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      Enter the SF Gateway …


      In the last years of the twentieth century (as Wells might have put it), Gollancz, Britain’s oldest and most distinguished science fiction imprint, created the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series. Dedicated to re-publishing the English language’s finest works of SF and Fantasy, most of which were languishing out of print at the time, they were – and remain – landmark lists, consummately fulfilling the original mission statement:


      ‘SF MASTERWORKS is a library of the greatest SF ever written, chosen with the help of today’s leading SF writers and editors. These books show that genuinely innovative SF is as exciting today as when it was first written.’


      Now, as we move inexorably into the twenty-first century, we are delighted to be widening our remit even more. The realities of commercial publishing are such that vast troves of classic SF & Fantasy are almost certainly destined never again to see print. Until very recently, this meant that anyone interested in reading any of these books would have been confined to scouring second-hand bookshops. The advent of digital publishing has changed that paradigm for ever.


      The technology now exists to enable us to make available, for the first time, the entire backlists of an incredibly wide range of classic and modern SF and fantasy authors. Our plan is, at its simplest, to use this technology to build on the success of the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series and to go even further.


      Welcome to the new home of Science Fiction & Fantasy. Welcome to the most comprehensive electronic library of classic SFF titles ever assembled.


      Welcome to the SF Gateway.




      

      ONE


      

      Sam the guru was a black man, and his people up the line had been slaves – and before that, kings. I wondered about mine.

         Generations of sweaty peasants, dying weary? Or conspirators, rebels, great seducers, swordsmen, thieves, traitors, pimps,

         dukes, scholars, failed priests, translators from the Gheg and the Tosk, courtesans, dealers in used ivories, short-order

         cooks, butlers, stockbrokers, coin-trimmers? All those people I had never known and would never be, whose blood and lymph

         and genes I carry – I wanted to know them. I couldn’t bear the thought of being separated from my own past. I hungered to

         drag my past about with me like a hump on my back, dipping into it when the dry seasons came.

      


      

      ‘Ride the time-winds, then,’ said Sam the guru.


      

      I listened to him. That was how I got into the time-traveling business.


      

      Now I have been up the line. I have seen those who wait for me in the millennia gone by. My past hugs me as a hump.


      

      Pulcheria!


      

      Great-great-multi-great-grandmother!


      

      If we had never met—


      

      If I had stayed out of the shop of sweets and spices—


      

      If dark eyes and olive skin and high breasts had meant nothing to me, Pulcheria—


      

      My love. My lustful ancestress. You ache me in my dreams. You sing to me from up the line.




      

      TWO


      

      He was really black. The family had been working at it for five or six generations now, since the Afro Revival period. The

         idea was to purge the gonads of the hated slave-master genes, which of course had become liberally entangled in Sam’s lineage

         over the years. There was plenty of time for Massa to dip the wick between centuries seventeen and nineteen. Starting about

         1960, though, Sam’s people had begun to undo the work of the white devils by mating only with the ebony of hue and woolly of hair. Judging by the family portraits Sam showed me, the starting point was a café-au-lait

         great-great-grandmother. But she married an ace-of-spades exchange student from Zambia or one of those funny little temporary

         countries, and their eldest son picked himself a Nubian princess, whose daughter married an elegant ebony buck from Mississippi,

         who—

      


      

      ‘Well, my grandfather looked decently brown as a result of all this,’ Sam said, ‘but you could see the strain of the mongrel

         all over him. We had darkened the family hue by three shades, but we couldn’t pass for pure. Then my father was born and his

         genes reverted. In spite of everything. Light skin and a high-bridged nose and thin lips – a mingler, a monster. Genetics

         must play its little joke on an earnest family of displaced Africans. So Daddo went to a helix parlor and had the caucasoid

         genes edited, accomplishing in four hours what the ancestors hadn’t managed to do in eighty years, and here I be. Black and

         beautiful.’

      


      

      Sam was about thirty-five years old. I was twenty-four. In the spring of ‘59 we shared a two-room suite in Under New Orleans.

         It was Sam’s suite, really, but he invited me to split it with him when he found out I had no place to stay. He was working

         then part time as an attendant in a sniffer palace.

      


      

      I was fresh off the pod out of Newer York, where I was supposed to have been third assistant statutory law clerk to Judge

         Mattachine of the Manhattan County More Supreme Court, Upper. Political patronage got me the job, of course, not brains. Statutory

         law clerks aren’t supposed to have brains; it gets the computers upset. After eight days with Judge Mattachine my patience

         eroded and I hopped the first pod southbound, taking with me all my earthly possessions, consisting of my toothflash and blackhead

         remover, my key to the master information output, my most recent thumb-account statement, two changes of clothing, and my

         lucky piece, a Byzantine gold coin, a nomisma of Alexius I. When I reached New Orleans I got out and wandered down through

         the underlevels until my feet took me into the sniffer palace on Under Bourbon Street, Level Three. I confess that what attracted

         me inside were two jiggly girls who swam fully submerged in a tank of what looked like and turned out to be cognac. Their

         names were Helen and Betsy and for a while I got to know them quite well. They were the sniffer palace’s lead-in vectors, what they used to call come-ons in the atomic days. Wearing gillmasks,

         they displayed their pretty nudities to the by-passers, promising but never quite delivering orgiastic frenzies. I watched

         them paddling in slow circles, each gripping the other’s left breast, and now and then a smooth thigh slid between the thighs

         of Helen or Betsy as the case may have been, and they smiled beckoningly at me and finally I went in.

      


      

      Sam came up to greet me. He was maybe three meters tall in his build-ups, and wore a jock and a lot of oil. Judge Mattachine

         would have loved him. Sam said, ‘Evening, white folks, want to buy a dream?’

      


      

      ‘What do you have going?’


      

      ‘Sado, maso, homo, lesbo, inter, outer, upper, downer and all the variants and deviants.’ He indicated the charge plate. ‘Take

         your pick and put your thumb right here.’

      


      

      ‘Can I try samples first?’


      

      He looked closely. ‘What’s a nice Jewish boy like you doing in a place like this?’


      

      ‘Funny. I was just going to ask you the same thing.’


      

      ‘I’m hiding from the Gestapo,’ Sam said. ‘In blackface. Yisgadal v’yiskadash—’

      


      

      ‘—adonai elohainu,’ I said. ‘I’m a Revised Episcopalian, really.’

      


      

      ‘I’m First Church of Christ Voudoun. Shall I sing a nigger hymn?’


      

      ‘Spare me,’ I told him. ‘Can you introduce me to the girls in the tank?’


      

      ‘We don’t sell flesh here, white folks, only dreams.’


      

      ‘I don’t buy flesh, I just borrow it a little while.’


      

      ‘The one with the bosom is Betsy. The one with the backside is Helen. Quite frequently they’re virgins, and then the price

         is higher. Try a dream instead. Look at those lovely masks. You sure you don’t want a sniff?’

      


      

      ‘Sure I’m sure.’


      

      ‘Where’d you get that Newer York accent?’


      

      I said, ‘In Vermont, on summer vacation. Where’d you get that shiny black skin?’


      

      ‘My daddy bought it for me in a helix parlor. What’s your name?’


      

      ‘Jud Elliott. What’s yours?’


      

      ‘Sambo Sambo.’


      

      ‘Sounds repetitious. Mind if I call you Sam?’

      


      

      ‘Many people do. You live in Under New Orleans now?’


      

      ‘Just off the pod. Haven’t found a place.’


      

      ‘I get off work at 0400. So do Helen and Betsy. Let’s all go home with me,’ said Sam.




      

      THREE


      

      I found out a lot later that he also worked part time in the Time Service. That was a real shocker, because I always thought

         of Time Servicemen as stuffy, upright, hopelessly virtuous types, square-jawed and clean-cut – overgrown Boy Scouts. And my

         black guru was and is anything but that. Of course, I had a lot to learn about the Time Service, as well as about Sam.

      


      

      Since I had a few hours to kill in the sniffer palace he let me have a mask, free, and piped cheery hallucinations to me.

         When I came up and out, Sam and Helen and Betsy were dressed and ready to go. I had trouble recognizing the girls with their

         clothes on. Betsy for bosoms, was my mnemonic, but in their Missionary sheaths they were indistinguishable. We all went down

         three levels to Sam’s place and plugged in. As the good fumes rose and clothes dropped away, I found Betsy again and we did

         what you might have expected us to do, and I discovered that eight nightly hours of total immersion in a tank of cognac gave

         her skin a certain burnished glow and did not affect her sensory responses in any negative way.

      


      

      Then we sat in a droopy circle and smoked weed and the guru drew me out.


      

      ‘I am a graduate student in Byzantine history,’ I declared.


      

      ‘Fine, fine. Been there?’


      

      ‘To Istanbul? Five trips.’


      

      ‘Not Istanbul. Constantinople.’


      

      ‘Same place,’ I said.


      

      ‘Is it?’


      

      ‘Oh,’ I said. ‘Constantinople. Very expensive.’

      


      

      ‘Not always,’ said black Sam. He touched his thumb to the ignition of a new weed, leaned forward tenderly, put it between

         my lips. ‘Have you come to Under New Orleans to study Byzantine history?’

      


      

      ‘I came to run away from my job.’

      


      

      ‘Tired of Byzantium so soon?’


      

      ‘Tired of being third assistant statutory law clerk to Judge Mattachine of the Manhattan County More Supreme Court, Upper.’


      

      ‘You said you were—’


      

      ‘I know. Byzantine is what I study. Law clerk is what I do. Did.’

      


      

      ‘Why?’


      

      ‘My uncle is Justice Elliott of the U.S. Higher Supreme Court. He thought I ought to get into a decent line of work.’


      

      ‘You don’t have to go to law school to be a law clerk?’


      

      ‘Not any more,’ I explained. ‘The machines do all the data retrieval, anyway. The clerks are just courtiers. They congratulate

         the judge on his brilliance, procure for him, submit to him, and so forth. I stuck it for eight days and podded out.’

      


      

      ‘You have troubles,’ Sam said sagely.


      

      ‘Yes. I’ve got a simultaneous attack of restlessness, Weltschmerz, tax liens, and unfocused ambition.’


      

      ‘Want to try for tertiary syphilis?’ Helen asked.


      

      ‘Not just now.’


      

      ‘If you had a chance to attain your heart’s desire,’ said Sam, ‘would you take it?’


      

      ‘I don’t know what my heart’s desire is.’


      

      ‘Is that what you mean when you say you’re suffering from unfocused ambitions?’


      

      ‘Part of it.’


      

      ‘If you knew what your heart’s desire was, would you lift a finger to seize it?’


      

      ‘I would,’ I said.


      

      ‘I hope you mean that,’ Sam told me, ‘because if you don’t, you’ll have your bluff called. Just stick around here.’


      

      He said it very aggressively. He was going to force happiness on me whether I liked it or not.


      

      We switched partners and I made it with Helen, who had a firm white tight backside and was a virtuoso of the interior muscles.

         Nevertheless she was not my heart’s desire. Sam gave me a three-hour sleepo and took the girls home. In the morning, after

         a scrub, I inspected the suite and observed that it was decorated with artifacts of many times and places: a Sumerian clay

         tablet, a stirrup cup from Peru, a goblet of Roman glass, a string of Egyptian faience beads, a medieval mace and suit of chain mail, several copies

         of The New York Times from 1852 and 1853, a shelf of books bound in blind-stamped calf, two Iroquois false-face masks, an immense array of Africana,

         and a good deal else, cluttering every available alcove, aperture, and orifice. In my fuddled way I assumed that Sam had antiquarian

         leanings and drew no deeper conclusions. A week later I noticed that everything in his collection seemed newly made. He is

         a forger of antiquities, I told myself. ‘I am a part-time employee of the Time Service,’ black Sam insisted.

      




      

      FOUR


      

      ‘The Time Service,’ I said, ‘is populated by square-jawed Boy Scouts. Your jaw is round.’


      

      ‘And my nose is flat, yes. And I am no Boy Scout. However, I am a part-time employee of the Time Service.’


      

      ‘I don’t believe it. The Time Service is staffed entirely by nice boys from Indiana and Texas. Nice white boys of all races,

         creeds, and colors.’

      


      

      ‘That’s the Time Patrol,’ said Sam. ‘I’m a Time Courier.’


      

      ‘There’s a difference?’


      

      ‘There’s a difference.’


      

      ‘Pardon my ignorance.’


      

      ‘Ignorance can’t be pardoned. Only cured.’


      

      ‘Tell me about the Time Service.’


      

      ‘There are two divisions,’ Sam said. ‘The Time Patrol and the Time Couriers. The people who tell ethnic jokes end up in the

         Time Patrol. The people who invent ethnic jokes end up as Time Couriers. Capisce?’


      

      ‘Not really.’


      

      ‘Man, if you’re so dumb, why ain’t you black?’ Sam asked gently. ‘Time Patrolmen do the policing of paradoxes. Time Couriers

         take the tourists up the line. Couriers hate the Patrol, Patrol hates Couriers. I’m a courier. I do the Mali-Ghana-Gao-Kush-Aksum-Kongo

         route in January and February, and in October and November I do Sumer, Pharaonic Egypt, and sometimes the Nazca-Mochica-Inca

         run. When they’re shorthanded I fill in on Crusades, Magna Carta, 1066, and Agincourt. Three times now I’ve done the Fourth

         Crusade taking Constantinople, and twice the Turks in 1453. Eat your heart out, white folks.’

      


      

      ‘You’re making this up, Sam!’


      

      ‘Sure I am, sure. You see all this stuff here? Smuggled right down the line by yours truly, out past the Time Patrol, not

         a thing they suspected except once. Time Patrol tried to arrest me in Istanbul, 1563, I cut his balls off and sold him to

         the Sultan for ten bezants. Threw his timer in the Bosphorus and left him to rot as a eunuch.’

      


      

      ‘You didn’t!’


      

      ‘No, I didn’t,’ Sam said. ‘Would have, though.’


      

      My eyes glistened. I sensed my unknown heart’s desire vibrating just beyond my grasp. ‘Smuggle me up the line to Byzantium,

         Sam!’

      


      

      ‘Go smuggle yourself. Sign on as a Courier.’


      

      ‘Could I?’


      

      ‘They’re always hiring. Boy, where’s your sense? A graduate student in history, you call yourself, and you’ve never even thought of a Time Service job?’

      


      

      ‘I’ve thought of it,’ I said indignantly. ‘It’s just that I never thought of it seriously. It seems – well, too easy. To strap on a timer and visit any era that ever was – that’s cheating, Sam, do you know what I mean?’

      


      

      ‘I know what you mean, but you don’t know what you mean. I’ll tell you your trouble, Jud. You’re a compulsive loser.’


      

      I knew that. How did he know it so soon?


      

      He said, ‘What you want most of all is to go up the line, like any other kid with two synapses and a healthy honker. So you

         turn your back on that, and instead of signing up you let them nail you with a fake job, which you run away from at the earliest

         possible opportunity. Where are you now? What’s ahead? You’re, what, twenty-two years old—’

      


      

      ‘—twenty-four—’


      

      ‘—and you’ve just unmade one career, and you haven’t made move one on the other, and when I get tired of you I’ll toss you

         out on your thumb, and what happens when the money runs dry?’

      


      

      I didn’t answer.


      

      He went on, ‘I figure you’ll run out of stash in six months, Jud. At that point you can sign up as stoker for a rich widow, pick a good one out of the Throbbing Crotch Registry—’

      


      

      ‘Yigg.’


      

      ‘Or you can join the Hallucination Police and help to preserve objective reality—’


      

      ‘Yech.’


      

      ‘Or you can return to the More Supreme Court and surrender your lily-white to Judge Mattachine—’


      

      ‘Blugh.’


      

      ‘Or you can do what you should have done all along, which is to enroll as a Time Courier. Of course, you won’t do that, because

         you’re a loser, and losers infallibly choose the least desirable alternative. Right?’

      


      

      ‘Wrong, Sam.’


      

      ‘Balls.’


      

      ‘Are you trying to make me angry?’


      

      ‘No, love.’ He lit a weed for me. ‘I go on duty at the sniffer palace in half an hour. Would you mind oiling me?’


      

      ‘Oil yourself, you anthropoid. I’m not laying a hand on your lovely black flesh.’


      

      ‘Ah! Aggressive heterosexuality rears its ugly head!’


      

      He stripped to his jock and poured oil into his bath machine. The machine’s arms moved in spidery circles and started to polish

         him to a high gloss.

      


      

      ‘Sam,’ I said, ‘I want to join the Time Service.’




      

      
FIVE



      

PLEASE ANSWER ALL QUESTIONS
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      SIX


      

      Very little of the foregoing really mattered. I was supposed to keep the application on my person, like a talisman, in case

         anybody in the Time Service bureaucracy really wanted to see it as I moved through the stages of enrolling; but all that was

         actually necessary was my Citizen Registry Number, which gave the Time Service folk full access to everything else I had put

         on the form except my Reason for Entering Time Service, and much more besides. At the push of a node the master data center

         would disgorge not only my height, weight, date of birth, hair color, eye color, racial index, blood group, and academic background,

         but also a full list of all illnesses I had suffered, vaccinations, my medical and psychological checkups, sperm count, mean

         body temperature by seasons, size of all bodily organs including penis both flaccid and erect, all my places of residence,

         my kin to the fifth degree and the fourth generation, current bank balance, pattern of financial behaviour, tax status, voting

         performance, record of arrests if any, preference in pets, shoe size, et cetera. Privacy is out of fashion, they tell me.

      


      

      Sam waited in the waiting room, molesting the hired help, while I was filling out my application. When I had finished my paperwork

         he rose and conducted me down a spiraling ramp into the depths of the Time Service building. Squat hammerheaded robots laden

         with equipment and documents rolled beside us on the ramp. A door in the wall opened and a secretary emerged; as she crossed

         our path Sam gave her a lusty tweaking of the nipples and she ran away shrieking. He goosed one of the robots, too. They call

         it appetite for life. ‘Abandon all hope, ye who enter here,’ Sam said. ‘I play the part well, don’t I?’

      


      

      ‘What part, Satan?’


      

      ‘Virgil,’ he said. ‘Your friendly spade guide to the nether regions. Turn left here.’


      

      We stepped onto a dropshaft and went down a long way.


      

      We appeared in a large steamy room at least fifty meters high and crossed a swaying rope bridge far above the floor. ‘How,’

         I asked, ‘is a new man who doesn’t have a guide supposed to find his way around in this building?’

      


      

      ‘With difficulty,’ said Sam.


      

      The bridge led us into a glossy corridor lined with gaudy doors. One door had SAMUEL HERSHKOWITZ lettered on it in cutesy

         psychedelic lettering, real antiquarian stuff. Sam jammed his face into the scanner slot and the door instantly opened. We

         peered into a long narrow room, furnished in archaic fashion with blowup plastic couches, a spindly desk, even a typewriter,

         for God’s sake. Samuel Hershkowitz was a long, long, lean individual with a deeply tanned face, curling mustachios, sideburns,

         and a yard of chin. At the sight of Sam he came capering across the desk and they embraced furiously.

      


      

      ‘Soul brother!’ cried Samuel Hershkowitz.


      

      ‘Landsmann!’ yelled Sam the Guru.

      


      

      They kissed cheekwise. They hugged. They pounded shoulders. Then the split and Hershkowitz looked at me and said, ‘Who!’


      

      ‘New recruit. Jud Elliott. Naive, but he’ll do for the Byzantium run. Knows his stuff.’


      

      ‘You have an application, Elliott?’ Hershkowitz asked.


      

      I produced it. He scanned it briefly and said, ‘Never married, eh? You a pervo-deviant?’


      

      ‘No, sir.’


      

      ‘Just an ordinary queer?’


      

      ‘No, sir.’


      

      ‘Scared of girls?’


      

      ‘Hardly, sir. I’m just not interested in taking on the permanent responsibilities of marriage.’


      

      ‘But you are hetero?’

      


      

      ‘Mainly, sir,’ I said, wondering if I had said the wrong thing.


      

      Samuel Hershkowitz tugged at his sideburns. ‘Our Byzantium Couriers have to be above reproach, you understand. The prevailing

         climate up that particular line is, well, steamy. You can futz around all you want in the year 2059, but when you’re a Courier

         you need to maintain a sense of perspective. Amen. Sam, you vouch for this kid?’

      


      

      ‘I do.’


      

      ‘That’s good enough for me. But let’s just run a check, to be sure he isn’t wanted for a capital crime. We had a sweet, clean-cut

         kid apply last week, asking to do the Golgotha run, which of course requires real tact and saintliness, and when I looked into him I found he was wanted for causing protoplasmic decay in Indiana. And several other offenses. So,

         thus. We check.’ He activated his data outlet, fed in my identification number, and got my dossier on his screen. It must

         have matched what I had put on my application, because after a quick inspection he blanked it, nodded, keyed in some notations

         of his own, and opened his desk. He took from it a smooth flat tawny thing that looked like a truss and tossed it to me. ‘Drop

         your pants and put this on,’ he said. ‘Show him how, Sam.’

      


      

      I pressed the snap and my trousers fell. Sam wrapped the truss around my hips and clasped it in place; it closed seamlessly

         upon itself as though it had always been one piece. ‘This,’ said Sam, ‘is your timer. It’s cued in to the master shunt system,

         synchronized to pick up the waves of transport impulses as they come forth. As long as you don’t let it run out of phlogiston,

         this little device is capable of moving you to any point in time within the last seven thousand years.’

      


      

      ‘No earlier?’


      

      ‘Not with this model. They aren’t allowing unrestricted travel to the prehistoric yet, anyway. We’ve got to open this thing

         up era by era, with care. Attend to me, now. The operating controls are simplicity itself. Right here, just over your left-hand

         Fallopian tubes, is a microswitch that controls backward and forward motion. In order to travel, you merely describe a semicircle

         with your thumb against this pressure point: from hip toward navel to go back in time, from navel toward hip to go forward.

         On this side is your fine tuning, which takes some training to use. You see the laminated dial – year, month, day, hour, minute?

         Yes, you’ve got to squint a little to read it; that can’t be helped. The years are calibrated in B.P. – Before Present – and the months are numbered, and so on. The trick lies in being able to make an instant calculation of

         your destination – 843 years B.P., five months, eleven days, and so on – and setting the dials. It’s mostly arithmetic, but you’d be surprised how many people

         can’t translate February 11, 1192 into a quantity of years, months, and days ago. Naturally you’ll have to master the knack

         if you’re going to be a Courier, but don’t worry about that now.’

      


      

      He paused and looked up at Hershkowitz, who said to me, ‘Sam is now going to give you your preliminary disorientation test. If you pass, you’re in.’

      


      

      Sam strapped on a timer also.


      

      ‘Ever shunted before?’ he asked.


      

      ‘Never.’


      

      ‘We gonna have some fun, baby.’ He leered. ‘I’ll set your dial for you. You wait till I give the signal, then use the left-hand

         switch to turn the timer on. Don’t forget to pull your pants back up.’

      


      

      ‘Before or after I shunt?’


      

      ‘Before,’ he said. ‘You can work the switch through your clothes. It’s never a good idea to arrive in the past with your pants

         around your knees. You can’t run fast enough that way. And sometimes you’ve got to be ready to run the second you get there.’

      




      

      SEVEN


      

      Sam set my dial. I pulled up my pants. He touched his hand lightly to the left-hand side of his abdomen and vanished. I described

         an arc from my hip to my navel on my own belly with two fingertips. I didn’t vanish. Samuel Hershkowitz did.

      


      

      He went wherever candle flames go when they’re snuffed, and in the same instant Sam popped back into view beside me, and the

         two of us stood looking at each other in Hershkowitz’ empty office. ‘What happened?’ I said. ‘Where is he?’

      


      

      ‘It’s half-past eleven at night,’ said Sam. ‘He doesn’t work overtime, you know. We left him two weeks down the line when

         we made our shunt. We’re riding the time-winds now, boy.’

      


      

      ‘We’ve gone back two weeks into the past?’


      

      ‘We’ve gone two weeks up the line,’ Sam corrected. ‘Also half a day, which is why it’s nighttime now. Let’s go take a walk

         around the city.’

      


      

      We left the Time Service building and rose to the third level of Under New Orleans. Sam didn’t seem to have any special destination

         in mind. We stopped at a bar for a dozen oysters apiece; we downed a couple of beers; we winked at tourists. Then we reached

         Under Bourbon Street and I realized suddenly why Sam had chosen to go back to this night, and I felt the tingle of fear in

         my scrotum  and started suddenly to sweat. Sam laughed. ‘It always gets the new ones right around this point, Jud baby. This is where

         most of the washouts wash out.’

      


      

      ‘I’m going to meet myself!’ I cried.


      

      ‘You’re going to see yourself,’ he corrected. ‘You better take good care not to meet yourself, not ever, or it’ll be all up for you. The Time Patrol will use you up if you pull any such trick.’

      


      

      ‘Suppose my earlier self happens to see me, though?’


      

      ‘Then you’ve had it. This is a test of your nervous system, man, and you better have the juice turned on. Here we go. You

         recognize that dumb-looking honky coming up the street?’

      


      

      ‘That’s Judson Daniel Elliott III.’


      

      ‘Yeah, man! Ever see anything so stupid in your life? Back in the shadows, man. Back in the shadows. White folks there, he

         ain’t smart, but he ain’t blind.’


      

      We huddled in a pool of darkness and I watched, sick-bellied, as Judson Daniel Elliott III, fresh off the pod out of Newer

         York, came wandering up the street toward the sniffer palace on the corner, suitcase in hand. I observed the slight slackness

         of his posture and the hayseed out-turning of his toes as he walked. His ears seemed amazingly large and his right shoulder

         was a trifle lower than his left. He looked gawky; he looked like a rube. He went past us and paused before the sniffer palace,

         staring intently at the two nude girls in the tank of cognac. His tongue slid forth and caressed his upper lip. He rocked

         on the balls of his toes. He rubbed his chin. He was wondering what his chances were of spreading the legs of one or the other

         of those bare beauties before the night was over. I could have told him that his chances were pretty good.

      


      

      He entered the sniffer palace.


      

      ‘How do you feel?’ Sam asked me.


      

      ‘Shaky.’


      

      ‘At least you’re honest. It always hits them hard, the first time they go up the line and see themselves. You get used to

         it, after a while. How does he look to you?’

      


      

      ‘Like a clod.’


      

      ‘That’s standard too. Be gentle with him. He can’t help not knowing all the things you know. He’s younger than you are, after

         all.’

      


      

      Sam laughed softly. I didn’t. I was still dazed by the impact of seeing myself come up that street. I felt like my own ghost. Preliminary disorientations, Hershkowitz had said.

         Yes.

      


      

      ‘Don’t worry,’ said Sam. ‘You’re doing fine.’


      

      His hand slipped familiarly into the front of my pants and I felt him make a small adjustment on my timer. He did the same

         to himself. He said, ‘Let’s shunt up the line.’

      


      

      He vanished. I followed him up the line. A blurry half instant later we stood side by side again, on the same street, at the

         same time of night.

      


      

      ‘Twenty-four hours previous to your arrival in New Orleans. There’s one of you here and one of you in Newer York, getting

         ready to take the pod south. How does that catch you?’

      


      

      ‘Crosswise,’ I said. ‘But I’m adapting.’


      

      ‘There’s more to come. Let’s go home now.’


      

      He took me to his flat. There was nobody there, because the Sam of this time slot was at work at the sniffer palace. We went

         into the bathroom and Sam adjusted my timer again, setting it 31 hours forward. ‘Shunt,’ he said, and we went down the line

         together and came out still in Sam’s bathroom, on the next night. I heard the sound of drunken laughter coming from the next

         room; I heard hoarse gulping cries of lust. Swiftly Sam shut the bathroom door and palmed the seal. I realized that I was

         in the next room sexing with Betsy or Helen, and I felt fear return.

      


      

      ‘Wait here,’ Sam said crisply, ‘and don’t let anybody in unless he knocks two long and a short. I’ll be right back, maybe.’


      

      He went out. I locked the bathroom door after him. Two or three minutes passed. There came two long knocks and a short, and

         I opened up. Grinning, Sam said, ‘It’s safe to peek. Nobody’s in any shape to notice us. Come on.’

      


      

      ‘Do I have to?’


      

      ‘If you want to get into the Time Service you do.’


      

      We slipped out of the bathroom and went to sightsee the orgy. I had to fight to keep from coughing as the fumes hit my unready

         nostrils. In Sam’s living room I confronted acres of bare writhing flesh. To my left I saw Sam’s huge black body pounding

         against Helen’s sleek whiteness; all that was visible of her beneath him was her face, her arms (clasped across his broad

         back) and one leg (hooked around his butt). To my right I saw my own prior self down on the floor entwined with busty Betsy. We lay in a kamasutroid posture,

         she on her right hip, I on my left, her upper leg arched over me, my body curved and pivoted at an oblique angle to hers.

         In a kind of cold terror I watched myself having her. Although I’ve seen plenty of copulation scenes before, in the tridim

         shows, on the beaches, occasionally at parties, this was the first time I had ever witnessed myself in the act, and I was

         shattered by the grotesqueness of it, the idiot gaspings, the contorted features, the sweaty humpings. Betsy made bleating

         sounds of passion; our thrashing limbs rearranged themselves several times; my clutching fingers dug deep into her meaty buttocks;

         the mechanical thrustings went on and on and on. And my terror ebbed as I grew accustomed to the sight, and I found a cold

         clinical detachment stealing over me, and my fear-born perspiration dried and at last I stood there with my arms folded, coolly

         studying the activities on the floor. Sam smiled and nodded as if to tell me that I had passed a test. He reset my timer once

         more and we shunted together.

      


      

      The living room was empty of fornicators and free of fumes. ‘When are we now?’ I asked.


      

      He said, ‘We’re back thirty-one hours and thirty minutes. In a little while now, you and I are going to come walking into

         the bathroom, but we won’t stay around to wait for that. Let’s go up on top of the town.’

      


      

      We journeyed uplevel to Old New Orleans, under the starry sky.


      

      The robot who monitors the comings and goings of the eccentrics who like to go outdoors made note of us, and we passed through,

         into the quiet streets. Here was the real Bourbon Street; here were the crumbling buildings of the authentic French quarter.

         Spy-eyes mounted on the lacy grillwork balconies watched us, for in this deserted area the innocent are at the mercy of the

         depraved, and tourists are protected, through constant surveillance, against the marauders who prowl the surface city. We

         didn’t stay long enough to get into trouble, though. Sam looked around, considering things a bit, and positioned us against

         a building wall. As he adjusted my timer for another shunt, I said, ‘What happens if we materialize in space that’s already

         occupied by somebody or something?’

      


      

      ‘Can’t,’ Sam said. ‘The automatic buffers cut in and we get kicked back instantly to our starting point. But it wastes energy,

         and the Time Service doesn’t like that, so we always try to find a nonconflicting area before we jump. Up against a building

         wall is usually pretty good, provided you can be fairly sure that the wall was in the same position at the time you’re shunting

         to.’

      


      

      ‘When are we going to now?’


      

      ‘Shunt and see,’ he said, and jumped. I followed.


      

      The city came to life. People in twentieth-century clothes strolled the streets: men wearing neckties, women with skirts that

         came down to their knees, no real flesh showing, not even a nipple. Automobiles crashing along emitting fumes that made me

         want to vomit. Horns honking. Drills digging up the ground. Noise, stench, ugliness. ‘Welcome to 1961,’ Sam said. ‘John F.

         Kennedy has just been sworn in as President. The very first Kennedy, dig? That thing up there is a jet airplane. That’s a

         traffic light. It tells when it’s safe for you to cross the street. Those up here are street lights. They work by electricity.

         There are no underlevels. This is the whole thing, the city of New Orleans, right here. How do you like it?’

      


      

      ‘It’s an interesting place to visit. I wouldn’t want to live here.’


      

      ‘You feel dizzy? Sick? Revolted?’


      

      ‘I’m not sure.’


      

      ‘You’re allowed. You always feel a little temporal shock on your first look at the past. It somehow seems smellier and more

         chaotic than you expect. Some applicants cave in the moment they get into a decently distant shunt up the line.’

      


      

      ‘I’m not caving.’


      

      ‘Good boy.’


      

      I studied the scene, the women with their breasts and rumps encased in tight exoskeletons under their clothing, the men with

         their strangled, florid faces, the squalling children. Be objective, I told myself. You are a student of other times, other

         cultures.

      


      

      Someone pointed at us and screamed, ‘Hey, looka the beatniks!’


      

      ‘Onward,’ Sam said. ‘They’ve noticed us.’


      

      He adjusted my timer. We jumped.


      

      Same city. A century earlier. Same buildings, genteel and timeless in their pastels. No traffic lights, no drills, no street lights. Instead of automobiles zooming along the streets

         that bordered the old quarter, there were buggies.

      


      

      ‘We can’t stay,’ said Sam. ‘It’s 1858. Our clothes are too weird, and I don’t feel like pretending I’m a slave. Onward.’


      

      We shunted.


      

      The city vanished. We stood in a kind of swamp. Mists rose in the south. Spanish moss clung to graceful trees. A flight of

         birds darkened the sky.

      


      

      ‘The year is 1382,’ said the guru. ‘Those are passenger pigeons overhead. Columbus’ grandfather is still a virgin.’


      

      Back and back we hopped. 897. 441. 97. Very little changed. A couple of naked Indians wandered by at one point. Sam bowed

         in a courteous way. They nodded affably to us, scratched their genitals, and sauntered on. Visitors from the future did not

         excite them greatly. We shunted. ‘This is the year A.D. 1,’ said Sam. We shunted. ‘We have gone back an additional twelve months and are now in 1 B.C. The possibilities for arithmetical confusion are great. But if you think of the year as 2059 B.P., and the coming year as 2058 B.P., you won’t get into any trouble.’

      


      

      He took me back to 5800 B.P. I observed minor changes in climate; things were drier at some points than at others, drier and cooler. Then we came forward,

         hopping in easy stages, five hundred years at a time. He apologized for the unvarying nature of the environment; things are

         more exciting, he promised me, when you go up the line in the Old World. We reached 2058 and made our way to the Time Service

         building. Entering Hershkowitz’ empty office, we halted for a moment while Sam made a final adjustment on our timers.

      


      

      ‘This has to be done carefully,’ he explained. ‘I want us to land in Hershkowitz’ office thirty seconds after we left it.

         If I’m off even a little, we’ll meet our departing selves and I’ll be in real trouble.’

      


      

      ‘Why not play it safe and set the dial to bring us back five minutes later, then?’


      

      ‘Professional pride,’ Sam said.


      

      We shunted down the line from an empty Hershkowitz office to one in which Hershkowitz sat behind his desk, peering forward

         at the place where we had been – for him – thirty seconds earlier.

      


      

      ‘Well?’ he said.

      


      

      Sam beamed. ‘The kid has balls. I say hire him.’




      

      EIGHT


      

      And so they took me on as a novice Time Serviceman, in the Time Courier division. The pay wasn’t bad; the opportunities were

         limitless. First, though, I had to undergo my training. They don’t let novices schlep tourists around the past just like that.

      


      

      For a week nothing much happened. Sam went back to work at the sniffer palace and I lounged around. Then I was called down

         to the Time Service headquarters to begin taking instruction.

      


      

      There were eight in my class, all of us novices. We made a pretty disreputable crew. In age we ranged from early twenties

         to – I think – late seventies; in sex we ranged from male to female with every possible gradation between; in mental outlook

         we were all something on the rapacious side. Our instructor, Najeeb Dajani, wasn’t much better. He was a Syrian whose family

         had converted to Judaism after the Israeli conquest, for business reasons, and he wore a glittering, conspicuous Star of David

         as an insignia of his faith; but in moments of abstraction or stress he was known to evoke Allah or swear by the Prophet’s

         beard, and I don’t know if I’d really trust him on the board of directors of my synagogue, if I had a synagogue. Dajani looked

         like a stage Arab, swarthy and sinister, with dark sunglasses at all times, an array of massive gold rings on twelve or thirteen

         of his fingers, and a quick, amiable smile that showed several rows of very white teeth. I later found out that he had been

         taken off the lucrative Crucifixion run and demoted to this instructorship for a period of six months, by orders of the Time

         Patrol, by way of punishment. It seems he had been conducting a side business in fragments of the True Cross, peddling them

         all up and down the time lines. The rules don’t allow a Courier to take advantage of his position for private profit. What

         the Patrol especially objected to was not that Dajani was selling fake relics, but that he was selling authentic ones.

      


      

      We began with a history lesson.


      

      ‘Commercial time-travel,’ Dajani said, ‘has been functioning about twenty years now. Of course, research into the Benchley Effect began toward the end of the last century, but you understand

         that the government could not permit private citizens to venture into temponautics until it was ruled to be perfectly safe.

         In this way the government benevolently oversees the welfare of all.’

      


      

      Dajani emitted a broad wink, visible through the dark glasses as a corrugation of his brow.


      

      Miss Dalessandro in the front row belched in contempt.


      

      ‘You disagree?’ Dajani asked.


      

      Miss Dalessandro, who was a plump but curiously small-breasted woman with black hair, distinct Sapphic urges, and a degree

         in the history of the industrial revolution, began to reply, but Dajani smoothly cut her off and continued, ‘The Time Service,

         in one of whose divisions you have enrolled, performs several important functions. To us is entrusted the care and maintenance

         of all Benchley Effect devices. Also, our research division constantly endeavors to improve the technological substructure

         of time transport, and in fact the timer now in use was introduced only four years ago. To our own division – the Time Couriers

         – is assigned the task of escorting citizens into the past.’ He folded his hands complacently over his paunch and studied

         the interlocking patterns of his gold rings. ‘Much of our activity is concerned with the tourist trade. This provides our

         economic basis. For large fees, we take groups of eight or ten sightseers on carefully conducted trips to the past, usually

         accompanied by one Courier, although two may be sent in unusually complex situations. At any given moment in now-time, there

         may be a hundred thousand tourists scattered over the previous millennia, observing the Crucifixion, the signing of the Magna

         Carta, the assassination of Lincoln, and such events. Because of the paradoxes inherent in creating a cumulative audience

         for an event located at a fixed position in the time stream, we are faced with an increasingly difficult task, and limit our

         tours accordingly.’

      


      

      ‘Would you explain that, sir?’ said Miss Dalessandro.


      

      ‘At a later meeting,’ Dajani replied. He went on, ‘Naturally, we must not confine time travel exclusively to tourists. Historians

         must have access to all significant events of the past, since it is necessary to revise all existing views of history in the

         light of the revelation of the real story. We set aside out of the profits of our tourist business a certain number of scholarships for qualified historians, enabling them

         to visit periods of their research without cost. These tours, too, are conducted by Courier. However, you will not be concerned

         with this aspect of our work. We anticipate assigning all of you who qualify as Couriers to the tourist division.

      


      

      ‘The other division of the Time Service is the Time Patrol, whose task it is to prevent abuses of Benchley Effect devices

         and to guard against the emergence of paradoxes. At our next lesson we will consider in detail the nature of these paradoxes

         and how they may be avoided. Dismissed.’

      


      

      We had a small social session after Dajani left the room. Miss Dalessandro, moving in a determined whirl of hairy armpits,

         closed in on blonde, delicate Miss Chambers, who promptly fled toward Mr. Chudnik, a brawny, towering gentleman with the vaguely

         noble look of a Roman bronze. Mr. Chudnik, however, was in the process of trying to reach an accommodation with Mr. Burlingame,

         a dapper young man who could not possibly have been as homosexual as he looked and acted. And so, seeking some other shelter

         from the predatory Miss Dalessandro, Miss Chambers turned to me and invited me to take her home. I accepted. It developed

         that Miss Chambers was a student of later Roman imperial history, which meant that her field of interest dovetailed with mine.

         We sexed in a perfunctory and mechanical way, since she was not really very interested in sex but was just doing it out of

         politeness, and then we talked about the conversion of Constantine to Christianity until the early hours of the morning. I

         think she fell in love with me. I gave her no encouragement, though, and it didn’t last. I admired her scholarship but her

         pale little body was quite a bore.
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