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  Introduction: Trudging Through the Slush Pile, or How Time Was Not on My Side by Michael A. Ventrella



 

 

M y novel Big Stick was selling well—not great, but not terrible, either—and the publisher wanted a sequel. The book is a rousing steampunk adventure with Teddy Roosevelt, Mark Twain, Harriet Tubman, and a slew of other people from that time period. With dirigibles. And rayguns.

            But a sequel? Hmm, what sort of adventure could they get into next?

            Anyway, I’m skimming over Facebook, avoiding doing any real work, when an ad pops up for online courses, with an illustration of Teddy Roosevelt, Jesus, and Beethoven. Ooh, I thought. Wouldn’t it be fun to get those three together and have an adventure?

            Ultimately deciding not to do a time travel story, I instead began work on a sequel involving the explosion of the Maine, Rough Riders on clockwork horses, and an exciting conclusion at the Battle of San Juan Hill. With dirigibles. And rayguns.

            But I kept coming back to that idea of three famous people from various times going on an adventure.

            After all, I love time travel stories. I’ve used time travel in one of my novels and in a short story, and may do so again. One of the very first adult science fiction novels I ever read when I was in high school was David Gerrold’s The Man Who Folded Himself, about a guy who uses a belt that allows him to travel through time. And come on, who doesn’t like Back to the Future and Time Bandits and Bill and Ted’s Excellent Adventure?

            So when I later spoke to Ian Randal Strock, publisher of Fantastic Books, I brought the idea to him. He agreed it could be a fun project.

            We used a Kickstarter campaign to fund it—that way we know we can pay our authors. We got some Big Name Authors to commit, which helps to entice everyone to pitch in to the Kickstarter campaign.

            One of the things that I sometimes can’t get over is how so many of the authors I grew up reading I have now edited in various anthologies. It geeks me out sometimes. I’ve become friends with Spider Robinson and Peter David and Jody Lynn Nye and Gregory Frost and Lawrence Watt-Evans, and you know that guy who wrote that first adult science fiction novel I read, David Gerrold? Him, too. (And if you have read that novel, you’ll like his time travel story here.)

            So once we had our Big Names and our funding, I put out the word that I was looking for more stories. It’s always great to have a ton of submissions to read from many different writers so that I can pick the very best to accompany the invited authors.

            “Take any three famous people from history, toss them together, and have an adventure,” I wrote. “How they got together is up to you—you could do an origin story of how they first met or you could write the story as if they had been adventuring for years. You can use a time machine or a rip in space-time or quantum magic or whatever. You could have some sort of universal translator or you can have the language barrier be part of your plotline. And these three people should be really separate if possible, from different cultures and times. That’s part of the fun.…”

            I had asked for writers, if at all possible, to avoid fictional characters. Some stories ignored that, but were good enough to accept anyway. You’ll see.

            I have edited or co-edited almost a dozen anthologies by this point, but I never expected the response I received. While this means more work for me, it’s a very good thing. It means I could be very picky. I could choose only the very best. And that’s good for you, the reader, too. (“The very best,” of course, is entirely a matter of opinion. Another editor reading the same stories could pick completely different ones.)

            Once I finally was able to narrow down the stories to the final selection, I then had the problem every editor faces: How to make them all work together.

            You see, editing an anthology is like making a mix tape. Or, for you youngsters out there, a Spotify playlist. You want a good variety. You don’t want all the stories to be too serious or too funny; you don’t want to have more than one story with the same basic theme or plot; and then you want to arrange them in such a way that by reading them in order, they flow well.

            One of the problems with choosing stories was that many characters in the submitted stories appeared often, and I didn’t want to repeat characters if at all possible. Some good stories got rejected for that reason. (Maybe if there is a sequel anthology…)

            So what characters appeared most often in the submitted stories, you ask? Well, I was curious, too, so I went back through all the stories submitted and counted them up. Believe it or not, the most popular character who appeared in most stories was Joan of Arc. I have no idea why. Close behind were Cleopatra and William Shakespeare, followed by Amelia Earhart, Benjamin Franklin, Marilyn Monroe, and Vlad Wallecha (a.k.a. Dracula).

            Eve (as in “Adam and”) appeared more than once, as did Jesus, Lilith, and Noah. I found a lot of writers traveling through time—the most common being Jane Austin and Mark Twain—but also Kurt Vonnegut, Edgar Allan Poe, H.P. Lovecraft, and (not surprisingly) H.G. Wells. Scientists who appeared in more than one story included Albert Einstein, Nikola Tesla, Stephen Hawking, and Thomas Edison. Politicians included George Washington, Abraham Lincoln, Theodore Roosevelt, and Donald Trump (who was the “comic relief” in every story in which he appeared).

            I also had duplicate stories with Hedy Lamarr, Wolfgang Mozart, Harry Houdini, Florence Nightingale, Marie Curie, Oscar Wilde, Annie Oakley, Mary Wollstonecraft Shelley, and Jimmy Hoffa, who apparently had disappeared into time.

            In the end, I hope you’ll enjoy the selection.

            Now to get back to that Big Stick sequel.…


  In the Chocolate Bar by Jody Lynn Nye



 

 

“T hat’s just it,” Steven Mentzel wailed, clasping his hands on the bar table. “I don’t have the recipe. I never did! They’ll think I stole it because when I opened the vault this morning, it was empty. I’m the holder of the key, and one of only four people who know the combination to the safe. But there it was, sitting empty as my wallet is going to be, if they fire me. I might end up in jail! But I swear I didn’t steal it. I have always done everything to be a trustworthy steward. The original document is priceless! It’s centuries old. Irreplaceable! It’s the cornerstone of the whole Abelard empire! It says right there in the corner of the paper, ‘This is proof of ownership.’ I’m one of the few people who has ever been allowed to see it.” He lowered his head to the tabletop. “I mean, the disaster has already happened. It’s hours after the press conference was supposed to take place. It’s gone! I don’t know why I should even go back to my office.”

            The three seated with him at the table in the quiet corner of the old-fashioned Boston bar regarded the young man with sympathy.

            Julia Child patted the man absently on the arm. Even seated, the auburn-haired woman towered over him, making her gesture even more motherly. “There, there, dear. I’m sure we can help you. From how long ago does the recipe originate?”

            “It’s supposed to have come from the New World not long before the great fire of London in 1666,” Steven said, raising his head. His misery was almost instantly abated by a scholar’s enthusiasm, and his pale blue eyes lit up. “Well-to-do Englishmen couldn’t wait to try the new beverage from the Americas that the Spaniards and French were already enjoying. Drinking chocolate became a sensation! Once serving rooms began to appear in the city, one man, John Abelard, became absolutely the most popular proprietor in London. They said that his chocolate drink was liquid magic! Of course, the English had already added sweetening to the traditional Aztec form of the drink, but his was widely known to be the best anywhere. He refused to sell the secret of his formulation, and no one could surprise or threaten it out of him. His children were sworn to secrecy, on their honor, and with the threat of losing any hope of their inheritance if they leaked it. The recipe has been passed down through the family for generations. In 1910, the sixth great-grandson of Sir John Abelard made the mixture into a candy bar. It premiered at the World’s Fair in Brussels, and swiftly became the most popular confection in the world! But the formulation is a deep, dark secret. No one who aids in the manufacture has had the complete recipe. Ever! The main factory even buys some ingredients as a blind, so no one can guess by the incoming shipments what or how much goes into them. But they’re always delicious.”

            “I’ve eaten Abelard Bars with great pleasure,” Julia mused, mulling over the flavor in her mind. Her skill at breaking down a recipe began to tease the various facets out. In no time, she was certain of at least seven ingredients, but four more left her a bit puzzled, and she wasn’t at all sure of the proportions. Perhaps Dr. Carver could put his finger on those. “I had no idea that its history went back so far.”

            “They’re for sale in the general stores in my university town,” said Dr. George Washington Carver. The dark-skinned academic sat back in his chair and hooked his thumbs through his suspenders. “They are a fine treat. I admit trying to duplicate the recipe for myself and my family. In the end, it was cheaper and less worry to buy them. Three cents apiece isn’t worth my time. I’ve got a thousand projects in the works.”

            “Was Abelard one of those sweet, sticky brown masses that you brought to me?”asked Im-Hotep. The Egyptian noble felt uncomfortable in the heavy charcoal-gray woolen suit and thick black leather shoes Julia had insisted he wear. True, the weather necessitated more than the linen kilt and sandals to which he was accustomed. Julia had also required him to leave his heavy linen wig behind, so his shaved head was cold. “The fragrant sweetmeats?”

            “Well, yes,” Dr. Carver said. “The one in the blue wrapper. You said you liked it.”

            “Not the mess, however,” the Egyptian said. “You said it wouldn’t soil my fingers.”

            “That was the M&M’s, my friend,” the professor said, with a genial chuckle. “The panning process of the sugar and corn syrup makes the candy shell resistant to melting at body heat.”

            “The magical pastilles,” Im-Hotep said, with a knowing nod.

            Steven Mentzel looked puzzled at the conversation between Carver and Im-Hotep. How could the American professor understand the foreigner’s gibberish and vice versa? Mrs. Child’s eyes widened at his bemusement.

            “Oh, of course!” she exclaimed. She reached into the capacious black handbag at her side and emerged with a flat blue disk about the size of a half-dollar coin. “Eat this, dear man.” She pushed it toward Steven’s mouth. “Universal translator. A bit ahead of your time—and even mine— but necessary for people in our occupation. I’ve goosed the mixture a little. The originals taste so clinical.”

            Against his better judgment, Steven opened his mouth. Rather than needing to be chewed, the disk melted on his tongue and spread down his throat. He gagged, feeling the fragrant liquid rise up toward his sinuses, penetrating into his brain. Then, suddenly, the bronze-skinned man’s words made sense.

            “…I attempted to copy the process of the em-and-ems to contain medicines for the Pharaoh. She never cared for the flavor of tansy or other healing herbs, even though she needed them. Her Majesty did enjoy the em-and-ems, and they did her much good. Yet, in the end,” Im-Hotep emitted a great sigh, “she more greatly needed protection from her own machinations. Those of us who loved her deeply were no match for the one who despised her. No pill can cure hatred.”

            “Who are you?” Mentzel said, eyeing them all with a fearful gaze. “I know this lady from television, but she looks a lot younger than I’ve seen her. And you two—are you from history?”

            “Not from our point of view,” Dr. Carver said, with an easy smile. “We live in our own times, most of the time. It’s circumstances like this one that make us meet up and try to solve problems.” He chuckled again. “I find it refreshing. Allow me to introduce myself. I’m George Washington Carver. My friend here is Im-Hotep, from the 18th dynasty of Egypt. His Pharaoh is Queen Hapshetsut, a tough lady you might have heard of. Dates to about 1620 B.C. Mrs. Julia Child you already know. Now, what exactly do you need, young man?”

            Time travelers! Steven had to force the concept to make sense. Part of him was frightened out of his mind at the notion, but all three pairs of eyes fixed on his were sympathetic and intelligent. “M. Pepin didn’t explain it to me. He just said he knew people who were able to help people who needed… um… unusual assistance. I never dreamed she… I mean, you were one of those.”

            That made the three seated at the table with him laugh. Mrs. Child broke into a high-pitched whinny that was at the same time strangely musical.

            “Unusual, yes,” she said. “I thought I had lived down my reputation! But we and others who do what we do have become good friends, despite or perhaps because of our diverse backgrounds. When Jacques referred your problem to me, it seemed to me that you needed the three of us in particular. Dr. Carver is an expert in chemistry and microanalysis. Lord Im-Hotep is a physician as well as an architect. He understands complex construction, since your concern involves a locked room mystery—which I, too, find most intriguing. I worked for the OSS during the war—World War II to you—so I’m well-versed in confidential documents and the lengths people go to, to preserve their classified information. And we all love good food!”

            “Ma’am, I defer to you on knowing more about food than the two of us,” Dr. Carver said gallantly, “but I think you’ve defined our talents as far as this young man needs.”

            “You’re quite right, dear doctor. Tell us all about it, Steven.”

            Mentzel looked around the bar to make certain no one was close enough to overhear him. The server in the tuxedo vest with curly gray hair who had brought them their drinks stood a couple of yards away, wiping down a table. When Steven glanced in his direction, the waiter started toward them, but Steven waved him away. The man went back to his tasks. No one was seated at any of the nearby tables. He lowered his voice.

            “I got to work a few minutes late today—it is still today, isn’t it?” he asked the others. They nodded. “Well, I have a checklist of tasks I have to take care of every day. I check my inbox, both the basket on my desk and the one on my computer.… Uh, okay, you don’t need all of that. But item number eight is to go through the strongroom and make sure all the built-in safes are closed and locked, and that there’s no request for any of the artifacts or documents to be brought out for educational purposes, or the press, or some presentation. So, I went in there.” He trembled, remembering the horror that kept replaying itself in his memory. “The safe at the end of the room was ajar! I rubbed my eyes, thinking I had to be mistaken. I went to examine it, but it was empty! The document is in a big blue folder. That was there, but it was empty! You can imagine that my heart just stopped!

            “I heard some rustling around, and some voices. I ran out to see if I could catch the person who took the recipe. No one was there!” He raised pleading eyes to the others. “I need the parchment back in my hands. Or I’m responsible for a candy empire falling into ruin. It’s the center of the whole operation, the most important thing we have.”

            Lord Im-Hotep regarded him with narrowed brown eyes. “You claim the contents of the scroll are a secret, but they are already spread across the known world. The confection is made in more than one place, so others have knowledge of the contents. What you want returned to you is the symbol of that empire. I can call upon the finest scribes in Upper and Lower Egypt to duplicate it for you.”

            Mrs. Child held up a hand. “No forgery will do in this case, am I correct? Photographs or photocopies of this document exist?”

            “Yes,” Mentzer said, miserably. “If they compare a replica, I’m still out of a job. If word got out that the recipe is missing, the trademark is in jeopardy. The Abelards have always held tight to the concept that possession of the document constitutes proof of ownership. If someone else got it, they’d own the rights to manufacture Abelard chocolate.”

            “Then you require the original.” Dr. Carver slapped a hand down on the table. “I’m game to help with that.”

            “As am I,” said Im-Hotep, drawing down his black brows. “Woe betide he who steals written documents. The gods will curse him.”

            “I hope we will not have to involve any higher powers,” Julia said, with an indulgent smile for her friend. She signed to the waiter. “Check, please, Henry!”

            The gray-haired waiter bustled toward them and presented the check. Waving away Steven’s attempts to pay the bill, Julia fumbled in her capacious black leather handbag and produced a handful of money.

            “There you are, dear,” she said to the waiter. “We should be back later.”

            “Yes, Mrs. Child.” His expression said that the tip she left was generous. Steven found him liking her more and more.

            The bar wasn’t busy at that hour of the evening, though a few well-dressed people came and went through the revolving glass door. Mrs. Child looked around as they headed out.

            “Who are you looking for?” Steven asked.

            “Myself,” she said, peering up and down the busy Boston street. “It’s not a good sign. I usually come back to reassure me that we’ve succeeded. I wonder what’s holding me up?”

            “Maybe it’s just a delay,” the clerk suggested, concerned by the look on the tall woman’s face. “You couldn’t get back in time?”

            “It’s time travel,” Julia corrected him. “There’s always time to get back where you started.” She straightened her narrow shoulders with an air of resignation. “Perhaps it’s our last journey. It was bound to happen one day.”

            Steven was alarmed. “Maybe you just didn’t go?” He didn’t want to put anyone in harm’s way, even if it cost him his job. Still, he really needed their help.

            “No,” Im-Hotep said firmly. “Once our word is given, we go, regardless of danger. Now I am curious about the challenge you have set us.”

            “So am I,” Dr. Carver added. He straightened his shoulders. “Well, I never wanted to die in bed. Let’s go.”

            Steven followed them, feeling reassured and worried at the same time.

 

“W e had better begin at the beginning,” Mrs. Child said, pushing Steven forward through a checkpoint at the Public Broadcast Station’s main door. The uniformed guard there seemed surprised at first, then recognized one of the system’s greatest stars. With a big smile on his face, he waved them through. “We should examine the scene of the crime, at least a little before it happened.”

            She guided the group through the maze of the studio, stepping carefully over cables that snaked everywhere, dodging past technicians pushing equipment, and nodding to worried young women in headsets with arms full of papers, and into a small room. She flicked a switch, and a sign over the door lit up that said RECORDING.

            “That way no one will disturb us,” she said, shutting and locking the door behind her. From her handbag, she produced a glowing blue ring about eight inches across. From an inside pocket, Carver removed a similar ring, but gold in color. Lord Im-Hotep’s ring was green. Mrs. Child grabbed Steven’s hand.

            “Hold tight,” she said, her eyes twinkling. “I don’t want to lose you between here and last week.” She let out a peal of laughter at her witticism. Her companions grinned. “Dr. Carver, would you make the adjustments?”

            “Gladly,” the inventor said. He twisted parts of his ring as if he was rotating the tumblers of a safe, then nodded. “Ready.”

            Trembling, Steven clutched Mrs. Child’s fingers as the three of them touched the rings together. He squeezed his eyes shut and braced himself for an impact, a drop, an explosion, but…

            …But, nothing.

            Well, not nothing. His nose twitched at the familiar smells of chocolate, furniture polish, and old wood. He opened his eyes. His three companions were studying the wood-paneled room with its heavy-sashed windows and slightly crooked venetian blinds, varnished paintings on the walls.

            “We’re… in my office?” he said, uncertain even as the words left his lips. The old-fashioned partners desk that he shared with his secretary was empty. He looked at the clock. It said seven a.m. “How did we get here?”

            “Well, isn’t this where you intended us to be?” Mrs. Child asked. She swept an arm around. “I’ve been here before, of course, on Abelard’s three-hundredth anniversary. They gave me a most comprehensive tour. What a wonderful celebration that was!”

            “But… I mean, when?”

            “A little adjustment of Earth’s rotation,” Dr. Carver said to Steven, with a smile. “We can’t always get this close, but it saves the walk.”

            “By the angle of the sun, we are here before you arrived and discovered the strong room had been opened,” Im-Hotep said. “Show it to us.”

            Steven pulled his wits together. “Right this way,” he said. The room with the safes in it was beside his in the high-ceilinged corridor.

            “Do you smell kerosene?” Mrs. Child asked. The others looked blank.

            Dr. Carver shook his head. “Perhaps someone is using it to take stains out of something. It’s got many uses besides fuel.”

            Steven felt his hand trembling as he pulled out his key ring. The room should be completely safe. No visitor knew that the heavy wooden door had been reinforced with steel on the inside and multiple bolts that held it as securely as a bank vault. He inserted the longest and most complex key into the lock under the knob.

            “I’m the only one on site with a key,” he explained. “If I lost it, they’d have to get another from the safety deposit box at the First National Bank.”

            “We can wait in here until someone makes the attempt to break in,” Dr. Carver said, glancing around. “Then Steven here can catch the crook.”

            “But he didn’t see us when he came in later,” Mrs. Child corrected him. “Something must have prevented us from waiting, just like stopping me from appearing to reassure us that we succeeded. And I do smell kerosene.”

            Steven pulled open the door.

            “That is because the crime has already been committed,” Im-Hotep said. “Behold!”

            A light came on as the door swung open. Six man-height safes flanked the room like an honor guard to protect the shorter, older strongbox at the end of the small room. But they had not done their job. The seventh safe stood open. Steven ran to it.

            “No!” he wailed. Nothing was in the safe except a large blue folder. “It’s already gone! I never let the key out of my sight!”

            “Then there is another way in,” Mrs. Child said. “Under the floor? Through the ceiling?” Steven scanned the plasterwork above his head.

            “Not another way,” Im-Hotep said, examining the walls with an expert eye. “The wall between your office and this room is too thick. I have done similar work in stone. A compartment must be here somewhere.” He pounded on the wood paneling with the heel of his hand. One of the panels sounded hollow. The Egyptian pulled at it with his fingertips. It sprang open.

            A man with long silver hair glared out at them. A small, old-fashioned lantern swung from one hand. In the other, he held a large yellowing square of paper. The Abelard recipe!

            “That’s not yours!” Steven bellowed, diving for him. “Give it to me!”

            With a wry smile, the man shook his head. He stuffed the precious paper into the top of the lantern. Fire flared up, making the paper curl and blacken. Steven grabbed at it. Fire burned his hand, but he tried to save the document. It broke into hot ashes. Steven gasped at the pain. The stranger ground the fragments underneath his heel.

            Im-Hotep leaped for the man, but the stranger pulled a yellow ring out of his pocket. Before the Egyptian’s arms closed around him, he vanished.

            Steven threw himself to his knees beside the smear of ashes and let out a horrified wail. It was no longer a case of recovering the recipe. The priceless artifact had been destroyed! Nothing could save him now.

            “Well, well,” Dr. Carver said, rocking back on his heels. “Another time-traveler. There’s more going on here than we thought.”

            “Mr. Mentzel!” An appalled female voice came from behind him. “You know there is no smoking in these offices! I will call for the janitor right now!… Hello, Mrs. Child!” The voice turned simpering. “We didn’t know you were coming today. I’m Tessa Burton. We met at the Abelard Christmas party two years ago.”

            Mrs. Child immediately rose to the occasion. “Why, yes, I remember you, Ms. Burton! I was in the area and thought I would… drop in. Mr. Mentzel kindly offered us a cup of coffee.”

            Im-Hotep helped Steven to his feet. The clerk turned to face his nemesis. Tessa Burton, an assistant to the CEO and inveterate snoop, was always looking for ammunition to make others look bad. If she figured out what had just happened, she would make a huge fuss. He might even be arrested for destruction of private property!

            The thin woman ignored him and focused on the celebrity guest. “Please allow me to take you to Mr. Snodgrass’s office. Mr. Snodgrass has the best coffee. I would be delighted to make some for you!”

            “Is he here yet?” Mrs. Child asked, edging so she was standing between Tessa and Steven. “I would love to say hello.”

            “Not yet,” Tessa admitted. “He is coming in later on for a press conference. Abelard is announcing a merger with the London Chocolate Company! We’re going to take over their operations. They used to be part of Abelard,” she confided, dropping her voice. “But Abelard’s dominance in the field due to its wonderful candy has outstripped them for more than a century! The press is going to be admitted to the safe room to see the original recipe! Well, the folder, actually. No one gets to see the recipe.” She sniffed pointedly in Steven’s direction. “I’m sure Mr. Snodgrass would be thrilled to have you at the conference! You’re such a big celebrity and everything!”

            “I have an appointment this morning, but I suppose I could be here this afternoon,” Julia said. She must have picked up on Steven’s despair at Tessa’s arrival. No words could have been more telling than his expression. She took the woman by the arm and turned her away from the smear on the floor. “Don’t let me keep you. My friends have come a long way to have a talk with Mr. Mentzel. See you later!” She gave Tessa a gentle shove to send her on her way.

            Fortunately, the woman took the hint. She set off down the corridor, occasionally looking back with bemusement. Mrs. Child waited until she was out of sight.

            “Is there any hope of restoring it?” she asked.

            “No,” Im-Hotep said. “This papyrus was too old and dry. Nothing remains that could be pieced together.”

            “Parchment, surely?” Mrs. Child asked, looking puzzled. “Such an important document dating from the seventeenth century would have been inscribed on parchment or vellum.”

            “Im-Hotep’s right,” Dr. Carver said, rubbing ashes between his finger-tips. “This is plant-based. Looks like it was paper after all. Wish we were still using good quality like this. Modern paper wouldn’t last three hundred years.”

            “Who was the destroyer?” Im-Hotep asked, gesturing out of the door.

            “I don’t know,” Steven said, woefully. “He looked kind of familiar, but I don’t know why.” All he could think of was the loss of the priceless document.

            “Never mind,” Mrs. Child said. She smiled at Steven. “You need a replacement, so we have to go directly to the source. Lock the door! We’re going back to the studio!”

 

S teven plucked at the heavy brushed corduroy of his costume. Dark blue breeches, slashed around an embarrassingly prominent codpiece, belled out from his waistband. The white linen shirt felt itchy and hot underneath the tailored coat that buttoned right up to his neck. He poked a fingertip underneath the starched linen ruff tied around his neck to scratch. Why did the outfit have to be narrow on the top and huge on the bottom? And the shoes! Huge bows adorned each of his toes. He even wore a tricornered hat over a long, curled wig. If anyone from the office had seen him, he would have died.

            All four of them were dressed similarly, including Mrs. Child. The tights under the balloon breeches showed off good legs with muscular calves that rivaled either of the other men. She had combed her hair out so it touched her ruffled collar. People passing up and back on the crowded street paid no attention.

            “Without makeup I can pass for a man,” she said, holding open the door of the shop. A burst of noise exploded from inside. “Women aren’t allowed in these places! Ridiculous, but there you are.”

            Abelard’s Chocolate Room was doing fantastic business. The room was so tightly packed voices echoed off the high, ornately painted ceiling. A thin man with thinning hair answered the tall “man’s” hand signal, and gestured to a small circular table in the corner of the room near one of the crazy-quilt glass windows. Steven followed the others through the crowded room, trying not to let his pantaloons hit any of the other customers in the shoulder. The bulk of Im-Hotep’s long-skirted silver-trimmed coat over his breeches made the stocky Egyptian even wider.

            Steven tried to make sense of the fact that he was back in 17th century England, in the very chocolate shop that had made his employer’s ancestor famous. The clothes, hair styles, décor, shapes of the chairs and tables, were all strange and exotic to his modern eyes. The only thing that was familiar was the aroma. He smelled that mixture of chocolate and spices every working day of his life. He inhaled deeply. The scent gave him a tiny bit of confidence.

            “We’ll get Sir John to write out a new recipe for us,” Mrs. Child had explained while they rifled the public television studio’s costume department for clothing. “If it looks identical to the one that man destroyed, Abelard can’t be disgraced or endangered.”

            The thin man got them seated. “D’ye require tobacco, too, m’luds? Pastries?”

            “No, thank you,” Dr. Carver said, with a smile. “Just drinking chocolate. Is Sir John Abelard here today?”

            “Aye,” the thin man said, nodding toward a burly, bearded man in peach-colored brocade leaning against a pillar in the middle of the room. “’Tis him o’ there.”

            “If we might make our respects to him?” Dr. Carver asked.

            “I’ll see if he’s busy,” the server said. He glanced down at the coin Mrs. Child pressed into his palm. “Aye, sure that he’s got the time.”

            Steven looked around at the chocolate shop. From his studies he knew that chocolate predated coffee or tea as a popular drink. Chocolate shops were conversation salons, much more genteel than bars or pubs. Men had glanced up as the four of them entered, then gone right back to intense conversation.

            “Um, I don’t mean to be offensive, but…?” Steven bit his tongue.

            “But they don’t notice I’m black or my friend here is brown?” Dr. Carver asked, with a smile. “There were visitors to these isles from many southern nations during this time as well as the slaves in the Americas. We’re gentlemen and dressed accordingly. Clothes make the man, sad to say.”

            The thin man appeared. He set a tray down on the table and dealt out saucers, cups, and spoons to each of them. In the middle, he plunked down a silver shaker with a pierced top. The last thing was a tall, narrow covered pot with a handle sticking out one side.

            “I’ll pour, then, m’luds?” he asked.

            “Yes, please,” Mrs. Child said.

            Steam rose from the spout as the velvety brown liquid gurgled into each cup. It smelled so good Steven wanted to seize his and guzzle it. He managed to make himself wait until the server retreated.

            Julia lifted her cup. “To your very good health, gentlemen. And to the King!”

            Dr. Carver’s mouth twisted in a wry grin. “To the King!”

            Im-Hotep and Steven echoed the toast. Steven took his first sip of genuine, original Abelard chocolate. The smooth, fruity, warm liquid melted over his tongue like the language lozenge Mrs. Child had given him. The familiar taste of the spices was even more pronounced than in the 20th century candy bars. His taste buds wanted to dance for joy. It was good. No, it was great!

            “Brilliant!” Mrs. Child said, savoring her first mouthful. “It’s a symphony of flavor! No wonder he became famous!”

            The thin server made his way to the well-dressed gentleman in the center of the room. Sir John lowered his head to hear his employee speak under the hubbub. With a grin, he waded through the crowd to their table.

            “Welcome, me lords!” he said. Dr. Carver slid sideways on his bench to make room. The chocolatier sat down in a swirl of expensive coat-tails. “How may I serve?”

            “I have had chocolate in many places, but never any as good as yours,” Mrs. Child said, holding up her now-empty cup.

            “Why, thankee,” Sir John said, with satisfaction. “It’s true. No one’s is as good.”

            Julia nodded to her companions. “We would be interested in opening more shops under your name in our own cities, sir. Would you consider such a partnership? You would get half of our profits.”

            The humor in his chuckle didn’t extend to his eyes. “And cut off me own business, me lord? Nay. I’m not ready to expand yet.”

            Julia leaned a little closer. “Isn’t there any way we can persuade you, sir? What would be enough of a surety to convince you that we have your best interests in mind.”

            “As well as your own? Nothing. Nothing at all. Me recipe’s me own, and thus it will remain.” Sir John stood up and brushed down his clothes with an air of finality. “Is there anything else, me lords? I’ve got others I must attend to. Pray enjoy yourselves! Your second pot is on me. I’ll send the boy.”

            Disappointed, Steven watched him plow toward another customer and strike up a conversation.

            “That’s it,” he said. “I’m doomed. Abelard is doomed.”

            “Not so fast,” Dr. Carver said, holding up his cup. “I think I have figured out most of what’s in this.”

            Mrs. Child beamed at him. “So have I! Let’s compare notes.” She felt in her pockets. “Good heavens, I didn’t bring my notebook! It’s still in my purse back at the station.”

            “Nor did I,” Dr. Carver said. “Don’t concern yourself. Our memories are good enough.”

            “I have the implements for writing,” Im-Hotep said. From the broad pocket in the skirts of his coat, he drew sheets of yellow-white paper, a reed pen, and a round jar with a stopper.

            “Excellent, my friend,” Mrs. Child said. She sipped from her cup and lifted her eyes toward the ceiling. “Take this down: chocolate liquor, milk—no, cream—refined sugar, cloves, ginger, cinnamon, cardamom, a hint of black pepper.…”

            “The thickening has to be flour or corn starch,” Dr. Carver said. “Nutmeg, I’m sure of it. Allspice, but not too much.”

            “Grains of paradise,” Im-Hotep added. “But no saffron, turmeric, mustard, nothing woody or that leaves a colored residue.”

            “I believe you are right, my friend!” Mrs. Child exclaimed. “But what’s that last flavor? Sumac? Anise?”

            Dr. Carver smiled. “It’s not common anise, my friend. It’s star anise. Trade with the orient was well-established by now.”

            “Yes! Delightful.”

            Their second pot of chocolate arrived. The three continued to discuss the ingredients. Im-Hotep made notes in a backward scrawl that Steven couldn’t decipher, sanding out notations as the others corrected him. A third and a fourth pot arrived. Steven asked the pot boy for directions to the “necessary,” and found it was a smelly outhouse behind the long narrow shop in the alley. He was grateful to return to the table, where a fifth pot of chocolate had arrived and Mrs. Child had taken over the pen.

            “Very well, then,” she said. “Let’s make a clean list. Perhaps we can persuade Sir John to copy it out for us. We’ll tell him we will respect his confidence.”

            She spread out one of the new sheets of papyrus. Im-Hotep took a small knife from his kit and shaved the reed pen’s nib smooth.

            “How was it written out on the original document, Steven?” Mrs. Child asked.

            “It’s a list of ingredients, by proportion,” he said. “Sir John has really neat handwriting. I know it started with a pound of chocolate, ‘ground small.’ That’s what it said.”

            “Can you recall if we have deduced all of the spices?” Dr. Carver asked.

            Steven clutched his hair and got handfuls of his borrowed wig. “I don’t know! I think so! I just can’t remember. I’m not a cook.”

            “Well, we’ll do our best,” Mrs. Child said, soothingly. She dipped the pen into the jar of ink. “First, chocolate, one pound, ground small. There! Next?”

            “Cinnamon,” Steven said. He watched the pen point glide gracefully over the page, and had a tremendous sense of déjà vu strike him. “Yes, that’s just what it looked like.”

            “Good!” Dr. Carver said. “Then we’re getting it.”

            “No!” Steven exclaimed, feeling elation fill his belly. “I mean, it’s exactly what the Abelard recipe looks like!” He stared at Mrs. Child. “It was in your handwriting!”

            Julia’s eyes widened, and she beamed. “We came up with the formulation for Abelard chocolate?”

            “Well, that’s convenient,” Dr. Carver said, slapping Im-Hotep on the back. “And it means our friend here was right! It was written on papyrus, not parchment.”

            “Let’s finish jotting the ingredients down before we forget any,” Julia said. She went on writing. Steven’s spirits rose with every further notation. It was the Abelard recipe, for sure!

            “We will have to determine the proportions,” Im-Hotep said. “Precision makes all the difference in flavor and effect.”

            Mrs. Child nodded. “You are right as always, Lord Im-Hotep. Sir John won’t help out with that at all. Well, that will take some experimentation. My kitchen or your laboratory, Dr. Carver?”

            “How about the lab?” Dr. Carver asked. “I can obtain this whole list of ingredients in town. It might take a few days to test. My palate gets confused after three or four samples.”

            “Mine, too,” Mrs. Child said. “Best to space out the tests.”

            “But that could take weeks!” Steven protested. “Months!”

            Mrs. Child rose to her feet and patted him on the shoulder. “Stay here. We won’t be a moment!”

            She and Dr. Carver made their way out of the door, followed by Steven’s puzzled glance. He started to rise, but Im-Hotep held him back.

            In a moment, the two returned. Mrs. Child was beaming. Dr. Carver looked as though he had a stomach ache.

            “Those three weeks were hard on my digestion,” he said, shaking his head. “Too much chocolate!”

            “Can one ever have enough chocolate?” Mrs. Child asked. She handed Steven the rolled document. He opened the papyrus and scanned it. The proportions were there. Now that he saw them, he was certain they were right. And at the bottom, Mrs. Child had written This is proof of ownership. “There! Although it doesn’t say whose proof. No one will know but the four of us.” She gave them a conspiratorial smile. “Your job is safe, young man.”

            Steven looked at them in despair. “But we have to get it back to the office in time for the press conference!”

            “Time travel,” Mrs. Child reminded him. Her expression changed, and she tapped him on the arm. “Look there!”

            Steven glanced up. Sir John was having an argument with a silver-haired man. To Steven’s horror, he recognized him as the intruder they had confronted in the office strong room. The clerk sprang to his feet.

            The man recognized them, too. His eyes went wide with horror. He stormed toward the door, pushing customers out of his way. Sir John looked puzzled.

            Mrs. Child grabbed Steven by the arm and pulled him down onto the bench.

            “We have to go after him!” Steven exclaimed.

            “No, we don’t,” she said, gently. “We have all the time in the world to correct the recipe, even to make multiple copies of it with the genuine ink and paper, in the genuine handwriting of the original.” She let out her trilling laugh. “Me! Even if he destroyed them all, I can just write out another one.”

            Lord Im-Hotep peered at Steven. “You said you recognized him. Who is he?”

            Steven urged his memory to fit the face to a place and time. He was certain he had seen the man in the office somewhere. The office.…

            The paintings!

            “He’s an Abelard,” Steven blurted out. “He’s… Roger Abelard, Sir John’s older brother. He’s the one who founded the London Chocolate Company and tried to compete. The family journals said he was always jealous of John. He never got knighted, you see.”

            “Hmmm,” said Mrs. Child. “So, he moved in time to try to sabotage the empire that his brother created. Absolutely, he must be in league with his own descendants. I wonder if he’s tried before?”

            “Jealousy is a powerful spur,” Im-Hotep acknowledged.

            “But he loses again,” Dr. Carver said. “Someone will have to work out how he got a hold of a travel ring, but that’s a job for enforcement, not us.”

            “And close up that place of concealment, Steven Mentzel,” the Egyptian said sternly. “If it has served once, it could again.”

            “I will!” Steven said, joy bubbling through him. He poured more chocolate for all of them and held up his cup. “Thank you! All of you!”

            Julia Child sipped her toast. “And I have just figured out why I didn’t come back to let myself know that we succeeded.”

            “Why not?” Dr. Carver asked.

            “Well, we have to be at that press conference!” she said, and smiled at Steven. “And so do you, young man. I know you’ll get there just in time.”


  The Jurors by Lawrence Watt-Evans



 

 

T hree time travelers watched as the young man walked into the room and took the chair on the opposite side of the table. He set a small rectangular object on the table; colors flickered across its surface.

            He cleared his throat. “Good morning,” he said. “My name is Tobe Carlsen, and I am here to explain your situation.”

            The younger of the male time travelers folded his hands behind his head, leaned back, and said, “Please do. I understand we are in what we would consider the future?”

            “That’s right, Mr. Fitzgerald. You are roughly a century and a half from the time of your death.”

            Fitzgerald frowned. “Go on.”

            “First, I don’t know whether you’ve introduced yourselves. Ms. Wollstonecraft—”

            “Mrs. Godwin,” she interrupted.

            “I’m sorry,” Carlsen said. “Mrs. Godwin, then. This is Mary Wollstonecraft Godwin, who died in 1797, at the age of thirty-eight, from complications of the birth of her second child.”

            As this exchange took place, Fitzgerald sat up and unfolded his hands, giving the woman a curious look.

            Carlsen turned to the older man. “General William Tecumseh Sherman, U.S. Army, retired. Died of pneumonia in 1891, aged seventy-one.” Fitzgerald gave Sherman a startled glance, then returned his attention to Carlsen as the man said, “And Mr. F. Scott Fitzgerald, died of heart failure in 1940, aged forty-four.”

            “If we are dead, how is it we are here?” Sherman demanded. “Surely this isn’t the afterlife.”

            “No, it isn’t,” Carlsen agreed. “This is the city of Seattle in the year 2096, and you were brought here by means of a machine that allows us to travel through time. We abducted each of you from as close as we could manage to the instant of your death, brought you to our own era, and cured you of the ailments that killed you, keeping you asleep while we did so. We also made lifeless copies of your bodies, dressed them in the clothes you were wearing when you died, and left them in your places, so that your absence would not be noticed.”

            “I assume you realize this is quite incredible,” Sherman said.

            “Oh, I know. It’s still true. You may be wondering why we did this— why abduct anyone, and more specifically, why you three.”

            “Yes,” Godwin said. Both men nodded.

            “Recently a person named Rasheeda Cho led an insurrection against the governments of Europe and North America. Rasheeda was defeated and arrested, and was to be brought to trial, when we encountered a difficulty. Our law requires an impartial jury. Well, in Rasheeda’s case, we couldn’t find an impartial jury.” He tapped his rectangular device. “We have methods of communication that had allowed everyone to watch the events of the insurrection, and everyone we approached already had a very strong opinion on Rasheeda’s guilt or innocence.

            “At the same time, the scientists—I’m sorry, Mrs. Godwin, that word is from beyond your time; the scholars—who had recently constructed a time-traveling machine were eager to find a way to put it to use, and suggested that we draw our jurors from the past, as a demonstration that their work could be of practical value. We agreed.

            “We required jurors who read and speak fluent English, since the trial would be conducted in English. We needed people where we knew enough of the details of their deaths to be able to find them, and take them without being seen. We preferred people who had written extensively, so that we could analyze their attitudes and beliefs. From the candidates who met these standards, you three were chosen for your clarity of thought and your experience of revolutions and their effects.”

            “Experience of revolutions?” Fitzgerald asked, startled. “I was? I mean, Mrs. Godwin saw the French Revolution first-hand, and General Sherman fought in the War Between the States, but what did I do?”

            “You closely observed the class conflicts of the Jazz Age and the Great Depression,” Carlsen replied. “A social revolution, rather than a political one.”

            Fitzgerald grimaced. “I think you got the wrong man.”

            “Why only three of us?” Sherman demanded, before Carlsen could respond. “Or are there nine more in other rooms somewhere?”

            Carlsen sighed. “I was coming to that. The operation was under way, and you three had been retrieved, when the entire project was shut down.”

            “Why?” Fitzgerald asked. “You decided it was too dangerous?”

            “No. Because Rasheeda was assassinated while awaiting trial.”

            “Assassinated?” Sherman asked.

            Carlsen nodded.

            “So you don’t have any use for us?” Fitzgerald said. “You went to all this trouble for nothing?”

            “That’s right.” He shifted in his chair. “Well, not really for nothing. We proved our methods worked. You’re here, and alive.”

            “All right,” Fitzgerald said. “I suppose we should be grateful for that, but now what? Are we going to be returned to our deathbeds? Or rather, these two to their deathbeds, and I to the living room floor?”

            “No. We are not going to save your lives only to kill you again. You will stay in this time, and you are free to go. We will assist you in adjusting to our era.”

            “You aren’t taking us back to our own times?” Fitzgerald asked.

            “No,” Carlsen said unhappily. “We don’t dare. We’re afraid your presence would alter the course of history, so that our own time would not exist.”

            “I do not understand that,” Godwin said.

            “It is recorded history that you, Ms… Mrs. Godwin, died in 1797. If you were to be found alive in 1798, the world would change in ways we cannot predict—though in your case, we do know one change that would alter our world. If you had lived to raise your daughter Mary, she would almost certainly not have written the novel Frankenstein, with its theme of parental abandonment. The development of modern literature would be completely different.”

            Godwin’s eyes widened. “What? What are you saying?”

            “I hate to say it, Mrs. Godwin, but he has a point,” Fitzgerald said. “Frankenstein was unbelievably influential, and not just in literature.”

            “My Mary became a writer? A novelist?” Godwin looked thunderstruck.

            No one answered her. “That’s fine for her,” Sherman said, “but what about me? I was retired and no longer doing anything of importance, just giving speeches.”

            “We cannot say what effect your survival might have had, General. It’s true there is nothing as obvious as Frankenstein, but you were still politically influential, whether you intended to be or not.”

            “I did not.”

            “Nevertheless.”

            “And I suppose you’re afraid I might actually write that masterpiece I wanted to write,” Fitzgerald said. “A book added, rather than lost.”

            “Yes, Mr. Fitzgerald. You understand. Though you will be interested to know that Edmund Wilson published your unfinished final novel, The Last Tycoon. Had you been able to complete it… but you weren’t.”

            “He did… what? Well, damn!”

            “If we can’t go back, then what are we supposed to do?” Sherman demanded.

            “Whatever you wish. I’m sure historians will be eager to interview you, and you might become speakers or lecturers—you are, of course, more knowledgeable about your own times and your own works than anyone born in our century can ever be, and many people are interested in hearing about your experiences. Your speeches will be in as much demand here as in your own time, General, though the crowds will be virtual, rather than filling lecture halls.”

            “What does that mean?”

            “We’ll explain that.”

            “I will want to read my dear child’s novel—what was the title, again?”

            “Frankenstein,” Fitzgerald replied. “It’s very good, but… perhaps not what you might expect.”

            Carlsen cleared his throat. “We will need to acquaint you with the basics of modern civilization. Simply putting you out on the street without guidance would be cruel. Mrs. Godwin, in your case we think we should also provide an interpreter; English has changed somewhat in the last three hundred years.”

            “I would appreciate that,” she said.

            “Good.” Carlsen nodded, then rose. “We’ll install one. I will be back in a moment.” He turned, and left the room.

            For a moment the three sat silently. Then Fitzgerald said, “Install?”

            “That is what he said,” Sherman said. “What he meant I cannot say. This entire situation is extremely strange.”

            “You can say that again!” Fitzgerald agreed. “It’s something I wouldn’t expect to find in the most lurid pulp magazines, let alone experience first-hand!”

            “Pulp magazines?” Godwin asked.

            “Well, the General would know them as dime novels, I suppose, but I’m damned if I can think of an equivalent from your time. Newgate Calendars, perhaps?”

            “Oh,” Godwin said, looking only slightly less puzzled.

            “I might not be entirely convinced this is real, even yet, if not for the incidental details such as these ‘pulp magazines’,” Sherman said. “I’d say this must be some last-minute delirium, save I don’t believe I have the imagination to come up with it all, even in my death throes.”

            “And that from one of the more imaginative military men in our history,” Fitzgerald remarked. “The idiots in command in Europe in 1914 hadn’t half your intelligence or imagination.”

            “Was there a war in 1914? I wouldn’t know,” Sherman said, a bit stiffly.

            “Of course not. But there was, and rest assured, the best of their generals were bumbling fools compared to you. I read your memoirs— you’re a brave and talented man, General. The men running the Great War were not. I volunteered in 1917 because I thought serving under them would be a more respectable way to die than outright suicide, but I didn’t get sent to the front in time to pull that off.”

            Godwin listened to this with growing interest. “You wished to die?” she asked.
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