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Bradley sipped his latte as he put the finishing
touches on the letter. He was aware that some of the other patrons
were glancing at this curious anachronism - putting pen to paper in
this post-digital world - but there were just some things that he
felt were better handled this way. He found the feel of paper to be
more personal, and he hoped that Christine would appreciate the
effort.

As he wrote, Bradley glanced periodically at the
solid brass, ornately molded door of Chronométrer Croisières
across the street. He had been watching for two weeks now, and had
only seen one person enter, and that, briefly. Little enough
traffic that they should be more than willing to accommodate
him.

He looked over the letter carefully when he was done,
making sure that all the I’s were dotted, all the T’s crossed.
Everything needed to be perfect, especially when you were saying
goodbye to the love of your life. Not too harsh, not too cruel,
just the right amount of genuine compassion and regret. This was
the way it had to be; she would understand – she had to.

He folded the letter neatly and slid it into the
hand-addressed envelope, sealed it, and slipped it into the
internal breast pocket of his suit jacket. Then he rose and walked
out of the coffee shop, crossing the street briskly to the
time-travel agency.

There was a small brass plaque to the left of the
door, engraved PRESS HERE FOR THE CRUISE OF A LIFETIME. Despite the
resolve that he’d built up over the last few days, Bradley paused,
his finger suspended in mid-air as he took stock one last time of
his options, then his finger connected with the button on the
doorframe, and he heard a bell chime inside.

A holographic projection of a head materialized,
protruding from the door at Bradley’s eye-level, and causing him to
take a step back. An elderly gentleman, with a pencil mustache and
marker-black hair plastered to his head was looking at him.

“Your business, monsieur?”

“I’m a software engineer,” Bradley began.

The head tilted, and the dark, beady eyes rolled
upward.

“That may well be,” it said through pursed lips, “but
I have no need of software services.”

“But you asked…”

“I wish to know what your business is
here. Why have you rung the bell? To what purpose have you
impinged upon my day and disturbed my slumber? Come now, out with
it!”

“Do we have to discuss it out here?” Bradley asked as
he glanced from side to side.

“Ahhh, you feel a need for privacy,” the head said,
mimicking Bradley’s examination of the street. “Very well; we will
oblige.”

The head nodded, and vanished, then Bradley heard a
buzzing as the door popped open a centimeter. He looked around
again to be sure no one was watching.

“Oh, do come in,” the voice said from within, “we do
not have all day.”

Bradley took one last look around as he plucked up
his courage, opened the door, and stepped inside. As soon as he
crossed the threshold, he felt the door hit his backside and close
with a snick. He was pushed into a room, the walls and floor of
which were completely black, so that he felt at once as though he
was in a very small space and that it went on forever. In the
center, illuminated from somewhere above, was a single, heavy Louis
XIV desk with a matching, burgundy upholstered chair on each side.
Standing in front of the desk was the dapper, corporeal version of
the gentleman whose head had previously addressed Bradley from the
door; that head was now perched above a classic starched wing
collar with bow tie and dark-grey morning coat.

“We do, however, have all days,” he said, then
bowed, his right hand swirling through the air in front of him in a
grand flourish. “I am Maurice, your concierge, your travel guide on
your journey to - whenever it is.”

“Is it true that I can go anywhere I want?”

“Anywhere, no,” Maurice said, waggling his
finger. “Anywhen.”

“Pardon me?”

“Anywhere is a place. Here, we create adventures to
anywhen,” Maurice said. “Oh there are still some limits, of course,
but you young people have it so much easier, now. In my day, you
could hardly go anywhen; it was so regulated, for fear of creating
a cataclysmic paradox. It took an act of Congress to do anything,
and then there were only official government agencies - none of our
modern time-tourism industry would have been allowed to operate. Of
course, we know now that there are no paradoxes, just infinite,
alternative timelines of infinite, alternative possibilities.”

“So I can go anywhen…”

“Limited mostly by your means,” Maurice said. “You do
have means, I assume.”

“Oh, yes; I’ve done quite well…”

“Ah! My manners!” Maurice said, his upraised finger
indicated that Bradley should stop speaking, then directed him to
one of the chairs with a flourish. “Do have a seat.”

Bradley sat, and Maurice glided swiftly to the other
side of the desk.

“Refreshment, yes?”

“No. No thank you.”

“Well, I will indulge, if you don’t mind,” Maurice
said, and with a snap of his fingers, he was pouring wine from a
pink crystal decanter into a fluted, faceted goblet. “All this
talking is thirsty work.”

“That wasn’t there before,” said Bradley. “How did
you..?”

“Really, monsieur,” Maurice said, as he sat, “what is
a little parlor trick when we are talking about time travel?”

Maurice set the decanter on the desk and sipped his
wine as he looked Bradley over appraisingly.

“So, what variety of excursion would interest you?”
Maurice asked, his eyebrows and mustache virtually fluttering with
excitement. “Perhaps a simpler, less complicated time? The late
twentieth century, perhaps, with its casual sexual liaisons, before
it became the paranoid, legal morass that it is now?”

“Well, no,” Bradley began, “that’s not the sort of
thing I’m looking for.”

“No?” Maurice eyebrows knit in disappointment.
“Edwardian puritanism, then, is it? The elegant illusion of a
vanishing elite? Or perhaps the revolutionary tumult of the
Napoleonic era?”

“I…”

“Elizabethan intrigue? No?” Maurice’s eyebrows ceased
all activity, with the left one raised questioningly, “Surely not
the Dark Ages; nothing goes well there.”

“It’s not what I…”

“Certainly not. The pageantry at the height of the
Roman Empire? Do not waste your time - I have seen it, and it is
not as elegant as the vids make it out to be, believe you me.
Perhaps some more intellectual pursuits? Socrates and Plato? René
Descartes? Isaac Newton? Albert Einstein? Regis Philbin?”

“I was thinking of something a little closer to
home,” Bradley said, “and more personal.”

“Oh, I don’t like the sound of that,” Maurice
frowned, and sipped. “Explain.”

“I want to go back three years in my life and explore
a different path.”

“That will be more complicated,” Maurice said, “and
more expensive.”

“How can three years be more complicated than three
thousand?”

“To go back and forth in your own timeline is one
thing; exploring alternatives is more difficult. There is only one
route going back, but an infinite number of possibilities going
forward from any point on the line you choose. It is not the number
of years; it is the number of transfers.”

“Transfers?”

“I will explain as best I am able. Think of this as
though you are a commuter on a city bus line. Here we are, at
home,” Maurice said, and he jabbed a spot in the air above the desk
with his finger, leaving a glowing point floating in the air.

“If you wish to go back to the time of Julius Caesar
as you know of it,” he said, punctuating another spot, “it is a
straight line; one route, no transfers.”

He drew the line.

“The buses only go one way, so if you wish to return
home, that would be two segments and requires a transfer.”

Maurice continued to punctuate the air with points
and lines to illustrate as he spoke.

“Now, suppose you wish to witness what would happen
to Rome in just one of the alternate timelines when Caesar is not
murdered, and then come home? That would be one, two, three, four
segments, with three transfers. And if you wish to explore more of
those alternatives, with all the changing back and forth and back
and forth.”

Maurice continued drawing, the space between him and
Bradley becoming a complicated map of glowing points and
vectors.

“As you see, it can become quite a tangled web,” he
said, finally stopping.

“But I don’t want to go back that far,” Bradley
said.

“Distance does not matter; it is the changes in
direction that make the difference.”

“We definitely need a change in direction.”

“We?” Maurice asked, and he cleared the air with a

















































*****

cover.jpg





