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    Dedicated to all the robots. 


And to all the dinosaurs.

      

    

Time Travelers often keep detailed diaries of their adventures. They do it, as much as anything else, as a way to keep track of their own timelines, and, perhaps, to keep from losing their minds in the face of it all. It doesn’t always work. The following narrative has been largely pieced together from the diaries of two such travelers, Larry and Ishmael. Some gaps are filled in from documents found in the Cross-Time Coordinating Agency Archives. Other bits are just made up, but they’re probably close to what actually happened, or will happen, or was heroically prevented from happening. Sadly, the jury is out on whether these two managed to make it out with their minds intact. 

-Lizzabits Wal, witness to history and library intern at the Cross-Time Coordinating Agency Archives
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Chapter 1

A Less than Stunning First Impression
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I’VE MET A LOT OF OTHER time travelers in the field. There are times and places, or places and times, hell I don’t know which comes first, but there are a few of them where the time travelers practically outnumber the unwitting and chronometrically fixed members of the teeming masses of the human race. As much as I can help it, I try to avoid those times and places, because, for the most part, I’ve got better things to do. I had just finished up doing one of them when I first ran into Larry.

There’s no point in going into the details of the job I’d wrapped up. It was a down and dirty, quick and tidy little thing that paid reasonably well for my time and expertise. It also may have required the indulgence in a few of the kinds of temporal accounting indiscretions I like to make sure stay off the books. But that’s not my point here. My point is, it was time for a drink and I knew of a bar near the waterfront that had some of the best scotch whiskey the Gilded Age had to offer. Like just about everything else in San Francisco, it had come in from around the Horn, a voyage that added just the right amount of nausea and desperation to the liquor’s aging process.

––––––––
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I WAS ENJOYING IT. I really was. There’s a certain level of sublime, mature, soul-fulfilling relaxation that is hard to come by in this world, and I was there.

Anyway, I was enjoying my drink when a loud, anachronistically dressed idiot wandered into the bar and burst my precious personal bliss bubble.

“Spring break!” he shouted at the bartender, “that’s what I’m talkin’ about, boy-yee!”

I don’t like to through the word idiot around lightly, but it was obvious that Larry was a stupendously bad time traveler.  I wanted to believe he was just pretending to be an idiot. He was loud, obnoxious, flagrantly visibly out of place, and very, very drunk. All things any seasoned time traveler knows, if you’re going to make a trip like that, you’re going to have a bad time. As much as I tried to imagine a scenario that justified it, I just couldn’t. It was no pretense. Larry was an idiot. 

It took him hours to realize he had wound up in the 19th Century. You would think all the meticulously groomed facial hair Age might have tipped him off. Apparently he was from one of those neighborhoods where the beardage was plausible. I doubt he was from one of those neighborhoods that lacks light switches, though. Of all the rubes, newbs, and greenhorns I had run into in the field, Larry’s inexplicable obliviousness scored him the top honors.

I needed to intervene quickly and subtly before he did something that screwed up my interest in the timeline. Granted, the worst he could have done at that point is introduce the Macarena to the world a hundred years too soon. I suppose, worse than that, he might find himself killed.

It looked like he was already on that track as it was.

He had talked himself into the good graces of a steamship’s press gang. They were getting him good and liquored up for the surprise of his lifetime, an all-expense paid cruise to the South Pacific and points further.

“Lawrence, my boy,” said the press gang’s particularly beefy foreman, “just wait till you see the girls in Tahiti.”

“Dude,” said Larry, “you have no idea. Last spring break I was in Ft. Lauderdale. MTV was there. Kurt Loder. Jenny McCarthy and all that Singled Out shit. Anyway, there were these chicks at one of the after parties who, you’re never going to believe this—” 

He paused dramatically and took a sip of his drink. He coughed, cleared his throat, and totally lost the thread of his story.

“What is in this? Is there something funny in this?” He coughed again. 

I should have left him be. I should have just walked away. Davy Jones would have claimed him soon enough. But I took pity on him and his flannel and his ‘No Fear’ T-shirt.  How he’d stumbled into Mark Twain’s San Francisco was a dangerous mystery that, despite my more anti-authoritarian inclinations, I knew needed to be called to the attention of the Agency. But how involved did I personally need to be? Maybe an anonymous note would be enough. 

It was hard to justify spending much energy on the kid when he obviously wasn’t spending much energy on himself. Even his skepticism was half-assed. 

He took another swig of his suspect drink before waiting for an answer from the man who bought the round.

“My special cocktail,” said the foreman, his arm around Larry in the avuncular manner of confidence men and world class pickpockets. “A pint of ale, a shot of whiskey and a little secret ingredient I picked up in Chinatown.”

“Oh,” said Larry, “that’s good. For a minute I thought you were trying to roofie me.” He took another drink, then did a spit take. “Wait a minute. You are trying to roofie me, you sick bastard.” 

Dammit. So long as he was going to put up something a fight, I thought I might as well step in.

“Let the kid go, Cap,” I said, letting show an ugly little piece of metal I keep up my sleeve for moments like this.  

Not a gun. 

No. 

Guns can be handy, but when you’re a time traveler, they don’t always communicate what you want them to. Show up in the wrong century with a gun and no one will take you seriously until you start making noise with it. And then you’ve given someone an idea and changed the course of history. So I don’t ordinarily carry one.

No, this ugly piece of metal was one of those ridiculously vicious looking knives-slash-can openers like they sell at truck stops in the middle of the Arizona desert. It might be designed for fighting, or it might be a prop for a Klingon sequence in a Star Trek movie, either way it looks like it could put a hole in someone when wielded by an unstable individual. And only an unstable individual would choose to wield such a thing. At least that’s the theory.

“That’s quite a harpoon you’ve got there, sailor,” said the gang foreman.

“Aye,” I said. 

Damn. My ugly piece of metal looked like a harpoon point.  Not outright unsettling, the way I’d hoped, but more par for the course in a sailor dive like the one we happened to be in. I quickly rifled through whatever mental notes I still had on Moby-Dick. Not much. All I could really remember is that those whalers were crazy fuckers, and maybe that could still play into my hand.

“Woah, guys,” said Larry, the horrible time traveler. “It’s cool. No need to, you know, go poking each other or anything.  I know this is Frisco. I just didn’t know this was that kind of a bar. Why don’t I just settle up,” he said, taking one of those crappy orange Velcro wallets out of his back pocket and waving to the barkeep. “And I’ll move on to another venue, hopefully one with some college girls, if you know what I mean.”

“Ah, Lawrence,” said the foreman, “I’m afraid that our ship is sailing within the hour and we still have a couple vacancies in our crew.” 

A knowing chuckle passed like a wave through the entire saloon.

It suddenly became very clear that everyone in the bar was in some way or another affiliated with the impressment operation. Barkeep, bouncers, even the whores joined in a ring around us that promised nothing but pain. 

“And we could always make use of an experienced harpooneer.” 

The foreman grinned in a way that showed me press gang foremen were every bit the crazy fuckers that career whalers are.

“Jesus, Cap,” I said.  “The least you could do is buy me a drink first.”

I’d been in these kinds of situations before, and since my method of time travel was of the mechanical variety, a pocket watch, specifically, all I had to do was wait. All I needed was a quiet minute alone and, poof, I could be gone. But damned if I didn’t feel responsible for Larry, and for what he might do to the timelines. I didn’t know what his method of travel was, and I doubted he knew either. He could have been a Natural, I supposed, with the innate ability. But Naturals usually had the problem of not being able to bring their clothes with them. This guy looked like he’d just got kicked out of a Pearl Jam concert. So, for his sake, and the sake of the continuum, I had to keep an eye out for him. At least until I had an opportunity to be find out what he knew.

Reluctantly, I turned my weapon over to the foreman and gestured that I would follow where he led. The press gang were surprisingly gentle on us after that. Perhaps they felt a little sorry for us, knowing which ship we were bound for.

“Stick close to me,” I said to Larry. “And do what I do.”

“Dude,” said Larry. “Are they taking us to their sex dungeon to harpoon us?”

“Maybe, but not before we’re past the twelve mile limit,” I said.

“Twelve miles,” said Larry. “What kind of speed limit is that?”

“Right now, Larry, the less said, the better.”

The gang corralled us through a back room as gingerly as men who live their lives as the honest purveyors of a brutal trade are able. A couple times Larry got a loving tap from a cudgel for breathing too loud. I didn’t fare too badly, having practiced the art of projecting the air of a man who knows damn well it’s in his best interest to play nice, but who also knows he can take down two or three others if things get ugly. Maybe only one or two others. It’s hard to know how strong the effect of my attitude was in the darkened stairway and the low ceilinged corridors they jostled us through.

It wasn’t long, though, before we were shown to the gangway of one of the ugliest steamers I’d ever seen. She desperately needed to be stripped of barnacles, repainted and, while they’re at it, burned for firewood. I was surprised it could stay afloat, much less leave port. No wonder the skipper had trouble keeping her crewed.

“Welcome aboard the SS Dogturd,” a sailor said as we made our way onto the deck.

“Seriously?”

“That’s what we call her,” the sailor said. “If you care to read the proper name off the bow, we’d all love to hear what it is.”

“Dude,” said Larry. “I’ve been to some divey places, but I don’t know about this boat.”

“Oh, she surprises all of us,” said the sailor.  “Don’t you worry.”

“I don’t worry,” I said. “I’ve seen the future.”

“Have you now?” said the sailor.

“Yes,” I said. “I believe it involves young Larry and I in a very hot place shoveling coal.”

“... I knew it was a sex dungeon,” said Larry. “I trusted you, old dude. But this is bullshit.”

The sailor laughed, cackled really, until he doubled over in a brief coughing fit. Recovering himself, he patted Larry on the back and said, “that’s the old Dogturd spirit. Right this way. That boiler’s not going to get up a head of steam on her own.”

At this point, Larry gave me the first hint of any spirit and initiative on his part by kicking me shin. I am usually slow to committing an actual violent act, but this had been building up.

“Listen, you accidental little shit,” I said, grabbing him by his thriftscore flannel collar, lifting him up off the deck. “I’m not sure if you’re aware of this, but I’m risking my own ass for you. I really don’t have to. But here you are, wandering into the middle of my business, a complete and total fuck up of a grunge-head party rocker, about to bring down Lord knows what kind of damage upon yourself and everyone around you. Plus, I lost my really nasty knife thing. I loved that piece of metal. We’d seen some good times. And now it’s gone because I’ve got your sorry and ignorant butt to look out for. So just keep your mouth shut and shovel some coal. It’ll keep you alive while I figure some things out.”

The sailor intervened, prying us apart with a long handled piece of nautical equipment. 

“Save that energy for the engine room, lads. The Skipper will be waking up from his drunk soon. If we’re not underway, he’ll throw one of you into the fire.”

He led us below decks through the heart of the boat to just as black and sinister a furnace room as you could imagine. Soot covered every surface and each and every air molecule. Shovels and coal scuttles littered the floor by the entry. A mound of coal lay beneath the mouth of a chute protruding from the bulkhead above. Lumps of blackness hailed intermittently from the chute, replenishing the mound for every shovelful removed by the men who were already on the job. Three burly stokers formed a processional, running shovels full of the fossil fuel directly into the opened jaws of hell. 

It occurred to me that it might be quite a while before I got a chance to talk to Larry one to one. I considered bailing on him.

“Wait a minute,” said Larry, suddenly connecting to the world around him. “Why are we shoveling coal? Is this like the 1800s, or something?”

I seriously considered bailing on him.
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Chapter 2

The SS Dogturd
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“YES, LARRY,” I SAID. “This is the 1800s. You have no idea how you got here, do you?”

“That’s nuts,” said Larry. “Nice poker face, though.” 

The kid still had no idea what kind of situation he had gotten himself into. He refused to believe the information available to his senses, even as he hoisted a shovel full of coal into the mouth of the furnace on the SS Dogturd. 

“Who set this all up?”

“You tell me, Larry,” I said, leaning on my own shovel. 

I wasn’t about to work up any more of a sweat than I had to. We’d just gotten there, and the mate who brought us down to the engine room promptly disappeared. The other stokers seemed to be making the traditional half-assed effort of the underpaid and unsupervised, so I saw no reason to jump in too early. Larry, on the other hand, was shoveling like a fiend.

“I bet it was Vance,” he said. “That dude’s loaded. He’d spring for a setup like this just to watch me shit my pants. Like I’d give him the pleasure.”

I stood and marveled as Larry out-shoveled the three seasoned stokers, who kept the slow pace of men who knew they’d be doing this all day, and into the night, and again the next day and the day after that, and that there was no point in hurrying. One by one they took a look at Larry, did a bit of quick mental calculation, and leaned on their own shovels.

“What’s he in a rush for?” one of them asked. He was small and wiry compared to the other two. Compared to me? Let’s just say I felt it in my best interest to stay on friendly terms with the guy.

“Hell if I know,” I said. “I just happened to be at the same bar when he got Shanghaied. He doesn’t even know what he’s in for, yet.”

“And how did you get caught up with him?” the comparatively wiry stoker asked.

“Couldn’t keep my mouth shut,” I said.

“How long do you think he’ll keep going?”

“Dude, this sucks,” Larry whined. 

Of course he’d whine. Anyone with a soul patch and an LL Bean flannel shirt who found himself in the bowels of a 19th century steamer would whine. I wanted to whine, but I knew damn well what I was getting myself into when I decided to stick my neck out for the kid.

“Seriously, dude, what the fuck do I call you, anyway?”

“Call me Ishmael,” I said.

“Right, Ishmael,” he said, not even catching the Melville reference, and what did I expect? This deluded fool was still caught in the middle of MTV spring break. In Larry’s time Kurt was still alive and pop culture misery was a viable commodity. Reading wouldn’t be this one’s strong suit. A shame because, if you’re going to be a time traveler, it really doesn’t hurt to crack a book every now and then. 

“What the fuck are we doing on this boat?”

“We’ve been Shanghaied, Larry,” I said. 

“Well, duh,” he said. “But why are we shoveling coal?”

“You’re shoveling coal,” said the wiry stoker, “because you’re probably not worth a shit at doing anything else on this boat.”

“Save cleaning head,” said one of the other stokers.

“Granted,” said the wiry one. “But when was the last time the head was cleaned on this boat?”

“You’re right,” said the second man. “They’re absolutely filthy. I usually just hang me bum over the side and let her go, rather.”

The third stoker, a quiet giant of a man, suddenly hurled his shovel at the bulkhead. It clanged loudly against the wall, bringing the conversation, and the flow of Larry’s shoveling to a dead stop. 

“I’m getting a drink,” he said. Then he turned and ducked out of the hatch. 

The other two quickly followed suit.

Before disappearing out the hatch, the wiry one turned and said, “keep the boiler hot for us, or we’ll kill you when we get back.”

“This is bullshit,” Larry said.

“You act like you’ve never had a job before,” I said. “This is actually one of my better first day experiences.”

“How come you aren’t shoveling?” said Larry.

“Because I know I’m not getting paid for it. Put your shovel down.”

“Those dudes are totally going to kick our asses.”

“Only if we’re still here when they get back,” I said. “I’ve got a method of travel, you’ve got a method of travel. All we have to do is—“

“What’s this, then!” a shrill shout sounded from the coal chute above us.

“Team-building exercise!” I hollered back.

“If I don’t see any shoveling by the time I get down there, my cat’s going to taste so much of your backs you won’t be troubled by hot bunkmates till we get to Honolulu.”

“Larry,” I said. “What’s your method.”

“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” he said.

“We’re about to get flogged, Larry. This is not 1993. You got here somehow. How did you do it? What’s your method?”

“What the fuck are you talking about?”

“What,” I said, “is your method of time travel?”

“You,” said Larry, “are out of your mind.” 

I gave up trying to reason with him. Maybe he’d just stumbled into it. Maybe he was just fated to die on the SS Dogturd, or whatever the ship’s real name was. He’d be another face on a milk carton back when he came from, and history would heal the hole around him.

Or he just might survive and go on to cause the kind of space-time paradox that would scramble the timeline and put me out of business.

I liked my job. I worked for myself, set my own hours, and could meet my clients wherever and whenever the best drink specials were. But it depended on the timeline remaining relatively stable. As much as I didn’t want to do anything that might involve the enforcement division of the Cross-Time Coordination Agency, I couldn’t afford to risk letting the kid out of my sight before I could tip them off, either.

Some situations are just lose-lose.

Or even lose-lose-lose more.

I could hear heavy, foreboding footsteps coming from a direction I felt must be aft. A heavy, foreboding voice accompanied it. 

“You debutants are about to need to grow a new hide to cover your arses!” 

A vicious sound split the air, not entirely unlike the sound you’d expect a whip with nine flails at the end would make.

“Larry,” I said, “whatever you think is going on doesn’t matter. We have to run. Now!”

“Gotcha, bra,” he said as we tore off in the opposite direction of the flailing sound.

Racing through the passageways and holds of a fully loaded steamer that’s just left port is not unlike having a go at one of those inflatable obstacle courses they have at carnivals and birthday party establishments, with a few notable exceptions. Those being chiefly that nothing’s inflatable, all the edges tend to be hard and rigid, very hot steam pipes appear in the oddest places, and you are being chased by a large, hung-over ship’s officer who wants to remove as much skin from your body as permissible by the customs of a longstanding maritime tradition of leadership through cruelty.

“This is really elaborate,” Larry said as he shinnied up a large crate between us and a hatch leading to the deck, and, hopefully more maneuvering room.

“This is global capitalism in its teen years,” I said. 

“Just imagine doing this in a hold stacked with 80,000 cargo containers.”

“There’s no way Vance could pull off all of this,” Larry gasped. It might have been one crate too far, but the sound of the cat-o-nine-tails cracking against a bulkhead helped push him over the top. “What the hell is going on?”

“I told you, Larry. You’re a time traveler. I don’t know how you did it. Apparently you don’t know how you did it, either. I’ve got a pocket watch with extra dials. That’s how I do it.” 

I held it out to show him. It was a family heirloom that had been given to me by my dying great-great grandfather on the condition that, when I’m about to face my end, I bring it back to him on his 21st birthday. I never knew if that last part was a joke, but I also never felt close enough to dying to find out. The pocket watch was a sturdy piece worthy of a railroad conductor or a junior member of Congress. It was waterproof, heat resistant, and told the time in centuries, decades, and weeks. Curiously, it also played MP3s and came pre-loaded with a very eclectic mix. Pretty much everything from J.S. Bach to Wesley Willis.

I never did get a chance to ask great-great grandpa about how the watch worked, and I never will. One of the Laws of Time is that the watch can never cross its own path. The next time I see great-great grandpa will be the first time he ever holds the watch. I guess he knows as much about it as I do. One of the greatest mysteries the universe holds for me is the question, who loaded it up with all that music?

“I guess that’s cool,” said Larry.

“You’re used to guessing your way through life, aren’t you?” I said, popping open the hatch and ducking out into the night. The shadows were deep, and there was no moon. The way we’d come was too narrow for our pursuer, so we had some time.

“All right, Larry. I have to know what’s going on. Tell me everything you remember happening before you wound up in that bar.”

“Right,” he whispered as we crept across the deck, trying to put as much distance between us and the cat-o-nine-tails as possible. “Well, I’d been in San Diego for a few days. I was taking a little road trip. Visiting some Cali girls, if you know what I mean?”

“I guess.”

“So I was at this awesome party. Kurt was on the stereo and this one chick was like, I’m hungry. And this other chick said there’s an all night taco cart a few blocks away, and I was like, hey, I’ll go with you. Safety in numbers, right? So me and these two smoking hot girls go to this taco truck and they’ve got all the usual stuff, right, but then they have this sign that says ‘try the dino-fish tacos, if you dare.’ So of course I dare, and they were kind of chewy, but all right. Then, all the other guys must have bailed on me-“

“Other guys?” I asked.

“I mean chicks. Totally hot chicks... All right, so I lied. I was with a couple dudes. And they dared me to try the dino-fish tacos. And then, bam, they ditched me and I couldn’t figure out how to get back to the party, and then I found that bar where I met you.”

“Must be some interesting tacos,” I said, formulating a theory, not only as to the true gender of his late night munchy compadres, but also as to what triggered his accidental time jump.

“Yeah,” he said. “A little chewy, but all right. I got another one,” he said, pulling an actual taco, wrapped in grease soaked yellow paper, out of his back jeans pocket. “You want want a bite?”

“No thanks,” I said. I marveled at the sheer dumb luck of his managing to survive in the world at all as he devoured his leftovers.

“Your loss, dude.”

And then, without much fanfare, Larry suddenly wasn’t there. The little bastard had his method in his back pocket the whole time.

I reached for my watch to get myself the hell out of there. Before I could set it, though, a hand clenched tight around my arm and a heavy, foreboding voice jaunted violently into my ears.

“Gotcha!” 
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