conventional standards, he was as unprepared as a time traveler could be. 
 
    He actually had not given any thought to any sort of preparations.  He had just bailed off into the past willy nilly like the standard, run-of-the-mill, befuddled but sincere, comic adventure hero. 
 
    It would have been much simpler if his future self had simply sent him a full script to follow. 
 
    Well ... if his future self was actually his future self, then he could just wait here until that ornery cuss did supply that full script -- or at least tell him what he should do next. 
 
    And, it being his future self, that fellow would know that he had once again balked and the necessary guidance should be immediately forthcoming. 
 
    So he was just going to stand here and wait for it. 
 
    He rocked back and forth on his heels, frustration continually increasing, for what must have been half an hour before he decided that it was a waste of time to try to out-ornery his future self. 
 
    That being the case, it might be prudent to return to a friendlier time and place, gather a good quantity of appropriate supplies -- particularly a gun that fired a lot of bullets really fast and plenty of said bullets -- and then come back to the instant after this? 
 
    "Not a good idea," Grask said from out of the murk behind him.  "You don't have any time to waste." 
 
    He turned around. 
 
    Standing just outside the nook in which he had arrived, this time she was neither pregnant nor encumbered with offspring.  In fact, she looked just about the same age as when he had first met her.  Both her sturdy leather shoes and unadorned homespun, calf-length dress were uncomplicated enough (it was basically a brown sack with a cinched waist) to have come from any reasonably civilized era, even this one. 
 
    "Meet me at the door of the fourth building along the alley that starts just below where we are standing." 
 
    She vanished. 
 
    And instantly reappeared. 
 
    "Cancel that.  Meet me at the bottom of the stair that is sixty meters that way.  You have five minutes and thirteen seconds.  Hurry!" 
 
    She vanished again. 
 
    He scurried along in the direction that she had pointed, trying not to stumble over the uneven flagstones in the dark. 
 
    The narrow stone stair leading down was where she had said and, not sure of exactly how long it had taken him to get there, he immediately dashed down.  Two-thirds of the way to the bottom, the toe of his boot caught on the edge of an ill-perceived wallowed step and he pitched forward.   
 
    By reflex he tucked his head and circled his arms to protect it, and rolled in a bruising but more or less controlled fashion to wind up in a groaning heap at the bottom. 
 
    Grask appeared, made a startled sound, and then after a few seconds moved to help him up. 
 
    She was dressed just as he had seen her at the nook, but it was clear that she was surprised to see him. 
 
    "Hello, David."  She leaned close and bussed him on each cheek in the European manner.  "Glad to see you again!" 
 
    He thought a moment.  "When did we meet last?" 
 
    Understanding immediately flashed across her face.  "This is just our second meeting for me.  From my experience, it's just a couple of years after you first taught me how to shift. How about you?" 
 
    "Just a few minutes ago.  Up there." 
 
    She drew a small spiral notebook and a stub of a pencil out of a pocket sewn onto the hip of her dress, flipped it open about halfway, and then made a note.  "How long ago?  Did you time it?" 
 
    "You said five minutes and thirteen seconds." 
 
    She raised her left hand and shook her wrist to make her sleeve slide down, revealing a thin black band with a glowing blue display -- an electronic watch of some sort.  After glancing at the glowing blue numerals on this, she made another note.  
 
    "What did I say to you?" 
 
    "The first time or the second time?" 
 
    Her lips twitched into a frown.  "You need to be quite specific about these things, David.  Every second counts.  What length of time separated the encounters?" 
 
    "A few seconds." 
 
    She made a note.  "What did I say each time?" 
 
    He repeated her words verbatim and she recorded them as he spoke, then stowed notebook and pencil back in her pocket. 
 
    "Thanks!  I'll take care of that after the meeting." 
 
    "Meeting?" 
 
    "The Guild recruitment meeting.  Isn't that what you're here for?" 
 
    "I've come to ... on other business."  He remembered that on their last meeting she had identified herself as the "Guild Financial Secretary."  He had not thought much of it then, but it seemed unlikely that she was talking about an online gamers' group.  "What sort of guild is it?" 
 
    "We're the Honorable Guild of Shifters and Other Wayfarers.  We just organized a year ago -- according to my linear experience of course -- and we're still working to get the word out.  You're welcome to attend.  We're working hard to get everyone signed up." 
 
    "I tend to avoid organized meetings." 
 
     "There'll be refreshments." 
 
    "Food?" 
 
    "Bread and cheese, anyway.  Wine and beer." 
 
    "Water?" 
 
    "I wouldn't drink the water here if I were you." 
 
    "Right.  I'll tag along, but I probably won't sign up." 
 
    "Good enough!" 
 
    Grinning, she hooked her arm through his and began to lead him along. 
 
    "I have been looking forward to seeing you again.  It has certainly been a grand adventure!" 
 
    "Where did you wind up after you shifted from the banquet?" 
 
    "In the middle of a batch of tourists on a tour of that castle, somewhere around the middle of the Twentieth Century by the way that they were dressed.  You should have seen their faces!  I shifted downstream from there to an open field before you could say Bob's your uncle and when I got my feet under me I started moving around.  England and Wales, mostly, but I did spend one summer in Cornwall and one crazy month in a nunnery in Scotland -- too cold there by a mile.  Since then I've been all over.  How about you?" 
 
    "About the same, except for the nunnery." 
 
    She drew him into the dark recess of an arched doorway.  He had not been counting the darkened stone and brick buildings that they passed, but they had not gone far. 
 
    She rapped on the heavy, iron bound oak panel, a coded, Prohibition-y knock. 
 
    After a moment or two, the door cracked open, letting out a slice of lamplight interrupted by the sliver of a bearded face.  A vertical section of a dark eye looked them over, then the door swung fully open. 
 
    "Greetings, Financial Secretary Grask," the rumbling voice that went with the face said in an accent that was not Greek, or, at least, not the Greek accent that David, in his limited experience, had encountered.  "You're late." 
 
    The expression that went with the face was one of perennial dissatisfaction.  The body that went with the expression was short, male, potbellied, and bowlegged.  The garments that went with the potbelly and bowlegs -- leather trousers, linen shirt, wool vest, and simple leather shoes -- were all of a cut and style that David thought was consistent with the Fifteenth Century timeframe.   . 
 
    "Greetings, Marshal-at-Arms Herbert.  Right on time, by my reckoning.  How's the crowd?" 
 
    Herbert moved aside to let them in, leaned his head out to ponderously look both ways along the dark street, then closed the door.  He immediately set a heavy bar in place before turning to answer Grask. 
 
    "Twenty-three, so far.  Does he make twenty-four?"  The Marshal-at-Arms gave David a displeased look. 
 
    "David is an old friend of mine.  He's just observing tonight." 
 
    Herbert gave a half grunt and pulled aside a heavy canvas drape to usher them into a spacious chamber with a timber ceiling and plastered walls.  Lit by a large crackling in a brick hearth large enough to walk into and many dozen candles perched on chandeliers, the room was almost but not quite crowded.  The twenty-three potential Guild recruits were distributed in apparently random clumps throughout, a few standing, but most sitting on stools or benches.  The diverse styling of their garments, spanning some many thousand years of global history as far as David could judge, confirmed their status as Shifters.  Most were chatting as they ate the aforementioned bread and cheese or drank from flagons or smoked (cigarettes, cigars, all manner of pipes, roll-your-owns, and at least one hookah.)  
 
    As Grask guided David through the crowd, she paused frequently to shake hands, pat backs, offer enthusiastic welcomes, and dispense occasional restrained hugs.   Her easy and clearly experienced application of political glad-handing caused David some further surprise at the extent of her transformation from Iron Age ingénue.  As did the fact that she was greeting proficient in Latin, various Romance Language dialects, Russian, something Anglo-Saxon sounding, two different Nordic languages, Cantonese, Arabic, and what he would have sworn was Bantu. 
 
    In one corner, two hulking men and a stocky, unlovely woman sat talking in low tones.  As he had seen similar features and builds once before, he tensed.  One or both of the men that had been with the woman that had murdered Alva could have been near cousins of this group. 
 
    Grask saw his expressionless look, but did not divine the distaste that scurried about in the back of his mind 
 
    "Those are Elder Folk.  Some call them Los Primeros.  From what people say, they were the first people to learn how to shift and all of us that can shift are descended from them." 
 
    "Neanderthals." 
 
    Brow furrowed, she made shushing sounds and lowered her voice.  "They don't like that word and people in our organization don't use it.  We have rules against that kind of thing in the Guild." 
 
    "Right. Got it." 
 
    She hugged his arm, unrestrainedly.  "Don't worry, dear, I'll keep you straight." 
 
    He thought a moment as he tried to distract himself from the feel of her warmth and closeness.  "You know lots of Shifters?" 
 
    "I do my best to get to know people.  It always helps to have friends." 
 
    "I'm looking for two in particular.  They are always together.  One is an older man, a little taller than me, with wider shoulders and a more muscular build.  His companion is a bit out of the ordinary, a young man in a chair with wheels.  The older man has a beard and is mostly bald.  The younger man is disabled.  That is, frail and unable to move well on his own." 
 
    Grask grinned.  "Sure, I know them.  Mr. Nesmith and Daniel.  That Daniel is a charmer.  I've run across them a few times.  Everyone has."  She waved a hand in a broad gesture.  "They made this glitch." 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 TWENTY-ONE 
 
      
 
    Some people shift to escape death. 
 
    And some people shift to escape life. 
 
    But some people shift to escape tomorrow. 
 
    David was flabbergasted, but Grask's watch chimed and she firmly waved him to silence, then moved to the center of the room and stepped up upon a small wooden box to address the meeting. 
 
    He did not pay much attention to her exhortations.  It was the standard We are all stronger standing together, shoulder-to-shoulder against the world, Liberty, Equality, Fraternity and Free Beer! speech.  She spent a large portion of her pitch on what she called Scheduled Interventions, which appeared to be the same sort of scratch-my-back-and-I'll-scratch-yours exchanges that Ramirez had called Blackout Swaps.  The numerous other benefits of Guild membership outlined by her could have been readily condensed into the motto of the State of Louisiana: Union, Justice, and Confidence. 
 
    She did earn a muted cheer or two for her efforts, but also elicited some grumbles of disinterest and a few sidelong looks.  However, only a handful of the attendees began to sidle towards the exit when she and Master-At-Arms Herbert began to circulate with enrollment cards. 
 
    David had to cool his heels for another twenty minutes or so as Grask and her compatriot collected cards and passed out meeting schedules, but eventually the crowd thinned out and the young woman, glowing and energized, came to find him in the inglenook.  The bench there was hard, but the draft of the fireplace kept the lingering tobacco/hemp/camel dung/other smoke at bay.  With most of the recruits gone, Herbert had started to police the room of cheese rinds and cigarette butts.  He glanced over at David once, but apparently only to verify that there were no cheese rinds or cigarette butts under his shoes. 
 
     "What do you mean when you said that the Nesmiths made this glitch?" he demanded before she could begin gushing about the meeting's resounding success. 
 
    She sighed but did not lose her ear to ear grin as she squeezed in beside him onto the narrow bench.  As she would not exactly fit in the available space, she had to turn sideways and snuggle up under his arm.  This left her pressed up against him from shoulder to knee and placed her face within what he thought of as kissing distance from his.  He could feel her breath on his face when she spoke.  She smelled of soap, and, incongruently, cinnamon. 
 
    She was practically in his lap. 
 
    "You knew that this was a glitch, right?" she asked. 
 
    He corralled his wandering thoughts and nodded.  "The Ottomans should be inside the walls or almost inside by now, but they're not anywhere close, are they?" 
 
    "You got it in one.  Suleiman the Great caught a large caliber rifle bullet through the ear two months ago and, in an effort to sort out who gets to take his place, his close relations are all assassinating each other on a daily basis.  There's already open rebellion in Egypt and rumblings in the Levant.  If this were real history, the Ottoman Empire would be toast." 
 
    "And you're saying that Mr. Nesmith pulled the trigger?" 
 
    "I did not see it happen and no one that I have talked to saw the old man do it, but that's the sort of thing that he does and I know he was here in Constantinople a few days before Suleiman was knocked off his horse in upper Anatolia." 
 
    "Explain the sort of thing that he does." 
 
    "He makes glitches.  Lots of big, long lasting ones.  Not always by putting a round through a sultan's ears, but often enough by all reports.  That Hitler thing?  That was him for certain.  One of our Guild members saw him blow the bridge." 
 
    It took several seconds for David to wrap his thoughts around this revelation, including editing out the unknown reference to that Hitler thing.  "Do you know why he's making the glitches?"  
 
    "Some think that he has some grand, intricate, and bound to be nefarious plan, but I think that's absurd.  Glitches don't change history.  Apart from annoyance, they don't have any real impact. They're just glitches.  My theory is that it's some kind of weird hobby.  I've seen stranger ones amongst Shifters." 
 
    "I need to find them.  Can your Guild help?" 
 
    "Unless he lets you, you won't find him.  He has the knack, like you." 
 
    "How's that?" 
 
     "The time and space thing.  Most Shifters think it's just a myth but I know it's real because I saw you do it.  I did it with you, as far as that goes." 
 
    "Have you seen him do it?" 
 
    "How else could he be here in Constantinople on Tuesday morning and be eight hundred miles away to kill Suleiman in the afternoon?" 
 
    "Airplane." 
 
    She made a flicking motion with the fingers of one hand to dismiss his suggestion.  "He has blacked out nearly every second where commercial air travel is available." 
 
    "How do you know?" 
 
    "He came to us a few months ago to arrange an intervention just before the First World War.  He was in a cross mood and complained about 'the shackles of wasted time.'  From what he said, it was obvious that he had almost no time left after the turn of the Twentieth Century.  Any reasonably active Shifter runs into that sort of difficulty sooner or later.  It's one of the problems that motivated us to organize the Guild." 
 
    "That still doesn't prove that he can move through space.  He could have walked or ridden a horse in any other time before there were many people about, say the Bronze Age, then shifted back to the time of the murder." 
 
    "Pushing a wheelchair? Across the Strait?"  She shrugged.  "Having the knack is the only reasonable explanation.  Regardless, I stand by what I said.  You won't find him unless he wants to find you.  He doesn't spend much time with other Shifters so you won't run across him in the usual haunts." 
 
    "I'll find him." 
 
    As Grask opened her mouth for a rebuttal, her watch beeped: three longs, a short, then a long, causing her to jump to her feet.   
 
    "Oh!  Sorry, David, I have to go!  I have a blackout coming up in ten minutes." 
 
    "Do you turn into a pumpkin?" 
 
    She punched his shoulder, not so lightly.  "No, I'll get bounced to a random time, which really complicates things and screws up my schedule royally."  She bent down and kissed him on the cheek.  "I have a train to catch.  See you soon!" 
 
    She vanished. 
 
    Without considering the wisdom of the act, he followed her. 
 
    Or tried to. 
 
    The displacement dropped him in an empty street, late evening.  When he heard the electronically amplified call of the mullahs ringing out from distant minarets, he knew that he was back in Istanbul. 
 
    But Grask was nowhere near and a faint trace of a feeling drew him into another shift. 
 
    It took only two bounces -- Edinburgh, near the castle, in the (of course) rain, and Washington, DC while the Washington Monument was still under construction -- to reach the next now.  After each the displacement was noticeably stronger, almost directional. 
 
    A light drizzling rain and chilly air greeted him. Before him rose a low white stone wall that gave a grey view down the slope of a hill towards a mist shrouded and subdued cityscape.  In the middle distance, a soaked red flag hung impotently from a flagpole.  He did not need to turn to know that Sacre Cœur rose behind him or to have a breeze stir the drowned flag to reveal its white circle and black swastika to know that this was Nazi occupied Paris. 
 
    Again, he was too late.  Grask was not here, but still somewhen and somewhere else. 
 
    He shifted. 
 
    His knack and six brief bounces that were no more than flashes of light and dark carried him a great distance this time.  Bright sunlight made him blink for a few minutes as the faint smell of the ocean air filled his nostrils.  The temperature was barely warm, mid-eighties or so, and the lingering chill that he had taken from the Paris rain began to rapidly fade. 
 
    "Excuse me, buddy," a gruff male voice charged.  "You're blocking the sidewalk." 
 
    "Sorry!"   
 
    David turned slightly to see a man wearing a grey, billed cap and a neat matching coverall.  Both cap and coverall had engraving that read Speedy Delivery.  Holding the handles of a dolly truck stacked with a number of large brown packages that he had evidently just unloaded from the Forties model delivery van parked at the curb, the man did not look angry, just in a hurry. 
 
    David apologized again as he scurried out of the way, winding up with his back against the red bricks of a shop building.  The sidewalk that he stood upon was a downtown sidewalk, wide and stretching from curb to building front.  Though many looked new or recent, the facades of the storefronts followed an older style of American architecture, perhaps 30's or 40's. A street sign just beyond the front bumper of the delivery van identified this corner as the intersection of King and Fort streets, names which sounded as if he should know them but which he could not immediately connect with anything in particular. 
 
    The sidewalk was busy.  Most of the people seemed to favor white -- shirts, blouses, or dresses in a loose, sort of tropical style.  None of them was wearing jeans and a t-shirt, making David a definite odd-man-out.  On men, it was slacks and leather shoes.  And hats.  Everyone was wearing a hat.  The cool, old movie serial kind. 
 
    And many of the people who passed were staring at him and some of the little kids were pointing. 
 
    Grask, her brisk pace causing her heels to strike a sharp tattoo, stopped abruptly before him, letting out a huff of startled air as she realized who he was.  "You turn up in the strangest places!" 
 
    Her hair done up in a Forties' Do, she was dressed in a neat calf-length blue dress, accentuated with white gloves, patent leather white shoes, and a small white purse. 
 
    And she had a cute little hat perched atop the Do, held in place by honest-to-God bobby pins. 
 
    She made her exasperated glare turn into a frown.  "How'd you find ... never mind.  Come on.  Let's get inside where you won't attract as much attention." 
 
    The big sign above the entrance read Henson Smith Drug Store.  Not looking back to see if he had followed her as ordered, Grask breezed through the glass doors. 
 
    After a moment's hesitation, he hurried to catch up. 
 
    Festooned with cardboard displays advertising all manner of toiletries, candies and perfumes in a quaint, almost anti-advertising fashion, the tile and chrome interior of the establishment was straight out of an old movie.  The store's merchandise was almost entirely ensconced within glass display cases or secured on shelves behind counters watched over by well appointed attendants.  The spacious central aisle ran alongside the black and white tile counter of a soda fountain and its bevy of padded stools.  Most of the stools were occupied by young socialites and the rakes attendant upon them.  Behind the counter, the young man and the young woman working the fountain, both dressed in white jackets and wearing jaunty white hats, were energetically engaged in producing the cherry colas, ice cream sundaes, and milk shakes topped with little umbrellas that their clientele appeared to be consuming at an insatiable rate. 
 
    Just to the right of the entrance, a checkout counter -- significantly missing a cash register -- was manned by a distinguished looking older man in a white coat.  Assisting this worthy was a cheerful young woman in a bright dress in a paisley fabric sprinkled with embroidered rosebuds.  Both bid Grask a polite and enthusiastic good morning as she passed but each examined David with a palpable aura of disapproval. 
 
    He caught sight of a stack of newspapers at one end of their counter and, ignoring the fact that he had to pass within range of their distrustful gaze, adjusted his path to wander near enough to read the masthead and banner headline. 
 
      
 
    HONOLULU STAR-BULLETIN 
 
    Wednesday December 3, 1941, Honolulu 
 
      
 
    US-JAPAN NON-AGGRESSION PACT SIGNED 
 
    President Garner Proclaims New Era of Peace and Security
  
 
    That brought a quick frown to his face.  A summer of obsessive reading had left him with the obscure fact, along with several dozen others, that Garner had been Roosevelt's Vice President, dumped for the run in 1940.  This now was another glitch -- another big one. 
 
    Had Mr. Nesmith assassinated FDR? 
 
    Towards the back of the store was a row of padded booths.  Grask went straight for the empty one in the corner.  He trailed her, passing and being studiously ignored by the completely soda and ice cream engrossed soda fountain customers.  He slid onto the bench seat across the laminated tabletop from Grask, looked at her until he caught himself thinking words like 'cute' and 'fetching', then glanced around. 
 
    A balding man in a dark suit, who was letting his coffee get cold while he grinned at the Honolulu Star-Bulletin funnies, sat in one of the other booths, but there were three empty booths between the reader and the two of them, making the likelihood that their conversation would be overheard minimal. 
 
    Still, he kept his voice low when he asked, "How long this time?" 
 
    Grask opened her handbag, took out her watch, ran her thumb over the display, then said, "Seventeen months, six days, nine hours, and fourteen seconds, more or less.  You?" 
 
    "Ten minutes." 
 
    "The glitch drew you in?" 
 
    "Maybe.  But I was looking for you." 
 
    "You missed me after only ten minutes?" 
 
    "No.  I still need to find Mr. Nesmith." 
 
    "Well, so does the Guild.  I was wrong.  Mr. Nesmith doesn't have a hobby.  He does have an evil plan, though we haven't figured out exactly what it is.  Big glitches are popping up everywhere and screwing up shifting for a lot of our members." 
 
    "Because glitches are easier to shift to." 
 
    "Right.  Anyone trying to get to a now within ten to twenty years either way of these overpowered instances is having a hard time reaching their target.  They're being drawn into the glitch and burning a lot of unnecessary blackout time making adjustments." 
 
    "You're here hunting Mr. Nesmith?" 
 
    "Yes." 
 
    "What are you going to do to stop him?" 
 
    She rotated her still open purse to show him the grip of a small revolver tucked within.  "I'm going to kill him." 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 TWENTY-TWO 
 
      
 
    Most Shifters don't bring guns along on their jaunts through time. 
 
    The expressed reasons for this vary, but for many it all comes down to the fact that if things get really bad, they can just leave. 
 
    This, unfortunately, is not always true. 
 
    "You can't be serious." 
 
    Grask's bland expression did not waver.  "Interventions sometimes require drastic measures, David.  It's a part of my job." 
 
    "That won't solve the problem of the glitches.  You can't put them back to rights, can you?" 
 
    "But it will surely stop any more from getting made and we're not going to sit by and just do nothing.  The Guild has to impose order on aberrant Shifters.  Chaos is bad for everyone." 
 
    Before he could sort out a rational rebuttal, a sense of a nearby presence made him look around.  An adolescent almost to being a young man waited patiently at his elbow.  The youth was dressed appropriate to the period and at first David took him for a Normal, but then he saw his face, a face that for all of being a decade matured was the same face as that of the tyke that he had seen hiding behind his mother's skirts.   No doubt about it; this was Grask's (and his?) son. 
 
    "Excuse me, sir," Grask's son said, extending a folded slip of white paper.  "I have a note for you." 
 
    "Thank you."  David took it, but then simply held it while he considered if he should say something -- anything -- else. 
 
    Before he made up his mind, the youth nodded, flashed a quickly smothered grin at Grask, turned about, and walked rapidly away. 
 
    "Who was that?" Grask, her curiosity evident, asked. 
 
    "Just a messenger.  Nothing important." 
 
    "That kid looked like you." Grask mentioned, brow knitted. 
 
    "I get that all the time.  I have that sort of face."  He unfolded the note. 
 
      
 
    Benson Smith Drugs, Honolulu, Hawaii, December 3, 1941 
 
    Iberia, all, 711 
 
    The lands of the Angles and the Saxons, February 9-17, 1066 
 
    Paris, France, July 14, 1789 
 
    713 Railroad Avenue, Sibsdale, Louisiana, March 13, 1956 
 
    Havana, Cuba, December 23, 1898 
 
    St. Petersburg, Russia, September 3-8, 1918 
 
    Britain 264 
 
      
 
    The list was typewritten and, based on the stray blots between the letters and the varying weights of the ink impressions, had been typed on a manual typewriter with an old style ribbon.  The width of the note identified it as a standard sheet of 8-1/2 x 11 typing paper but it was only about a third the normal length and while there was a standard margin at the top there was none at all beneath the last entry.  The slightly irregular bottom edge confirmed that the note had been snipped from a full page with a pair of scissors. 
 
    "What does it say?" Grask wanted to know. 
 
    "Mr. Jones, your shirts are ready for pickup." 
 
    "You're lying." 
 
    "Sorry, it's personal."  He jammed the note in the right pocket of his jeans, then studied Grask a moment.  "You came here looking for Mr. Nesmith?  Why this date?  This glitch had to have started back in '40 or '39." 
 
    "This glitch terminates tomorrow and normal history resumes.  Mr. Nesmith must have had to blackout all of this time in order to propagate the glitch to this extent.  We have recent intel that makes us believe that he has been living here, in this area of Honolulu, for the last few weeks." 
 
    "What sort of intel?" 
 
    "In a book from 1956, there is a black and white photo dated November 29 of this year.  It shows a crowd watching a military parade here on Fort Street. The two are recognizable in the crowd." 
 
    "If you've been looking for him for weeks and haven't found him, it doesn't seem likely that you'll find him before the glitch ends." 
 
    "We'll find him.  He can't hide out forever." 
 
    He nodded in acknowledgment, but not in agreement.  His stomach grumbled.  "Could you loan me some local money?  I haven't eaten since breakfast, which was more than a century ago." 
 
    Grask gave him a disapproving look as she drew a five from out of her purse and slid it across the table.  "You should make better preparations.  It's disgraceful to shift as unprepared as you always seem to be.  You should join the Guild.  Our support network covers most of the last half millennium." 
 
    "Thanks. I'll pay you back when I can." 
 
    "I'm sure you will."  Her watch gave a subdued chirp.  "Will you be alright by yourself and promise not to get in any trouble?  I should be going." 
 
    "I'll manage." 
 
    "Don't fill up on sodas and ice cream.  There's a diner three blocks down Fort Street." 
 
    He looked down at the five spot.  "I'll probably just pick up a couple of candy bars here." 
 
    "In 1941, one dollar will buy you a full meal with change back, dear."  She took a business card from her purse and handed it to him.  "Memorize this address.  If you need help or find out anything about Mr. Nesmith, drop me a postcard in any US Mail box with a time, date, and place to meet.  If I can't get there because of a blackout, I'll have a Guild brother notify you." 
 
    She stood up.  "You should get a hair cut and a shave.  Short hair and no beard will work better here." 
 
    She gave him one final thoughtful look, then closed her purse and got up.  "Take care." 
 
    He remained sitting for some moments after she had breezed by the soda fountain and out the front doors.   
 
    Grask was an animal in her element, a person perfectly adapted to the insanity of shifting.  She was just as comfortable here in Middleclass America as she had been in decadent Constantinople or in a berry patch on the shores of the Bronze Age Black Sea. 
 
    That suggested something intransigent in her character, something merciless and unrelenting. 
 
    He pulled the list out of his pocket and looked it over once more. 
 
    Who could have sent it?  Had it been a future Grask or a future him?  The identity of the messenger suggested the former, but then again he knew of no reason why it could not have just as easily been himself who had dispatched their son. 
 
    That thought was still difficult to hold steady in his head.  It wanted to jump around and scream random inarticulate sounds at odd moments. 
 
    Of course, she was not ... unappealing ... both physically and intellectually, but he could not see himself marrying -- for him, it had to be a lasting commitment -- a woman with whom he had interacted for a grand total of less than a full day. 
 
    On the other hand, in one sense he had known her for thousands of years. 
 
    He shook his head and made himself focus on the list once more. 
 
    All the years of the dates were of self-evident historical significance, save for the one for Sibsdale, a small town just south down the highway from Middleton, and the one for 3rd century Britain.  As far as David knew, nothing of any import had ever happened in Sibsdale -- no battles, no visits by historical figures, no births of anyone that mattered to anyone that mattered.  In addition, only two, the first, which was where he was now, and the one concerning Sibsdale, had sufficient detail to pinpoint an exact location. 
 
    At the currency exchange, Mr. Nesmith had mentioned -- it seemed ages ago now -- that the late Fifties had been their most recent base of operations.  The year of the Sibsdale entry fit within that timeframe.  Was the list a pointer to the location of the Nesmiths' previous home base?  The Roman date could support that conclusion, if he made the assumption that all of the dates represented times where the Nesmiths had been. 
 
    In any event, he decided, thinking of the battered condition of the pedes who had come through the currency exchange, 1956 would be much easier to get around in and a much friendlier place than ancient Britain. 
 
    He stopped at the checkout counter on the way out, once again turning a blind eye to the distrust radiating from the cashier, and was pleasantly surprised to discover that two large chocolate bars cost only eleven cents, including tax, in 1941 Honolulu. 
 
    On the way to the diner, he came across a barber shop with four chairs and a sign in the window that advertised NO WAITING.  After a short meditation on Grask's advice, he went in. Twenty minutes and fifty cents later he emerged shaven, shorn, and smelling of rose water and was gratified to find a measurable reduction in the number of odd looks that he received as he continued on to the diner. 
 
    The food was very good, plentiful, and, as Grask had said, relatively cheap.  Though he normally preferred to savor his meals, food being a pleasure in which he could indulge without reservation, he ate quickly and then went in search of a quiet place to shift.  An alley around the corner from the diner led him to an overgrown lot surrounded on all sides by blank brick walls. 
 
    With one last look back up the empty alley, he made ready to shift. 
 
    The Harried Man appeared a yard away, saw David, and gave an almost girlish shriek of shock. 
 
    "Wait!" David protested.  "I'm not chasing --" 
 
    But the Harried Man, pale and wide-eyed, had already vanished. 
 
    With a rueful shake of his head, David shifted. 
 
    Overshooting his target twice, once to 1963 (a glitch) and once to 1951 (also a glitch), it took seven bounces and what seemed like four hours, most of that spent in 1951 trying to figure out (Aztec pyramids?) when he had landed, to get to a Middleton morning in 1956.  Except for passing through on the highway, he was unfamiliar with Sibsdale and had thought that it would be much better to shift to the known rather than the unknown. 
 
    Step Whatever: Don't shift into any dark alleys alone at night in a thunderstorm. 
 
    Feeling that he had finally arrived at the correct moment, he appeared behind the Episcopal Church, not the one he knew but the one that they had torn down to build the one he knew.  Having finessed his last bounce down to a mere wobble, he scarcely had to shift his weight to center his balance.  A light drizzle made him immediately scurry for the scant protection of the projecting eaves of the old brick building. 
 
    March in northern Louisiana often came with a few chilly days and this was evidently one of them, with the temperature somewhere in the fifties.  The chill and the drizzle almost convinced him to try for another day, but after considering that every moment he used was one gone to him forever, he trudged from his scant shelter, made his way around to the front of the building.   
 
    A note (Sermon: The loaves and the Fishes) chalked onto a slate hanging beneath the church sign told him that next Sunday would be 3/18. That meant that he had to be very close to March 13, if not exactly there. 
 
    He set off to the west along Main Street.  Happily, the drizzle faded and the sun began to break through the cloud cover before he had gone a full block. 
 
    With mega box stores, strip malls and predatory national chains far in its future, the downtown Middleton of 1956 was a much more vibrant place than the one he had known.  For one thing, he had never suspected that instead of ending at the old feed store, the commercial storefronts had extended east up to within a block of the Episcopal Church.  Evidently, all of these buildings had been razed by his time and replaced with the desolate parking lots and drab cinder block buildings that he had known.  Vehicular traffic on Main and Broadway was not more intense, but the sidewalks were literally crowded.  David's clothing was not obviously outlandish here, but most of the shoppers were dressed in what he considered to be a more formal style, with nearly all of the women in dresses or skirts and all of the men in jackets and ties.  He drew some glances, but not what he considered to be an inordinate amount. 
 
    By habit, when he reached the hospital -- the Middleton Sanitarium here -- he started to cross over to the north side of Main, but when he realized that this would take him right in front of Ebbert's, he paused.  By dint of the notice above the door in his own time, he knew that the store had opened in 1947, but he did not have any idea at all concerning its history from then until his present.  More specifically, he did not know when Albert Finney had opened his currency exchange.  Ramirez had said that the exchange had been doing business in the last half of the Twentieth, but he had not stated any specific start date.  Though Albert's apparent age suggested that he had been born after 1956, if he was a Shifter -- he had to be, didn't he? Hadn't Ramirez said as much? -- then he could have opened it anywhen. 
 
    But what dread calamity might ensue from an earlier Albert seeing David and what horrible consequence might unfold if one did? 
 
    Or would there be no calamity and no consequence at all? 
 
    After all, history would not be altered.  At the worst, another short term glitch would be created. 
 
    Still, he hesitated, unsure. 
 
    But in the end, his curiosity got the best of him. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 TWENTY-THREE 
 
      
 
    Some people go through their entire lives not doing a thing (For example the proverbial jumping-off-a-bridge -- and, of course, shifting.) because they don't know that that thing can actually be done. 
 
    Then they see someone else do that thing and think that they should try the thing too. 
 
    In nearly all cases, this ends very badly. 
 
    In place of the wall of glass, Ebbert's Dry Goods and Sundries had a pair of large display windows cut into its neat brick facade.  Blue curtains blocked off the backs of the window alcoves, hiding the interior of the shop from his eyes.  With prices printed on white cardstock, the displays previewed sewing supplies -- bolts of cloth, thimbles, packages of needles, scissors, measuring tapes, patterns -- and a few items of readymade clothing -- hats for men and women, dresses for little girls, and stylish white gloves. 
 
    The wooden entrance doors had a double sided sign hanging on a brass chain in the right glass pane.   The Open! Come right in! side was showing. 
 
    After a final slight hesitation, he did. 
 
    The door bell (an actual bell!) jangled as he stepped inside.  As he turned slightly to close the door behind him, a cheery "Welcome to Ebbert's!" was tossed in his general direction from a prim saleswoman showing a stocky grandmother a selection of winter underwear. 
 
    The young woman's obligatory smile slipped as she turned and got a complete look at him.  Her expression made it obvious that she knew that he had not come in with the intention of purchasing dry goods.   
 
    "It's straight through in the back," she remarked with automatic disinterest as she returned her full attention and obligatory smile to her customer and the underwear. 
 
    The broad opening to the alcove that existed in his time was in this one a blank white wall centered with a wooden office door that had a frosted glass upper panel.  Painted on this were the words FINNEY ENTERPRISES. 
 
    He turned the knob and went in. 
 
    The counter was there, along with Albert.  He was twenty years younger, at least, but that did not mean, according to what Ramirez had said about Shifters' experience of time, that only two decades separated this man and the man that had hired David.  Dressed in a contemporary suit, including a painfully narrow black tie, and sporting a severe flattop, this Albert certainly appeared a proper denizen of this time and place. 
 
    "May I help you?" Albert asked in a business-polite tone.  There was no recognition in his subtly appraising look.  To him, David was a stranger. 
 
    David dug his hand into his pocket.  The folded hundred would likely do him more good here than in a time that he might never return to. 
 
    "I'd like to exchange some currency," he said, breaking into a smile at the peculiarity of it all. 
 
    Albert's smile twitched, ever so slightly.  "I do some of that as a sideline, but only for a limited selection of currencies at present.  It depends upon what type of money you have and what type of money you want in exchange." 
 
    David unfolded the hundred and stretched it out with the thumb and forefinger of each hand holding an edge so that the dates and images on the front of the note were easily seen by Albert.  "I need current money." 
 
    Albert looked over the hundred for a brief moment, then nodded.  "I can do that, but the rate will go against you two to one." 
 
    "I can live with that."  David placed the hundred on the counter. 
 
    Albert reached into the right front pocket of his trousers, removed a thick fold of bills restrained by a money clip, freed the notes, and peeled off three twenties.  Without wasted motion, he swept up the hundred and shoved in into his other pocket, then replaced the money clip and returned the fold of bills to his pocket.   
 
    Honesty compelled David to ask, "It should be fifty, shouldn't it?"  
 
    Albert nodded but made no move to retrieve the third twenty.  "I've no smaller bills at the moment.  If you don't mind, we can just settle the difference the next time you come in." 
 
    David picked up the money.  "Thanks, Albert." 
 
    Albert's eyes widened slightly at the use of his first name.  "So, when and where have we met before?" 
 
    Film and fiction warned that David should not answer, lest he upset the natural course of time, but as far as he had seen, film and fiction had gotten nothing right about actual time travel.  And, besides, he had already decided that this must be a glitch. 
 
    "2022. Right here." 
 
    "Any special circumstances that I should know about?" 
 
    "Such as?" 
 
    "Riots, natural disasters, end of the world.  That sort of thing." 
 
    David shook his head.  Alva's death had ended the world for her and changed David's life completely, but he felt, for unclear reasons, that that disaster was one that must remain his own private affair. 
 
    "No.  At least none in 2022."  
 
    "Right.  Until then." 
 
    David nodded in farewell and turned to go. 
 
    Just as he reached for the knob, the door swung open and a big man -- a really big man, David had to look up to look him in the eye -- glided in.  Two other men from the same mold followed and the three deployed into the room like the heavy weapons company of an infantry regiment, the first taking the center and the other two pivoting to cover the right and left flanks. 
 
    All three were Los Primeros, with the carbon-copy blocky, muscular frames, rough chiseled noses and strong jaws, and slightly off body proportions.  The one on David's left, though, had copper red hair rather than his companions' dusty black.  The point man had a prominent purple scar that went diagonally from his Widow's Peak to the left hinge of his jaw.  All three wore tailored suits in a blue pinstripe that lacked only a few shades of being mistaken for black.  If, in any way, the padded shoulders and stylish lines of the suits had been an attempt to diminish the self-evident threat of their nose-tackle physiques, that attempt had failed miserably. 
 
    Scarface moved inevitably, like a glacier, and David had little practical choice but to give way before the man's unchallengeable mass.  The positions of the trio completely barred access to the exit and none of them gave any indication that they were willing to budge from the positions that they had taken. 
 
    "Good morning," Scarface said, addressing Albert with a glare as unswerving as that of any monumental bust made from a whole mountain and a movie-bad Russian accent that was not even in the same hemisphere as Moscow.  "We represent the Honorable Guild of Shifters and Other Wayfarers.  The Guild is currently in the midst of a recruitment drive." 
 
    Neither the abruptness of the invasion nor the fact that the invaders took up all the spare breathing space in the alcove appeared to have discomfited Albert in any way.   
 
    "Good morning," the proprietor replied with a crooked smile and a jolly tone.  "Never heard of the -- what was it again?" 
 
    "The H-G-S-O-W." 
 
    "Right.  Never heard of it." 
 
    "But we have heard of you, Mr. Finney, and we feel that you are a valuable addition to our organization." 
 
    The use of "are" rather than "would be" seemed to communicate, at least to David, that the invitation was a mere technicality and that Albert's absorption into the fold was a foregone conclusion. 
 
    "Right.  Leave your literature and when I have a chance, I'll take a glance at it." 
 
    Albert's tone was the same sort of bland noncommittal geniality that David used when he actually meant, "Just to be polite, I'll take your crap, but as soon as you're gone, I'm chucking it in the trash." 
 
    Scarface slid a massive hand into the breast of his suit, mobster style, but instead of a cannon-like handgun he pulled out a large off-white card and placed it on the counter in front of Albert. The card had small text with blanks to be filled in and, of course, ENROLLMENT APPLICATION printed at the top. 
 
    "The application should be filled in ink," Scarface prompted. 
 
    Albert made no move to touch the card.  "Do you have a pamphlet?" 
 
    Scarface made a slow, rumbling sound, like an avalanche beginning to move down a mountain, but the ginger to his right stepped forward to place a small, colorfully printed booklet beside the application. 
 
    "We should hear from you in three days," Scarface decreed. 
 
     The three Elder Folk hove to starboard without further ado and gave David their entire attention. 
 
    As he was about to mention that he already knew of the Guild, the trio, more swiftly than he thought such big men should be able to move, hardly a full blink of his eye, surrounded him.  
 
    "The Financial Secretary will see you now," rumbled Scarface. 
 
    "I'm busy at the moment." David replied. 
 
    "Not an option," Scarface judged and David felt a shift snatch him away. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 TWENTY-FOUR 
 
      
 
    It has been often said: To get what you want, you have to give up what you had. 
 
    Shifters learn immediately that this well-worn nugget of homespun wisdom is as rigidly true and inescapable as the law of gravity. 
 
    Being shifted, rather than shifting oneself, felt just the same, save for the terrifying shock of it. 
 
    One thing became immediately apparent: Scarface, or one of his minions, had the knack. 
 
    The first shift carried the four of them to a beach in what had to be -- based upon the relative proportion of blond heads, natural and otherwise, and ubiquity of surf boards, well used and clearly cosmetic -- southern California, the second to a gravel beach at Dover -- the looming white chalk cliffs were unmistakable -- and the third and forth to, respectively, a warm, blinding downpour that could have been anywhere and a Colonial Era Spanish fort -- occupied by some very surprised Conquistadors -- on the point of some tropical isle surrounded by inviting turquoise waters. Each of the abruptly aborted displacements -- the shifts all came within a breath of each other -- built momentum so that when they shifted the final time, they emerged on a low ballistic path with a significant velocity. 
 
    His captors landed with the agility of ballerinas, trotted a few languid steps, shedding speed at a constant rate in some indeterminate fashion, and then stopped together, maintaining the same relative intervals. 
 
    David rammed into the ginger without budging him, rebounded off his back to crash into Scarface also without affecting the Elder in any way, and finally smacked shoulder-first into the pavement. 
 
    Scarface gave David a disappointed look as Ginger raised him back to his feet with a single, baseball mitt sized hand, but made no other comment. 
 
    It was night here, but there was a nearly full moon directly overhead and a star filled sky that sheltered only one or two intimidated clouds.  In spite of the monolithic obstructions presented by the three Los Primeros that continued to hem him in, David managed with a quick swing of his head to gather a sense of his immediate surroundings.   
 
    Nearby, dark fields and a few unenthusiastic trees bordered the old, half-buried stone road upon which they had appeared.  A hundred yards to the south across more or less open ground, the night was brightened by the hundreds of campfires of what had to be an army bivouacked along the coast of a wide circular bay.  To the east, a minor, solitary mountain jutted up at the end of one arm of the bay.  The mountain seemed weirdly out of place, an oddity in the otherwise flat landscape, as if a giant had carelessly tossed a great stone there and then forgotten to retrieve it. 
 
    On his one of his later Europe visits, he had managed to make it down to La Linea de la Concepcion, and though the modern port city was entirely absent, the silhouette of Gibraltar was unaltered. 
 
    "You will come this way," Scarface intoned. 
 
    Not finding any reasonably compelling reason why he should not, David allowed the three hulking men to herd him along the road. After only a hundred yards or so, they moved south off the -- Roman? - road to follow a meandering path through a second growth thicket of vine wrapped sprouts and saplings and finally arrived at an encampment consisting of a single large -- modern, or, at least World War II vintage -- canvas tent.  A man and a woman, neither of whom were Elder Folk and both of whom were outfitted in dark modern rough-country clothing and automatic weapons, guarded the entrance to the tent. Both guards remained expressionless and evidently disinterested as the woman drew back the flap in apparent invitation. 
 
    David forged ahead but none of the three large men followed him inside.  The flap closed behind him without fanfare. 
 
    He found a single occupant within, an older woman seated facing him at a field desk.  An electric lantern on the desk lit the interior and by its glow the woman read from a paperback.  Wearing olive drab military fatigues, the woman was mid-fifties, perhaps, and had the movements of someone who had slowed down a considerable bit but had not entirely given up.  She wore no makeup, but her greying hair was long and combed out upon her shoulders. 
 
    He recognized her almost immediately. 
 
    Twice. 
 
    It was, as he had been informed, Grask that awaited him, but she was at least three decades older than when he had last seen her. 
 
    Less than an hour -- by his experience -- ago. 
 
    But he also recognized this woman as someone else. 
 
    This, much older, Grask would be, after another decade or two of bright sun and rough wind on her face... 
 
    ... the woman that had splattered Alva's brains all over the Silver Age comics. 
 
    The sharp, weathered profile that had been seared into his memory was only beginning to emerge, but the essence of it was unmistakably there. 
 
    He was breathless for a long moment, almost paralyzed by shock.  His thoughts just refused to budge from the memory of Alva's dead face. 
 
    Then a shiver broke over him and the mental and physical paralysis faded. 
 
    At that moment, in a surprising burst of clarity, he knew that he could be either of two men:  the stupid man that flew into an expletive vomiting rage on having finally encountered his friend's killer or the smart man who kept his emotions and impulses in check and figured out a way to change events so that he could save his friend. 
 
    He elected to be the smart man. 
 
    But it was a close vote. 
 
    Grask closed her book.  "Hello, David.  It's been quite a while this time." 
 
    He missed a beat, but then asked, "How long?" 
 
    She slid back her sleeve to flick her gaze at her watch, then looked back at him. "Sixty years, eight months, four days, six hours, and fifteen minutes.  That's my direct experience of time, of course." 
 
    That took him slightly aback.  He had not thought it would be so long.  "You look good for someone who must be ninety." 
 
    He clenched his fists in anger at himself after he uttered this, but kept his face blank.  It had sounded too much like the barb that it was and he knew that he could not afford to annoy Grask.  He needed information and she was the only one available to provide it. 
 
    And this woman had not murdered Alva.  It was a future Grask that would kill her.  It seemed entirely possible that this Grask had not yet decided upon or planned the unspeakable deed. 
 
    If she took any offense, she did not show it.  "Closer to a hundred, all together, I would imagine.  Shifters don't age like normal people." 
 
    "So I have been told." 
 
    "You look good." 
 
    "Thanks." 
 
    "Funny how memory is.  Back when I was your age, I thought that you were the most attractive man that I had ever met, but looking at you now with these more experienced eyes I'd have to say that your looks are rather average, if not down right plain." 
 
    He had nothing to say to that.  He just shrugged. 
 
    "Davy and Susie send their love." 
 
    "That's what you named them?" 
 
    "David and Susan. You picked both." 
 
    David kept a tight rein on his expression.  On the one hand, he wanted to burst out laughing at the incredible absurdity of it all, but on the other, he felt like screaming at the horror of what was beginning to look too awfully much like an inescapable fate. 
 
    Try as he might, he could not keep all the annoyance out of his voice when he asked, "Why did you bring me here? I was in the middle of something important when your goons grabbed me." 
 
    "They're officers of the Guild, not goons.  You shouldn't worry about it at all.  You'll go back there." 
 
    "And you know this how?" 
 
    "Because I do." 
 
    He tried another track.  "How did you know that I would be there?" 
 
    "You talk in your sleep." 
 
    That slowed his rebuttal, but only by a few seconds.  "Not true." 
 
    "Fine.  You told me that you had been there." 
 
    "Why didn't you come for me yourself?" 
 
    "All of 1953 is blacked out for me." 
 
    "I was in 1956." 
 
    "That's what I meant." 
 
    "What were you doing in 1953?" 
 
    "Like you always tell me, that's my personal business." 
 
    "Which brings us right back around to the question of why you brought me here." 
 
    Grask sighed.  "It's another intervention.  I told you that that's one of the services that the Guild provides." 
 
    "And here is?" 
 
    "Gibraltar, November 13, 711.   I'm sure you saw the army camped upon the shore?  That's Roderick the Enlightened, by the grace of God King of the Visigoths and Iberians and Supreme Elector of the Most Holy Church.  He has arrayed his host to oppose the Berber invasion." 
 
    He shook his head.  "It didn't happen that way.  The Berber landing was unopposed.  Roderick wasn't much of a king and he and his back-stabbing nobles were killed at the battle of Gudalete months after Tariq ibn Ziyad landed here.  Or, at least, that's what likely happened." 
 
    No contemporary primary source for the events of 711 was known. 
 
    Grask just waited, not smiling. 
 
    "This is another big glitch and you think Mr. Nesmith caused it." 
 
    "Five years ago in December of 706, Roderick was, according to his self-proclaimed account, which was subsequently and enthusiastically confirmed by an edict of the Council of Toledo in 708, visited by angels who warned him to prepare for an invasion from the south.  The angels gave him precise and detailed instructions concerning what he needed to do to prevail, including bringing the Visigoth aristocracy to heel, uniting all of the lands of Iberia under his throne, expanding his Kingdom along the Mediterranean coast of Gaul and forging an alliance with the Franks, who sent a huge force of heavy cavalry here to support him in his Holy Crusade.  Guess how he described the angels." 
 
    "An old bald man and a young man in a wheelchair." 
 
    "Shining chariot, but close enough." 
 
    "In sixty years you haven't caught him and haven't stopped him."  A statement, not a question. 
 
    "Not exactly.  While up to this point -- except for the first time, of course -- you have only seen me while I have been occupied with Guild business, the Guild isn't my entire life.  In my last six decades, I've spent a total of perhaps six months hunting the Nesmiths." 
 
    "So what have you been doing?" 
 
    "Enjoying life, eating pizza, raising children, and keeping up with you, for the most part." 
 
    He let that pass unacknowledged. 
 
    What would happen that would cause Grask to seek out and kill Alva?  What possible motivation could she have for committing the murder? 
 
    And how could he discover the answers to those two questions without inciting the act in some nonsensical time travel fashion?  What did they call it?  Looping causality? 
 
    "You said I asked you to intervene.  Why would I want to keep myself from going back to 1956?" 
 
    "I didn't say that you weren't going back to 1956.  As a matter of fact, I know that you will.  As always, you didn't say why, you just said do." 
 
    "And you just do?" 
 
    "You paid what I asked, no questions asked, so, yes, I just do." 
 
    That line of questioning had just led back around to things that he did not want to talk with her about. 
 
    "I specified this exact time and place or did I just say get me out of 1956?" 
 
    Grask opened her book and turned it around so that he could see the pages.  On the left margin of the left page was written Fetch me to when/where you are now. 
 
    It was his hand writing. 
 
    And it was his book, the same dog-eared copy of Le Tour du monde en 80 jours that he had read at Ebbert's. 
 
    He had not thought about the book at all before this.  He had abandoned it on the counter of the currency exchange when all of this began. 
 
    When Grask had shot Alva in the head. 
 
    She saw his look of recognition.  "You've been bugging me to read this for ages.  I knew that I would be here for a while, so I brought it along." 
 
    He was not interested in talking about the book. "What's different about this glitch?" 
 
    "We're not sure yet.  We're still evaluating." 
 
    "But you have an idea?" 
 
    "Not being a member of the Guild, you can't be a party to our deliberations." 
 
    "You said I say and you do, so tell me." 
 
    She awarded him a hard frown.  "I'll tell you, but you can't tell anyone.  Panic will only exacerbate the situation." 
 
    "Fine. I won't tell anyone.  Anyway, you seem to be the only Shifter that I meet more than once." 
 
    She gave him another hard frown.  "When you meet me before this, you can't tell me about this.  I didn't know about this until a few days ago and I don't want you screwing up my life." 
 
    "Alright." 
 
    "You have to promise." 
 
    "What do they say about pie crust promises?  Easily made, easily broken?" 
 
    "If you make a promise, you keep it.  It's that White Knight creed of yours and all that crap about justice, duty, honor, and dignity that you read about as a kid." 
 
    "I'm not a White Knight." 
 
    "You are and you'll keep your promise." 
 
    "Alright.  I promise.  So what is it?" 
 
    "This glitch isn't shutting down."  
 
    "What do you mean?" 
 
    "It's propagating forward through time.  We're warned all Guild Shifters and everyone else we have contact with away from it and know that we have kept all of the month of October in 713 entirely free of Shifter influence.  The glitch jumped the firebreak.  Guild members have spot checked every year for the next five hundred.  We don't know how or why, but the changes resulting from Mr. Nesmith's interference have become part of the natural event sequence.  Somehow, this glitch has become self-sustaining and time is adjusting to accommodate it." 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 TWENTY-FIVE 
 
      
 
    Beware the Shifter with too many answers. 
 
    She probably wants to open the gates and let the Greeks in. 
 
    Or make babies with you. 
 
    Beware the Shifter with too many questions. 
 
    He does not have a clue. 
 
    About anything. 
 
    "Meaning history has changed." 
 
    "History is just a matter of perspective.  The Guild has built and maintains a master ledger of unadulterated noteworthy events and that ledger has always closely paralleled the history that you learned in the Twenty-First Century." 
 
    "Until now.  So why haven't my memories changed?" 
 
    "People don't change.  I've told you that before." 
 
    "And everyone has been telling me that time does not change, but now you're telling me that it has." 
 
    "Maybe.  Like I said, we're not certain.  It could be an observational error." 
 
    An abrupt feeling of almost paralyzing weariness overcame him.  Maybe it was all the accumulated stress of almost being executed, drowned, blown up, shot, and drowned again, or maybe it was just that all the shifting from unconnected moment to unconnected moment had sprained his internal clock.  He had completely lost track of whether it should be night or day.  A thought of the hot meal, hot shower, and soft bunk available at the Rescue Mission began to tempt him sorely. 
 
    There seemed little point in remaining here.  No matter what question he asked, he could not seem to get any closer to the answer he wanted. 
 
    And he was still afraid to mention Alva's name. 
 
    It was definitely time for another break.  "Am I free to go?" 
 
    "You can't be made to go anywhere you don't want to go, David.  You're a Shifter, remember?  You're here because you wanted to be." 
 
    "Right."  He shifted. 
 
    His intent was to get to the glitched future Middleton in as few bounces as possible. 
 
    He made it from Europe to the North American city on the first shift.  It was the alley beside Ebbert's and it was snowing.  He shifted before the snowflakes began to melt on his exposed skin, aiming for warm sunshine. 
 
    Days were rough and nights were smooth. 
 
    Moments, he had decided, had textures. 
 
    At least, that seemed to be the way that he had learned to distinguish between and locate the particular time that he wanted when he shifted. 
 
    Every individual moment had, of course, different sounds, smells, and its own peculiar and identifiable ambiance, but each moment also had some unquantifiable yet unique feel.   
 
    He did not understand it -- but then as far as he was concerned nothing about shifting could be understood -- but that feel, that texture, told him that he was where he wanted to be. 
 
    The now of the Rescue Mission was, he thought, like the raised wood grain in a piece of rough sawn white oak that had been left out in the weather for a month or six. 
 
    Or something like that. 
 
    His second shift brought him to a raspy day, but not the now or the place he wanted. 
 
    Large granite ballast stones crunched under his feet as the momentum of a minor displacement made him dance to regain his balance.   The screeching warning of a locomotive steam whistle prompted him to dive to his right away from the tracks that he had appeared upon just as a chugging 4-6-4 pulling a string of passenger cars charged through. 
 
    He shifted a third time before he landed. 
 
    Annoyed by his errant shifts, he tried to concentrate his focus once more on the texture that he remembered of the Rescue Mission.  It almost seemed as if he had arrived, but then a cold zephyr full of smoke and ruin blew across his face and he knew he was not in the impossible future metropolis that he sought. 
 
    He coughed, took one look, and shifted.  The little that was left of that Middleton looked as if it had been carpet bombed by a squadron of B-52s. 
 
    Next was again Middleton, but he landed on the southern sidewalk of Broadway and the now was somewhen in the Sixties, from the shrouded shapes of the cars that whizzed by through the pelting summer rain.  The cars were incidentally slinging showers of cooling water his way, so that in the five seconds that it took for him to decide to shift again, he was thoroughly soaked. 
 
    This, however, proved a good thing. 
 
    The water saturating his clothes and hair kept both from scorching when the flames reached towards him.  Reflex drove him to sprint immediately away from the scalding heat, and he dashed across a trash and rubble strewn street between two oddly-shaped armored vehicles that had stalled, hatches open and blackened, astride the centerline. 
 
    A multi-storey building completely involved in flame in the middle of a night wrapped in the oppressive black shadows of an impending thunderstorm was amazing and frightening.  A whole street full of such was horrifying and apocalyptic. 
 
    The facade of the Rescue Mission, flame-lit but otherwise lifeless rose up before him and he turned his steps towards it.  The door was missing - not smashed open or shattered, just not there. 
 
    In the hall, the power was off, but an emergency spotlight attached to the flickering green EXIT sign over the doorway lit the interior well enough for him to make his way forward through the wreckage. 
 
    A good bit of the ceiling had come down, but someone had cleared a path through the shattered lathe and large mounds of fractured plaster.  Some bits and sections of the plaster still held the shapes of rosebuds and curlicues, reinforced by the layers upon layers of accumulated paint that showed at the broken edges like the strata of an archaeological dig.  A few pieces of the crushed and collapsed furniture had been dug out of the mounds, broken up into manageable pieces, and chucked into a modest pile.  Near that, a large heap of ash and charcoal indicated that someone had, at some recent point, used the burnable bits to keep warm. 
 
    He knelt by the ash and held his hand over it.  It was cold. 
 
    He wondered what had become of all the Shifters. 
 
    "They have fled." 
 
    Startled, he rose and turned towards the sound of the saw-edged baritone. 
 
    Near the rubble buried stairs, the ginger-haired Elder sat on a short mahogany church pew -- a seat that accommodated his breadth with only a little space to spare. 
 
    With the sleeves of his powder blue shirt rolled up to his elbows, he had his jacket and tie off and both laid over the back of the pew.  The bright red suspenders that held up his trousers almost glowed in the dim light.  Neither Elder nor pew had been present when David had entered the hall. 
 
    "Has Grask sent you to fetch me already?" 
 
    Legs crossed, Ginger did not stir, looking very much at ease and relaxed.  "In my experience up to this now, the Financial Secretary has no awareness of this encounter.  I could not say whether she might subsequently become aware of it." 
 
    "Did I send you?" 
 
    "Certainly not.  I do not participate in such convoluted manipulations. In my view, they are unseemly." 
 
    Ginger's English had no readily identifiable accent.  His speech was refined and exact, with each vowel and consonant pronounced as if they were being punched out of a sheet of fine gold for use by royalty.  This was somewhat disconcerting to David.  By all common expectations, a man with a face like chipped flint should not speak like an Oxford scholar. 
 
    "I have experienced more than seventeen thousand years.  Surely you cannot believe that I might not have learned more than -- to use the patently false stereotype -- cave man grunts in all that time?" 
 
    "Sorry, I meant no offense."   
 
    David paused.  That was twice that the ginger had responded to something that David had not said aloud.  Apparently, Elder Folk could also read minds. 
 
    "Not in the sense that you mean," the Ginger replied.  "Determining what another is thinking is just another learned skill.  A man can learn a great many skills in seventeen millennia, if he makes any effort at all.  I interpret body language, gauge facial expression, detect underlying emotion, and then extrapolate from known patterns.  It is an easy skill to learn." 
 
    "Not for most people." 
 
    "Again, seventeen millennia." 
 
    "Right.  So why are you here?" 
 
    "I am waiting.  Please do not let my presence disrupt your experience of this now." 
 
    "My experience has already been disrupted.  I came here for a shower, a hot meal, and a night's sleep.  Do you know what has happened?" 
 
    "Yes." 
 
    After a second or two, David realized that Ginger was not going to answer the implied question.  "Well, would you mind telling me?" 
 
    "By long habit, I refrain from providing information that other individuals may find extremely distressing." 
 
    "Distressing or not, I'd still like to know." 
 
    "Very well.  As you may be aware, this glitch, as all such are, is a concentrated locus of disconnected causality.  The impending approach of the equilibrium transition has destabilized the glitch's internal coherence and the resulting proliferation of anomalous events has resulted in a disruption of social order and civil society." 
 
    David had to do some rapid extrapolating of his own to parse the Ginger's answer.  "The End of Time has arrived here? I thought Ramirez was pulling my leg." 
 
    "That is the name that many Shifters have given to the phenomenon, but it is not, in literal terms, particularly accurate.  In point of fact, the phenomenon is not the end of time. Time does not end or begin.  It simply exists.  And, to answer your follow up question, this is not the end of the world.  Depending upon the extent of the causality readjustments, it may very well be, to use the common phrase, the end of the world as you know it, but in my estimation the likelihood that the transformation will adversely affect the physical existence of the planet is infinitesimally small." 
 
    A brilliant flicker of light, followed within less than a heartbeat by a drumming crash of thunder, gave David a pause in which to think.  The drone of heavy rain started up, and within a moment he felt a light mist from the open doorway blow against the back of his neck.  Conclusions rapidly assembled themselves. 
 
    "Time is shaking out the wrinkles," he stated.  "It's fixing all the glitches." 
 
    Ginger nodded in approval.  "I would tend to say that the wrinkles are shaking themselves out, but that is simply a matter of semantics, and, it is not only the glitches but all of time that will be shaken out.  In one sense, time is fundamentally an ordered sequence of events.  That order is a direct product of the preponderance of all prior events and thus, in its unadulterated form, time -- by definition -- must possess an unbroken chain of causality.  To be time, time must be orderly."   
 
    The Elder gestured towards the doorway.  "First the thunderstorm, then the rain, but the storm follows upon a myriad of prior atmospheric and geologic events which are themselves the result of a similar multitude of atmospheric and geologic events which are in turn the result of atmospheric and geologic events and so on and so forth.  However, if a significant number of the raindrops decide to occur before the storm, then those atmospheric and geologic events become overshadowed by the conditions created by these out of place raindrops.  When the preponderance of events has been perturbed sufficiently, a new equilibrium is required." 
 
    "Shifters have screwed up time." 
 
    "Close enough." 
 
    "What happens to the raindrops?  I mean, the Shifters?" 
 
    "I can only speak from my prior experience and from the oral traditions of Los Primeros.  Equilibrium transitions always propagate downstream.  And no, I do not know the reason for that.  When the transition overtakes a Shifter, the new preponderance of events will transform that Shifter.  How that transformation manifests appears to be a resultant set of a sum of all related probabilities.  There is a high chance that a Shifter who is near to his or her original sequence will be put back into his proper place -- that is, integrated into the reworked sequence, however changed that sequence might be.  This reintegration can often involve physical, psychological, and mental alterations to the Shifter that make him or her a proper fit.  Shifters beyond the scope -- decades at a minimum -- of their original sequence have at least a fifty percent chance to be adapted to and integrated into the moment that they currently occupy.  A tiny minority of Shifters have been known to be completely unaffected by the passage of the transition, save for the knowledge that their original sequence and therefore their own origins, has been eliminated. The effect on the remainder of Shifters who fall outside these three primary categories is indeterminate.  There appears to be a large number of unquantifiable factors in these adjustments and all of the attempts of which I am aware to predict specific outcomes have failed." 
 
    "Could you possibly explain that again in short sentences comprehensible to someone who hasn't shifted for seventeen thousand years?" 
 
    Ginger sighed.  "The End of Time will roll over everything and everyone.  Some Shifters will return to lives that are approximately the same as the ones to which they were born.  Some will be given different lives in different times and places.  A tiny few will escape unscathed and undisturbed.  All the rest will -- apparently -- no longer exist except in the memories of the Shifters who knew them."   
 
    Pondering, David fell silent. 
 
    Ginger continued, "If you are unable or unwilling to return to your original sequence, as is often the case, the only thing that you can do to avoid the potential of annihilation is to anchor yourself in a sequence that is unlikely to be radically changed by the transition -- meaning one that is not glitched.  You must make a contribution in this temporal backwater that cannot easily be discarded.  Weave yourself into the fabric of the moment by establishing complex social entanglements.  That does not mean make friends and go to a lot of parties, it means marry, maintain that connection for a long period, and have and raise children.  Play with your grandchildren and tell them stories.  Make yourself an irreplaceable part of as many other lives as you can." 
 
    David pressed his lips into a tight line.  "That would take years." 
 
    "Yes." 
 
    "How do you know it will work?" 
 
    Ginger shrugged.  "It worked for me." 
 
    "How many times?" 
 
    "Twice." 
 
    "But not a third time." 
 
    Ginger just smiled.  "If you wish to experience your first transition, it will be here in eighteen seconds.  Otherwise you should shift now." 
 
    David did. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 TWENTY-SIX 
 
      
 
    For Normals, finding one's way through life can often be difficult. 
 
    For Shifters, finding one's way through life can often be impossible. 
 
    However, it always helps if you already know what's going to happen. 
 
    "Sometimes," David said, "I think my life is like a bad joke about a zombie, an axe murderer, and an Alien walking into a bar." 
 
    "How so?" 
 
    "No matter which way the punch line goes, it's going to end up badly." 
 
    "I see."  Martin used his stick to nudge his can of pork and beans a little further from the fire.  The contents had already begun to bubble a bit.  "The beans are almost ready.  Would you like half?" 
 
    "No, thanks.  I ate when I was in Paris." 
 
    Martin nodded.  "I had duck, once, at a little tourist cafe not far from Les Invalides.  The bread was the best part." 
 
    David made a face.  "I had a hamburger from an American chain." 
 
    "In Paris?  Such a waste."  Martin used a rag cut from an old pair of denim jeans to set the now steaming can onto a flat rock, then took a spoon from the breast pocket of his coat and used it to sample his supper.  The taste caused him to produce an exaggerated look of pain.  "I hate beans." 
 
    "Paris is just a blink away," David reminded. 
 
    "Safer here," Martin countered. 
 
    David let his gaze swing by Martin to take in the surrounding crescent moon-lit swatch of tall grass prairie.  The Great Plains region of North America two centuries before Columbus did have its own not insignificant set of dangers -- including deadly predators of both the four footed and two footed kind -- but it probably was as good a place as any to wait out the end of the world. 
 
    Especially with two forty feet long metal shipping containers apparently full of supplies, four saddle horses, a deluxe travel trailer, and a brown and black German Sheppard that watched from just without the light of the small fire but did not bark. 
 
    At last report, the equilibrium transition had already burned its way down to 2085.  David did not have much time left. 
 
    When David had shifted away from the ginger Elder, he had not had any specific now in mind and had landed without much ado in another Middleton. 
 
    It had not been his Middleton, naturally. 
 
    Two hours of careful skulking had revealed the date, August 13, 2097 (from a bank sign), and the condition of the now, a glitch.  It was a really weird one where flags of a British Empire (the Union flag with the addition of the red dragon of Wales) flew from all the public buildings and numerous untethered levitating video feeds broadcast live coverage of the coronation of an (Resurrected?  Cloned? Reanimated?  Lookalike?  Popstar?) Adolf Hitler to wandering gaggles of his ecstatically cheering subjects.  All of the latter had been inebriated or well on the way to being inebriated and it had been a simple matter to avoid unwanted attention. 
 
     Save for the holiday atmosphere, the downtown area had been more or less unchanged.  The banks, names evolved, had predictably replaced their buildings with new contemporary styled structures, but the familiar storefronts of his own Middleton, spruced up and modernized a bit in places, had been intact, even Ebbert's, though the store had been shuttered tight, with the word CLOSED spray-painted in six foot high red letters across the weathered plywood that had been fastened over its entire glass frontage. 
 
    The most noteworthy change had been that the hardware store next door to Ebbert's had been replaced by a looming Greek Revival seeming Indiana limestone edifice with the letters H G S O W chiseled into the bases of its faux columns. 
 
    From out of the bunker-like entrance, people had been scurrying, carrying file boxes and trundling office equipment to a sleek van parked at the curb. 
 
    Overseeing the removal had been Scarface, distracted and edgy. 
 
    "You're cutting it close," the Elder had grumbled when he caught sight of David.  "We're evacuating.  The transition will overtake this now within hours." 
 
    Somewhat at a loss, David had gone with a noncommittal, "And?" 
 
    Apparently reciting from memory, Scarface had said, "Known aliases: Martin Lewis Bonneville, Marty Lewis, Mark Bonney.  Birth name unknown.  Hair brown.  Eyes brown.  Height 162 centimeters. Weight 63 kilos. One time Vaudeville player.  Began shifting at age thirty-six.  No fixed domicile.  Frequents Mme. Reaucharde's patisserie and is occasionally employed by her." 
 
    "Ah, nothing else?" 
 
    "There was no other information in the file." Scarface had added a slight frown.  "Mr. Bonneville is not a member." 
 
    "Okay.  When are you evacuating to?" 
 
    "A cadre will hold position for as long as possible in 2064.  We are recommending that our other members fall back to the hinterlands." 
 
    "Thank you." 
 
    Scarface gave an eyebrow twitch and returned to glaring at the movers. 
 
    In spite of David's unintelligible French, Mme. Reaucharde had proven very helpful, providing David with a list of the names of the last five Shifters that she had contracted Martin to make deliveries to.  Even with those dates, places, and names, it had taken David most of eighteen months, his experienced time, to track down Martin. 
 
    On that journey, he had caught three bizarre glimpses of the Harried Man.  Each had resulted in terror stricken flight on the Harried Man's part and, consecutively, startlement, consternation, and grim acceptance on David's. 
 
    The first four of Mme. Reaucharde's customers had been long gone from their delivery points, but the fifth, a Norman raider directing the sacking of an Anglo-Saxon village in a rather casual fashion, had sent him to a British Egypt falling to an Italian onslaught.  As machinegun fire raked the sandbags that sheltered them, one of the last defenders of Cairo, a very Scottish Colonel with red handlebar mustaches, had admitted that Martin had taken a note from him to the daughter of a corn farmer in 1912 Kansas.  Said farmer's daughter, a Normal and pregnant near to popping, had not been able to tell him anything about Martin save that she had last seen the messenger walking down the dusty road that led back to the highway. 
 
    And that he had been accompanied by a young woman whose description, down to the brown homespun sack dress, had exactly matched that of Grask at 1453 Constantinople. 
 
    Sergeant-at-Arms Herbert, somewhat surprised when David had woken him from a sound sleep but not extraordinarily belligerent, had refused to provide any information on Grask's whereabouts save to direct him to the Guild Hall in Middleton, any year after 2050. 
 
    David had not found Grask (had not in point of fact managed to get passed the unsmiling security guard at the front desk) in the Middleton Guild Hall, in 2050, or 2051, or in any other spot checked year up to 2059, when he had run into Scarface coming out of the building.  The Elder had looked just the same as when David had seen him last in 711, including the blue pinstripe suit. 
 
    "Don't call me Scarface," the Elder had cautioned, as if picking up an interrupted conversation.  "The name that my people gave me is Zhlok." 
 
    "I'm looking for Grask," David had rejoined. 
 
    "The Financial Secretary is out of communication at the moment." 
 
    "When will she be back in communication?" 
 
    "That has not been determined." 
 
    David had not replied, nagged by a sudden unpleasant realization -- he had made a journey whose beginning was its end. 
 
    It made no sense, but then, time travel was magic. 
 
    Or really weird science. 
 
    It had seemed wise to set the wheels to turning, just in case the future that had sent him here, one that was likely already undone, could still somehow affect his present, so he had said, "I need all the information that the Guild has on a man named Martin Bonneville." 
 
    "All information held by the Guild is privileged to its members and can only be released to non-members on the authority of a Guild officer or a majority vote of the assemblage." 
 
    "Grask will approve my request." 
 
    Zhlok had not smiled when he had nodded.  "Of course she will, as she always has.  When you return, I will have the information." 
 
    Using the texture as a guide, David had shifted. 
 
    But he had not gone upstream. 
 
    He had gone to the now where Grask had told him she would be. 
 
    He had gone to 1953. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 TWENTY-SEVEN 
 
      
 
    Knowing the future is an advantage.   
 
    Telling other people that future is an insanity. 
 
    Dismissing that future is a strategy. 
 
    A barely perceptible displacement left him walking up a slight grade along a two lane blacktop on a clear sunny day.  Its glaring driver laying down on its horn, a big black Chevy barreled passed going south, and David dodged a belated few steps away from the edge of the asphalt.  The gently sloping pastures on both sides of the road were full of contented looking Holsteins grazing on lush clover and rye grass and he realized that this had to be the old dairy property along Hwy 7 between Middleton and Sibsdale.  In his time, the Parish had paved over most of the dairy with an underutilized industrial park. 
 
    Just up ahead, a narrow dirt drive ran off at an angle for maybe a quarter mile between barbed-wire fence outlined pastures towards a large, wood frame, Victorian style house with blue siding and wraparound covered porches.  Old shade trees, cotton woods and at least one majestic live oak, grew all around the house and he could see red and black chickens running around in the yard. 
 
    When he drew near the drive, he spotted a slightly dented rural route mailbox atop a leaning creosote post just off the highway.   A fresh layer of grey paint had recently been slathered over the mailbox and an initial and surname scrawled in black just below the rusty flag. 
 
    The initial was G and the surname matched his own.  He turned in.  A large metal sign had been leaned against the back side of the gate post so that its face did not show to the highway.  It read HOUSE FOR RENT, SIX MONTH MINIMUM. 
 
    The chickens looked up with interest as he approached the house, but went back to scratching and pecking when it became clear that he had no scraps to toss to them.  On the second of a set of brick steps that led up to the front porch, a grey tabby sat up watching the chickens, its tail wrapped comfortably around its feet.  The tip of the cat's tail was twitching just a bit in debate as its head swiveled to follow one particular Production Red, but it was self-evident that the feline had no great interest in expending the energy that harassing the chicken would require.  The tabby did not deign to notice David as he climbed passed it.  An ancient, floppy-eared chocolate Basset Hound, muzzle all grey and fourteen or fifteen at the very least, slept on a ripped section of battered deep pile carpet alongside the door.  The hound did not stir at the sounds of his footsteps on the painted pine boards of the porch and he had to look twice to make sure that it was still breathing. 
 
    The screen door banged open and Grask, wearing a light summer dress in blue silk taffeta, came out in a rush before he had made it half way across the porch. 
 
    "I needed a break," she burst out almost breathlessly, answering a question that he had not asked.  "From the Guild, from shifting, from everything!" 
 
    This was not the middle-aged, grumpy Grask of 711 or the old, murderous Grask of 2022 but rather the young, energetic Grask of Pearl Harbor.  She flung herself across the space separating them and wrapped her arms around his neck in a hug that was clinging, lingering, and fervent, almost as if he were a long lost friend, feared dead, who had suddenly been returned to her. 
 
    "But I'm so glad that you're here!" she said as she slowly, quite nearly reluctantly, released him and took his arm to lead him into the house. 
 
    One day, on a long bike ride to get a soda at the corner store in Sibsdale, he mentioned to her, "Lately, all of my life is just one unlikely coincidence after another." 
 
    "Yes," she said in a carefree way, "but without unlikely coincidence, nothing interesting ever happens." 
 
    That did not make a lot of sense to him, but he just kept pedaling. 
 
    When they returned to the house, sated on sodas and ice cream, she lugged a new Underwood typewriter from a cabinet and put it on the dining table.  "To keep things organized, I've decided to start a list of my blackout dates.  You can help." 
 
    "You can't type?" 
 
    "Yes, sixty words per minute, but you can keep me company."  Taking a seat before the Underwood, she inserted a sheet, rolled it up to clamp the top, and began typing, double spacing between the short lines. 
 
    He read over her shoulder.  "All that's from memory?" 
 
    "Yes, but I cheat.  I get notes from myself." 
 
    "Notes that you haven't sent yet." 
 
    "Of course." 
 
    One evening, during an argument, she said to him, "Look, David, I know that you object to some of our policies, but we're not Nazis.  Okay, well, maybe some of us are authentic, goose-stepping, Third Reich forever Nazi's, but that doesn't mean we're bad people." 
 
    Eventually, she told him how to find Martin. 
 
    Or, at least, where to start looking for him. 
 
    Time travel sleuthing, he learned, was simply a matter of talking to enough Shifters.  Someone, sooner or later, had talked to the Shifter that you were looking for. 
 
    Because, fortunately, Shifters liked to chit-chat.  Certain nows with good weather, decent food, and calm environs -- such as the Rescue Mission had once been -- had become watering holes to which all Shifters, sooner or later, gravitated. 
 
    But, unfortunately, a great many Shifters had begun running for the exits to escape the apparently impending universal doom and nearly all of the watering holes upstream of his own time were deserted or unreachable.  Following tenuous clues revealed in hearsay, anecdote, and hazy recollection, he was forced to seek out and locate one individual after another in their various rat holes, hideaways, and aeries. 
 
    All told, David talked to one hundred and thirteen Shifters.  He was scoured by a sand storm in Egypt, burned by more than one tropical sun, had to wade through snow drifts up to his armpits, and endured dozens upon dozens of other harsh locales and unpleasant nows. 
 
    But he kept to Martin's trail and, finally, in an Irish potato field under a slate grey sky threatening rain,  an older woman with the cultured accent of Russian aristocracy finally told him exactly to which now Martin had fled in his attempt to avoid the end of it all. 
 
    When David appeared at the erstwhile delivery man's isolated campsite, Martin's first words to him were, "You're David, right?  Mr. Nesmith said that you'd show up sooner or later." 
 
    David did not bother to laugh. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 TWENTY-EIGHT 
 
      
 
    The ability to travel in time does not mean that you have plenty of time. 
 
    Usually, it means that you never have enough time. 
 
    And it can mean that you are already out of time. 
 
    "As you might guess, I'm pressed for time," David told Martin.  "Could you tell me when and where you saw Mr. Nesmith last?" 
 
    Martin's answer came without hesitation.  "Two days ago, my experience, they were at a villa about twenty-five miles north on the Eboracum military road from Londinium in the first week of July, 264.  They're expecting you." 
 
    David had not anticipated such ready cooperation. "Okay, thank you." 
 
    "I should tell you though, that I would advise against going there.  That's the mother of all glitches.  Mr. Nesmith gave steam engines to the Romans.  I hauled wagons of parts to Gaul in 231.  If you get caught there by the End of Time, you won't stand a chance." 
 
    "I won't be there long.  Thanks, again."  David shifted. 
 
    Four bounces, including one quick side errand, got him to within sight of the walls of Londinium on a warm, clear day and, pleased to have found nice weather in notoriously rainy (It had rained every day during the single week that he had visited there on his last European vacation.), he set off straightaway.  There was not any traffic on the road, foot or wheeled, or, at least, none in his vicinity, and he made good time. 
 
    Roman Britain near Londinium looked a lot like the rural Scotland of his own time, with scattered sheepfolds bordered by stone walls, well tended orchards, and fields of wheat and rye.  The two glaring differences were the architecture of the walled farming villas and the fitted stone of the Roman pavement. 
 
    He was not overly surprised when he rounded a curve and saw Grask tramping determinedly ahead of him.  Of course, it meant that she had known of the Nesmiths' whereabouts when he had seen her in 711 and had not told him (or apparently her guild mates for that matter), thereby engendering his now clearly unneeded search and transforming his efforts of the last twenty-six months into a wild goose chase.  But, to be fair, he had likewise not been completely open with information, so he probably did not have the right to make accusations of dishonesty. 
 
    "Good morning!" he called in warning as he coasted near, causing her to stop and turn in the shade of an overhanging oak.  Her shoulders had jumped a little in startlement.  Did that mean that she had not known that he would be here as well? 
 
    "Hello, David," she said, not smiling as he applied the brakes to stop alongside her.   
 
    Her Elder Folk entourage was still far in her future, but she certainly looked fierce enough to manage on her own, armed with an AK-47 and wearing woodlands camouflage, a battle harness with extra magazines, a canteen, and a combat knife, and scuffed jump boots.  She looked exactly the same as when he had seen her last -- her hair style was identical -- so it must not have been long at all for her after 1953. 
 
    "You've gotten some sun," she told him after an appraising look.  "You haven't been eating enough.  Nice bicycle." 
 
    He patted the handlebars of the road bike. "The stone pavement makes riding a little jouncey, but it's way faster than walking."  He gave a little pause.  "Nice gun." 
 
    She patted the stock.  "I won't have to get close." 
 
    Or be very accurate, he thought.  The 7.62 would make a big hole.  "Who told you when they were?" 
 
    "You did, in a postcard." 
 
    This was curious, but not disconcerting.  "Should you be assassinating anyone in your condition?" 
 
    "I'm not fragile." 
 
    "You can't do it." 
 
    Her grip on the rifle tightened.  If she had any doubt, it was under tight control.  "I can and I will." 
 
    Shaking his head, he raised two fingers. 
 
    "V for victory?  Thanks for the encouragement, but I don't exactly understand, given your views." 
 
    He made a dismissive grunt and waggled his fingers.  "One, two." 
 
    "Two?" 
 
    "A boy and a girl." 
 
    "But -- !"  Grask suddenly clamped her jaws shut and he could see her thoughts racing behind her eyes.  Then she said in a sour tone, "If I do, you won't." 
 
    "Right." 
 
    She scowled.  "Every now and then, David, you make me wish that you had let me drown." 
 
    And I wish that you had never blown out Alva's brains, he thought in return, but he only said, "That was never a possibility." 
 
    As he expected, she did not show any sign of having to wrestle with making a decision on abandoning her mission.  Grask would not swerve from a path once she had chosen it, unless that path conflicted with the one thing that she valued more than anything else in her life.  From all indications, she had chosen the one particular path that included him on the very day that they had met.   
 
    She sighed, relaxed, laid her rifle across her shoulder so that she could have a free hand to make a rude gesture at him, said, "See you soon.", and shifted out. 
 
    "If I'm still around after," he replied to no one as he continued north up the road. 
 
    After about ten miles, the distant sight of approaching traffic prompted him to get off the road and hide himself and his bike on the other side of a stone wall. 
 
    A few of the Romans that passed were upper caste, wearing clothing of fine cloth and riding upon horses or in wagons, but most were servants or slaves, dressed simply and afoot.  All, high and low, were fair haired Britons, and David saw at least one ginger. 
 
    The estate, a complex of a dozen white washed buildings, was on a light rise just off the road.  Though the buildings were all linked by formidable looking ten foot high defensive walls, the broad, steel reinforced gates leading into the interior were standing wide open. 
 
    Through them, he saw Mr. Nesmith seated at a table on an open air terrace.  He was feeding Daniel from a ceramic bowl with a large silver spoon. Both were dressed as he had seen them last, or very similarly so.   
 
    Though the elder Nesmith's back was to him, Daniel was facing the gate and it was clear that he had warned his father of David's approach. 
 
    A thick layer of gravel had been spread over a lane that went from the gate to the terrace.  David's footsteps made loud crunching sounds, but Mr. Nesmith did not look around until David stepped up onto the tile of the terrace. 
 
    "Good morning, David.  Have a seat.  Want something to eat?  We're having bean mush with crushed walnuts and raisons, but there's some eggs in the kitchen." 
 
    "I'm fine, thanks."  David took the chair across the table. 
 
    As he guided another careful spoonful to Daniel's mouth, Mr. Nesmith flicked his gaze at David, held it there for an appraising moment.  "You look really young.  Is this you before 1953 or after?" 
 
    "After.  You've seen me older?" 
 
    "Some.  You show up whenever you want to vent about -- certain things." 
 
    By now, David was well accustomed to other Shifters making cryptic statements because they knew things about his future.  In this case, though, he had a good idea what "certain things" Mr. Nesmith was talking about. 
 
    But he stayed on track.  "Alva is dead." 
 
    "We know, David.  Albert sent word.  It was quite a long time ago, for us." 
 
    Daniel's expression went dark and he turned his head, slowly and with obvious effort, to look away.  When he forced his gaze back around, it was not sadness that David saw, but acceptance. 
 
    David glanced around.  There were no obvious signs of conflict or upset, but the place was entirely deserted.  "How did you convince the owners to leave?" 
 
    "We didn't.  Actually, we were houseguests. A messenger on horseback brought word that the new emperor has landed ten legions at Dover to retake the province.  The force is marching north with steam wagons and cannon.  They utilized a well publicized scorched earth policy when they re-conquered Gaul.   Everyone with any sense is heading for Eboracum or Londinium." 
 
    "eah!" Daniel said, cutting his eyes with clear impatience. 
 
    "Daniel isn't worried about the Romans," Mr. Nesmith explained unnecessarily.  "He's ready to return to our place in the Rockies.  He wearies of travel quickly." 
 
    "You were waiting for me." 
 
    "Of course. 
 
    "Couldn't you have waited for me a little sooner?  And in Middleton?" 
 
    "You know that it doesn't work that way, David.  From our perspective, we've known you for almost forty years.  What has it been for you at this point?  A year?" 
 
    "More than two." 
 
    "There you go.  Most of the time it's easier to just let events play out as they should." 
 
    Daniel glared and said, "eah." 
 
    "But you've been making sure that a lot of events haven't played out as they should.  The Guild blames you for making the End of Time come early." 
 
    "As they should.  It has taken one hundred forty-nine years of our experienced time to create enough of the proper sort of glitches.  We have reduced the normal cycle period by almost half." 
 
    "I don't actually see you as the Evil Vizier type." 
 
    Mr. Nesmith gave David a curious look.  "Evil Vizier?  Oh, that's that thing you have about every story being the same thing -- Prince, Princess, Evil Vizier, Save the World." 
 
    "Pretty much." 
 
    "Well, someone has to play the Evil Vizier.  It may as well be me." 
 
    "So why are you doing it?" 
 
    Mr. Nesmith looked at Daniel.  "What do you think?  Should we tell him?" 
 
    Daniel gave David a hard look, then said, "eah."  
 
    David took this to mean It doesn't matter if he knows. 
 
    Mr. Nesmith nodded.  "Before our first transition, Daniel and I had other family.  He had two older brothers and an older sister.  We were in Pompeii.  Daniel wanted to see the original colors of the murals, before the ash and the archeologists got to them.  It was only our second shift.  The transition knocked me out and I woke up to Daniel screaming.  I thought maybe that I had had a stroke so I made Daniel shift us back home right away.  That's when we found out that everything was the same, but different.  Our house was a different color, but still our house.  Only, my sons and daughter were not there and never had been.  My marriage to their mother had lasted barely two years, rather than the eight that occurred in our original instance, and Daniel was the only issue." 
 
    David found that he could not rebuke someone for trying to recover their children, even at the cost of the whole world. 
 
    But he also could not tell Mr. Nesmith that he was doing the right thing. 
 
    "You didn't have to change all of time to get your family back.  You could have just changed the things that the transition changed." 
 
    "We tried that.  It just made a glitch.  The changes were not and could not be a part of our personal experience of time.  Our family was just a shadow that faded as soon as we left it." 
 
    "eah," Daniel agreed, expression clouded. 
 
    "It took us a while to work it out and the details are not really pertinent.  The only solution was this one.  Put enough kinks in the right places and time will shake itself out in a way that will give us back what we lost."   
 
    "It won't work.  There are too many factors.  It will be just like rolling a million twenty-sided dice." 
 
    "Trial and error works for everything.  You just have to try all the possibilities. With enough data, all natural phenomena are predictable." 
 
    David had a cold feeling.  "How many times?" 
 
    "This will be our twenty-ninth equilibrium transition." 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 TWENTY-NINE 
 
      
 
    One of the great disadvantages of shifting is that no two Shifters' experiences are ever in synch. 
 
    One is always late while the other is early. 
 
    And no one is ever on the same page. 
 
    "It can't work," David insisted.  "It's not rational to think that you can get your life exactly back to the way it was." 
 
    "It doesn't have to be exactly like it was.  Everyone just has to be there.  We'll adapt as necessary." 
 
    "And if someone is missing?" 
 
    "We'll do it again." 
 
    David did not blurt out the words insane or madman, but Mr. Nesmith looked as if he knew just what David was thinking. 
 
    "From my perspective, we've had this debate too many times already.  What exactly is it that you want of me, David?" 
 
    David did not have to think about his answer.  "I want to save Alva.  That's what I set out to do.  I want you to tell me, without all the time travel rigmarole, how to do that." 
 
    "You won't save her." 
 
    "The transition hasn't reached 2022 yet and I think that she'll have a better chance if she's alive." 
 
    "You misunderstand me.  Her death was the event that caused you to begin shifting."   
 
    "I've realized that, but there are no paradoxes, just glitches.  One glitch more or less won't matter." 
 
    Mr. Nesmith gave a negative twitch of his head.  "I'm not talking about paradoxes." 
 
    "Explain." 
 
    "You're under a misapprehension, David.  Every change that a Shifter makes is not a glitch.  If a Shifter makes a decision that causes a change in his own personal experience, then those changes become a permanent aspect of his experience.  Understand?" 
 
    "Not even a little." 
 
    "Alright, I'll put it a different way.  The proverbial fork in the road.  For whatever reason, you decide to go left.  That's your life.  You went left.  End of story.  However, later, you figure out that you should have gone right and arrange an intervention that blows up the road to the left.  Then that's your life.  You went right.  Get it?" 
 
    "And going right is not a glitch?" 
 
    "No." 
 
    "That doesn't make any sense at all." 
 
    Daniel said, "eah!" and gave them both a disapproving look. 
 
    Mr. Nesmith drew in a sharp breath, then visibly made himself let it out slowly.  "I haven't noticed you limping.  You don't have an artificial leg do you?  You never went to the Battle of Pleasant Hill." 
 
    "No, I didn't." 
 
    "So you've already gone right at least once." 
 
    "But the David that went left, the one that went to Pleasant Hill -- if he ever existed -- doesn't exist now.  He can't exist, because I've never had my leg blown off.  So how could that David send me the note to make sure I go right?" 
 
    "That David doesn't have to send the note.  You do.  Just make sure you send it." 
 
    "That's awfully convenient." 
 
    "Isn't it though?  That's one of the neat things about knowing what's going to happen before it happens." 
 
    "None of this tells me how to save Alva." 
 
    Mr. Nesmith looked at David for a long time before answering, and when he finally did speak, his expression was harsh.  "Alva was your beginning, not your end." 
 
    David said nothing. 
 
    "There are two sorts of Shifters, David.  The first sort knows what they want and always decides to go left because that way leads to what they want.  The second sort already knows that they go left and always goes left because they are afraid of losing what they have."  
 
    Again, David did not respond. 
 
    "We've talked this through a dozen times, David.  You know what has to happen.  Grask killed Alva because you will tell her to." 
 
    Daniel began to fidget, then said with firm intention, "eah."  Time to go. 
 
    "The transition will erase it all," David said as Mr. Nesmith got to his feet. 
 
    Mr. Nesmith shook his head.  "Believe me, it won't.  Transitions just take away the things you cherish the most."  He moved behind Daniel's chair and took a firm grip on the handles.  "I'm ready." 
 
    Daniel gave David one last unfathomable look, then slowly closed his eyes and the pair shifted. 
 
    David sat for a long time, thinking.  
 
    In the end, he realized that the solution was self-evident.


 
   
  
 

 THIRTY 
 
      
 
    Time travel does not enable a man's fate. 
 
    But a man's fate can enable time travel. 
 
    And a man can always enable his fate. 
 
    In 2064, no fires were burning, no buildings were falling, and the end of the world seemed very far away. 
 
    Ebbert's was open, but David stayed on the south sidewalk and only crossed when he came to the Guild Hall.  
 
    The doors were open, but only the lights in the entryway were on.  The hallways leading away from the security desk were dark. 
 
    Grask was just inside. 
 
    As he had known it would be, it was the old Grask of 2022.  The two hulking Elder Folk standing with her were the very same companions that had accompanied her when she had killed Alva.  Both of these watched him with the unwavering stare of a circling hawk, but neither made any move to intercept him as he approached.   
 
    Grask looked at him like someone who could no longer be surprised by his unscheduled appearances.  "My, you look so young!  It's nice to see you, but we're getting ready to leave.  Guild operations have been moved to Athens, 1208." 
 
    "I need another intervention." 
 
    The old woman examined his face.  "We're not doing interventions until the emergency has passed.  We can't predict conditions after the equilibrium transition, so there doesn't seem much point." 
 
    "It's important." 
 
    Grask sighed in a world weary way.  "That's what you always say." 
 
    He told her what he wanted her to do. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 THIRTY-ONE 
 
      
 
    Figuring out time travel is like trying to get a granny knot out of a piece of string. 
 
    It just can't be done. 
 
    Without cutting the string, of course. 
 
    He waited for her in the house in Sibsdale in 1953, a month before they had spent their time there together. 
 
    Grask shifted in.  "It's done." 
 
    "Where did you dump the body?"  The presence of his corpse would maintain the blackout.  To permit him to shoehorn himself back into 2022, it also must be removed.  
 
    "I didn't shoot you.  I came up with a better idea."  The old woman laughed.  "I think you peed your pants when you saw me draw the gun.  I put the first round over your head.  When the third shot nearly clipped your ear, you shifted." 
 
    He felt a grin spring to his face.   This outcome, by many orders of magnitude, was better than any he could have hoped for. 
 
    Pruning his earlier self from the time line would not have changed his memories or hers, but it very likely could have placed both of them at greater risk of erasure in the passage of the equilibrium transition. 
 
    But Grask had been willing to take the risk just because he had asked her. 
 
    "Thank you," he told her. 
 
    "I have to admit, I wasn't sure that it would work.  After the transition, you'll have a lot of work ahead of you to get things sorted out."   
 
    "I'll deal with that when I have to."  And if I have to, he amended to himself.  "Do you have a safe place to go?" 
 
    "You know I do.  We have forty-seven great-grandchildren.  You can't get rid of me that easily." 
 
    She rolled her eyes at the look on his face, took his shoulders to draw him near to press her parchment textured cheek against his, then released him.  "Now go, David.  I have appointments to keep." 
 
    He looked at her for a long moment. 
 
    The look that she gave him in return was full of decades of memories that he did not yet -- might not ever -- share. 
 
    "Good luck," he told her. 
 
    "Luck has nothing to do with it." 
 
    He smiled one last time and shifted. 
 
    As he was walking down the sidewalk towards Ebbert's, he examined everything in detail, trying to detect any discrepancies, but the weather was the same, the buildings the same, and the passing cars and people the same -- at least as far as he remembered.  If any other changes had resulted, they were too insignificant to be immediately noticed.  
 
    When he entered the shop, he gave it a quick scan.  Everything seemed to be in its proper place and state: the comics, the coins, the pottery, the accessories, the faded coin folders, the dusty stamp albums. 
 
    Alva, as she had been in the original, was seated on her stool behind the counter.  The tattoo was the same.  Her hair was the same.  Had she shed a few pounds?  Or gained some? 
 
    She looked up, almost started to smile, then apparently realized what she was doing and frowned instead. 
 
    "Good morning!" he wished her brightly. 
 
    "Stop looking like that," she warned. 
 
    "Like what?" 
 
    "All moon-eyed and loopy.  I told you before.  We're not getting involved.  Today's lunch is just about me telling you about shifting.  That's all.  Got it?" 
 
    He thought about telling her that he had just spent many months making sure that her brains did not decorate the wall behind her. 
 
    That he had learned much more than he had ever wanted to know about shifting. 
 
    That it was indeed magic. 
 
    Or else really weird science that knew what you wanted before you did yourself. 
 
    That he was not moon-eyed, just exceedingly pleased that Grask had gone right, instead of left.  She had not become the unflinching, steel-hearted murderess that he had first seen, and, if he had anything to do with it, she never would. 
 
    That he had been shot at, beaten, starved, drowned, and had trekked mile after mile just to come back to this exact spot. 
 
    That the transition, still gaining speed, could very well hit before they had a chance for that lunch and that he had no idea whether he would even exist after it had passed. 
 
    That he had probably given up an entire life that he would have lived, just to make sure that she would have a chance to live hers. 
 
    That their initial flirtation would never have an opportunity to grow into anything more and that he was content with that. 
 
    That his interest, by design and by circumstance, now lay elsewhere. 
 
    That the marriage license that he had signed in Meridian, Mississippi, on May 12, 1953 had not been entirely a matter of necessity. 
 
    But he just nodded.  "Got it." 
 
    "Don't just stand there looking at me.  It makes my skin crawl." 
 
    "Right." 
 
    He turned and walked towards the alcove to wait. 
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