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The inn, if you could call it that, stunk with the smell of shit, animals and humans.  Rank grease smell, sooty smoke from the poorly drawing fire all added to make the new come party of men and women gag as they came through the door.

The dimly lit interior was low ceiling with rough beams and a thatched roof.  The dirt floor was oiled to keep the dust down in the high summer as it was outside. Several rough wooden tables with benches aside each were scattered on one side of the room, while the opposite side explained the animal smell.  The stalls of the barn, which shared one wall of the room, were opened to allow whatever cooling breeze off the ocean to keep the flies off the cows, goats and donkeys.  There was only one table available for the five people- two women and three men to occupy.  The other benches’ occupants watched the newcomers with interest. 

They were dressed much the same as the others: simple woolen over let’s and pants for the men. The women wore a wrapped fabric that looked almost like a Tahitian pareo. The colors were muted natural browns and greys versus the riotous Polynesian wear.  Loose weave robes kept the bugs off. Linen small clothes and leather sandals completed the look. The women had small decorative belt knives while the men were all armed with wicked looking bronze swords.  The women and the men all looked to be older and thin with the fine hair of age.  

The leader was dressed the same but had a dagger in his belt and a polished cudgel on the other side.  He was enormous at nearly six feet tall and a hundred seventy pounds.  Weathered brown skin with close cropped hair gave him an undetermined age and an air of danger. 

He stayed standing, while the others sat.  Surveying the others seated in the room, who were simply eating their midday meal. He was looking for danger.

And there was some to be had in this room.  He knew that.

“Hector!”

The occupants exhaled breaths and tension left chests as the owner/innkeeper/barman recognized the new man if not his charges. “Been time gone, you traveling?”

“Aye. Made the trail to Hattusa. Brought these merchants back to do some trading if anyone is interested”. Hector spoke loudly and in the Luwan tongue native to this region. 

More easing as the crowd all assessed their relative places in this setting.  Prosperous foreign merchants were not unheard of on the outskirts of a great city like Troy.

Even a city under siege as the walled buildings were right now.

Weak ale, sour wine, and course bread were proudly sat on the table by the slave boys.  A small stew of grains and goat was brought next. The local patrons watched every move made by these people but could not quite put their fingers on the difference with the outsiders.  It’s the teeth, Hector knew.  It was hard to hide good dentistry from nonexistent care.

The merchants ate sparingly, watching every move everyone else made right back at them. Tense.

“Relax,” Hector muttered in English under his breath. The couples did relax a bit.  No one had tried to kill them yet today, which was good.  Two nights ago, their merchant train had been set upon by bandits and two men had died.  The blood was...horrible. Much like the food and wine here.

Eventually one of the six men eating at the table closest to the door made his way over to Hector’s table. As Hector knew the man would.

“My lord, trade...you.  Good” The military man’s Luwan was terrible, but Hector spoke decent ancient Greek. 

“Our pack animals are outside...If your master would trade for our goods, I’m sure he would be happy.” His words brought ready agreement.

The bright sunshine of the midday was welcome after the gloom and stench inside.  The trader women exchanged relieved nervous laughs. The low-slung mud building was part of a small farm hard by a stream and just off the main road into the city. The famous wall was just visible behind them.

The pack train was pulled up to the common water trough and the donkeys were placidly munching grain and straw under the guard’s observations. Ten men over watched everything- Hector’s hired goons. The foreign buyers actively watched everything and everyone right back.  The wariness borne of time spent in enemy territory.

That the six men were soldiers became evident as they had donned cloaks, leather helmets and spears to come outside.  Only the leader wore the bronze helm and the sword of an officer.  That man was only five feet nine, which was large for this age, but he carried himself with the air of one who would be obeyed.  His men were all shorter and skinnier. Less well fed.  All of them were dirty and heavily scarred.  And smelly.

At a gesture, Hector ordered the guards to unload the packs and array the goods on the ground. Everyone came out of the inn to observe and even the small house attached to the Inn emptied of children and women- to see what was what.

While his men worked, the lord moved next to Hector. “Hattusa you say.  I visited when I was a small child with my father.  I remember the Sphinx gate was forty feet high!”

Hector smiled and waved his hands back and forth (this era’s shrug).  “Was the Mycenae foot different in the time of your father? The gate is impressive, but it is only twice my height.”

The officer nodded.  “I was quite small. Perhaps the memory of youth is in error.” 

“Surely my lord....is never in error.”  Hector gave the man a chance to introduce himself.  Sometimes he could not get the man to budge.  The simple usually worked.

And it did this time too.

“I am Diomodeaus.” He bowed slightly to the group.

One of the women made the mistake of gasping.

The other merchants grabbed her and hustled her off to the side giving her a skin of wine to help calm the coughing. Hector could just hear her say in English- “...Jason and the Argonauts!” “That man has held the golden fleece!”

Hector mentally sighed and brought the King of Argos back to the goods spread out on the ground.  Will hold the Golden Fleece he thought. Will hold the Golden Fleece. After he sends twenty good men off to die. Everyone busied themselves handling the merchandise. The innkeeper and his wife were interested in the pottery of course.

The King and his men would give anything for the six talents of copper they were carrying.

The merchant couples were allowed to observe while Hector arranged for the talents to be taken back to the Greek camp.  The camp holding, Achilles, Ajax, Agamemnon and the Myrmidons.  Not to mention Odysseus and Menelaus. 

Hector got the real prize in addition to the Grecian urn the scholars wanted.  He got the mark of Diomodeaus- the King of Argos- to visit the Greek camp for their payment.

Dinner that night was spent outside the walls of Troy in the Greek tents.  The rich scholar/tourists got a little drunk on better quality Greek wine and grilled fish.  They gawked at everyone and everything. They always did.

Jesu Christo, Hector remembered one expedition where one of the women had thrown off her robe and cloak and demanded that Achilles impregnate her.  This group was a little better behaved. For three hours they observed and took notes on everything. For their part, the Greeks were tired.  Tired of camp, tired of each other, tired of war. Everyone was happier when they left. Tourists included.

Hector didn’t feel safe until they were well away from the war- the fucking Trojan War for god’s sake!

Soon the group were back in their camp on the beach near to their boat. The tourists were a little disappointed in the reality versus the story.

“No, you saw the Trojan horse. Well, horses actually. Multiple. Right in the middle of camp.” He took out the scan pad and attached it to the button cam on the pin holding his robe together.  He brought up the video of the false bottom carts the Greeks were building for their final assault.

“Believe me it is short, anti-climactic, and brutal,” Hector said coldly of the famous end of the war.  

“This is drone footage from another expedition.”  He tapped some buttons.

The aerial cam showed the carts full of war spoils (talents of copper included) being dragged in the gates of the city.  Fifteen desperate Greeks squirm out of the carts in the middle of the night. Diomodeaus recognizable among them. Odysseus grim faced wanting to get this war over with. The gate keepers are dispatched with arcs of blood spurting into the air from slashed throats.  The gates open and a flood of men descend on the outer city.  The fires start soon after that and the rapes almost as soon. The killing went on till midday.

“You want to watch Achilles die?” “The heel is involved, but not like you think.” Hector looked at them coldly.  Rich tourists.  Shit.

This group did not. Some did.

This was the sixth, no seventh time, he had led an expedition to this time period.  It was usually this way.  Hated Troy, Loved Egypt. 1206 BC was uniquely situated. The great civilizations were still hanging on and the so-called Sea people had not destroyed the bronze age yet.

From this beach Hector took his charges aboard their very nicely air-conditioned ancient sailing ship.  The one with the solar powered lights and the fusion ion engine.  They stopped at many beautiful, deserted coves on the ocean as they made their way southeast.  Towards Egypt. The crossing lasted four days.  Four uneventful days.

Up the Nile at night stealthily, they zipped away from any prying eyes.  The Pyramids still had their white limestone coating at this time and were a sight to behold.  Even the mirror polished caps were glorious in the last bit of the reign of Rameses the Second.  Rameses the great builder.  Karnack. Abu Sembel. Thebes. Those sites were enough to please any tourist.  Egypt was also much more cosmopolitan than the Hittites, so they were in a lot less danger on the river. The brothels were enough to keep his crew of ten locals which he used as guards, porters and boat crew, happy as well. 

Hector’s end of trip meeting with their leader, Asmel was perfunctory. He dished out the wages. “Keep them in line, Mel,” he said.  “I’ll bring the medicine with me- next two weeks.”  He carefully worked out the date.  One time he had met a much much older Asmel at the appointed spot near the sphinx.  Oops. 

“I have a watcher on that boat,” he said eying the tiny man. “I’ll know if you try to mess with her, capishe?” 

Since Asmel didn’t speak modern Italian Hec had to settle for a “emmum”.

––––––––
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At the end, the tourists and their guide simply waked out into the desert about two thousand yards from the northwest corner of the great pyramid.  A low escarpment of bedrock was being slowly eaten by the sand out here. The small rock cut opening was well hidden and protected. It dead ended at a huge stone slab after the guide led his charges inside the rock.  A special force field/sonic cleaning field and code held the stone in place.  Nothing short of 25th century technology would open that passageway.  Deep underground the way led.  Bright, sadaway battery powered cell lights, illuminated the narrow passage.  Hector was rapidly conducting an inventory as his guests shed their belongings.  The main baggage had already gone forward last night.  The bronze helm and urn were the items that would find their way to being prominently displayed at home.  The very large wealthy home of his clients. Souvenirs.

The chamber was blessedly cool but was not for the comfort of the guests. The machinery that sent people and items back and forth through time was large, complex and required an ion reactor to run.  Oh, and a supercomputer to operate it.  It needed cooling from the Nile.  They also had to dump the excess heat produced into the sand.  The green Sahara was already dying.

The two couples put on the fashion more required of New York City in the year 2492 than Giza of 1206 BC. The ease of wearing a light bending bio suit was nice after the coarse crap he’d been wearing.  The tourists were warming up as the suits responded to personal comfort levels.  The cloths were also displaying the bright stripes and swirls so much in style right now. Hec opted for a standard dark grey pinstripe suit. Classic in any age.

“I hope you folks enjoyed yourself,” he said discreetly. 

“Yes, of course we did!” “It was eye opening.”  “Thank you so much.” The replies fell into those troupes easily enough.  An envelope made its way into his hands and then jacket.  Hector never looked at it while the clients watched.

The brochure from the company specified a ten percent gratuity was the norm.  The cheapskates never gave him more than seven percent.  He was tired. Bone tired.  He’d been working a ton with covid in town but now that the vaccines were widely distributed...he wanted some time off.

The huge chamber dimmed and the techs who would send everyone back, popped into existence on the platform.

The trip upward through time was wrenching and scary and fun.  A blink and every atom and cell of your body was discombobulated and then recombobulated. Hector could give you the technical explanation if you wanted.  He was a Cal Berkeley physicist after all.  Had been before he...

The five of them appeared on the New York City platform.

Perfunctory goodbye’s and he was rid of those rich assholes.  

As with any job, the guide had several hours of reports to do and physicals to take.  The psyche stuff was the worst.  Everyone was always worried about time psychosis.  Well yeah, he was worried too, but not to the point he wanted to dwell on it!

Three hours later he was sitting in his bosses’ office and finally looking at his tip. 65,000 credits.  The trip cost them a cool million to book from the company.

“Can I get that added to my account?” he threw the credit chip from the synth envelope at Elise.

“Sure,” the woman said. She reached into her desk cubby and shoved the small sack, containing his pay back at him. “How’d it really go?” She asked.

“Why do we have to do the Trojan war?   Why can’t we take them to Knossos or even Babylon?” The man asked for what seemed like the millionth time. “There are things to see there:  the whole Atlantis thing, right? The Hanging Gardens? Then we go to Egypt, and I don’t have to watch rich women throw up as people get disemboweled.”

The woman laughed.  “You should consider yourself lucky.  I have three teams taking groups to Gettysburg twelve at a time!”

The agent grunted and slipped the sack into his pocket.  He knew from other reports that those groups were openly trying to use recording devices and binoculars to watch the action. That could get messy.  Maybe they would have to put in an interdiction on that time period like they’d done with 33 AD.  There were certain natural phenomena that they never traveled to: The Santorini eruption being the best example.  The whole 1625-1645 BCE period was a no go.  The rumbling played hell with the time platform.

There was a noted interest in seeing the Minoans at their height.  Not as much as Rome in 53 BCE or golden age Athens but it did exist. He’d done the Athens tour five times.  It was one of his favorites: spend a week in Athens. See a play at the theater.  Visit the complete Parthenon complex. Visit the oracle at Delphi.  Swim in the wine dark sea. That didn’t mean it wasn’t dangerous.  The Peloponnesian peninsula was riddled with highway men and bandits, preying on travelers. Hector had a scar to prove that. But it wasn’t a full blown nine-year long war!

“The whole thing is your fault, mish. You were the one who found that inn and figured out Diomodeaus. We take them to see a living god!” The thin woman practically crowed at him.  “That alone raised the price of this trip 250k.” “Word is getting around.”

Hector thought hard about the ramifications of that.  Tourist time travel was a new thing.  As far as he knew- the company- Time Crystal Expeditions had only existed for the last ten years. He’d been with them for seven now. More attention and more travelers was a recipe for disaster. Disaster as in a tourist killing Julius Caesar.  Fixing time was no easy task and the government had regulators breathing down their necks all the time.

“One of the women was smarter than most. She recognized the name right away,” he told her about the incident with the woman recognizing the name of the King. They spent a few minutes talking about how to handle that and avoid that in the future. “Just ask on the questionnaire if anyone has done any research on the Iliad or the war itself.  Besides watching the old movie!” Hec added.

Elise was silent a second, ignoring the joke.  She reached into her desk and shot him a synth sheet of paper.

The guide grunted and started flipping through the material as it appeared on his pad.  The synth paper was capable of electronically displayed millions of printed pages and video clips.  You could also toss pages back and forth and that always looked cool to Hector.  Trapped in his 2022 mindset like he was.

The proposal was right up his alley. They needed a guide to establish a new route/tour to Ephesus.

The op was pretty simple.  The tourists would pose as merchants, see the ancient city. Visit the little theater for a play and if they could figure it out, hear the Apostle Paul preach to 25,000 people in the large Roman era colosseum. 

But the piesta de resistance was the Virgin Mary.

Rumor/tradition said that she traveled from Jerusalem to Ephesus with the apostle John and died there.

There was interest in finding her. Oh, and if it was possible, they wanted the merchants invited to a dinner party at one of the large terrace houses resident in the city.

The man snorted as he read those last bits and cracked his neck.

“God’s mother and a dinner party, huh?”

Elise laughed.  “You are the best guide we have.  You are the bronze age specialist.  And the only guide we have certified in the classical periods as well. Trained in the physics, the martial arts and the language skills for this job.  Who else has been to Carthage and lived?”

The man recognized the ego stroking. Collingsworth was the best guide, before... He stopped the thought dead. He focused back on Elise. The future woman wasn’t all that different, even if Elise had synthetic parts.  The eyes were the weirdest.  All glittery metallic...

“Okay, I’ll do it,” he said.  “I got two weeks leave coming up and then I have to put Mel right in Giza.” It’s going to take me six to nine months to set it up,” He advised getting up from the rolling chair. Damn those were comfortable. “And you better screen those people for what the Ephesians are going to serve them for dinner: eels, and larks- the little birds,” he said nastily as the woman blanched.  Barbaric!
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When he awoke the next morning, the time guide had the wrenching, where the fuck am I? moment, that usually accompanies time travel. 

Safe in Berkeley in his house in good old 2022.  The man groaned as he rolled out of bed. He sent a quick text, ignored several others and started dressing. Sweats and a tee shirt and he put on his best running shoes.  A steady diet of running helped out his mood and his fitness enormously. He snorted to himself; I’ve become a jock! as he started in on his five miles.

The run certainly cleared his head.  The day was bright sun after the marine layer had burned off a touch early.  It might actually be hot today.

A left out of the giant home on El Camino Real and he started pacing north towards Domingo and then on to Tunnel Road.  Or Ashby or California highway-13 if you prefer.  Hector hated the California Department of Transportation.  Maybe they were not responsible for the name changes, it just felt like they were.

The trickiest spot on the run was crossing Ashby Road at Domingo.  Hector Alvarez knew he was going to die right on this spot. Someday. Taken out by some Berkeley hippie late for their tennis lesson at the Berkeley Tennis club.

The man didn’t know exactly when and where he was going to die of course.  That kind of information was strictly prohibited to time guides. He wondered again if Elise knew where and when he was going to cash in. She’d never tell, that was for sure.

The gleaming white bulk of the Claremont Hotel rose against the brown/green hillside.  The firefighters had made their stand in the 1991 fire right in front of the massive wooden structure.  And it didn’t burn.  Thank God.  Or someone.

A zig zag move to change streets and his long legs were stretching out on Claremont ave heading north towards the campus. Rich, asshole tourists dropped away from his mind like the sweat pouring out of his skin. A left on Stonewall and he soon joined the Stonewall Panoramic trail.  The much less crowded trail dumped him out right where he wanted to go: The Golden Bear Recreation center and pool.

Two and a half miles and he was nicely warmed up for his workout. 

The rec center allowed alumni to use the facilities on off periods.  Random Wednesday mornings at 09:35 qualified.  A quick stash of his things in the locker room and he met Avi near the mats.

Avi was Avi Rosenburg.  Five feet eight inches and a hundred thirty-seven pounds of hairy Israeli Krav Magra fury.

For an hour the two men engaged in only what could be called a steel cage death match.

Both were bruised and bloodied when they stopped. A group of people watching them spar actually applauded as they came off the mats.  Hector winced. Stephanie was among them.

A quick thank you with Avi and a set meetup for the following week and he was eyeing the pretty blonde woman.

She kept getting taller, blonder and better looking as she approached. 

He looked her in the eye as they were nearly the same height. The former volleyball star and the man did not embrace.  He was sweaty and had blood coming from his nose and eye and she was upset.

“No answer on my texts?” She asked as he toweled off.

“I told you: I had a nine-day tour of Troy and Egypt to guide.  They didn’t have cell phones in 1206 BCE.”

She looked him dead in the eye and he stared right back.

“I can go over the math again if you want,” he said quietly.

She grimaced and looked away.  “I just...just...can’t tell when you are lying.  I mean come on! Time travel?”

“Hey, I told you! I was on the team that invented the time crystals. That was right over at the physics building not a half mile from here,” he said wanting to move to the locker room but not daring.  

She searched his face again and could only detect honesty. “Damn you!” she said smiling just a little.

“You snooped huh?”

Now the woman had to be honest.  “Yeah, I went over and saw the picture.  There you are. You look a lot different, but it is you.” The English lit professor was out of her element.

The picture was from 2011.  Hector and the whole Cal Berkeley physics grad program posed in front of the sign for their discovery of time crystals.  Crystals that can hold two quantum entangled particles that suddenly phase shift BACK to a previous state. On command.

The funniest part about the whole idea to Stephanie was that the crystals were not some exotic, crazy type material like Byzantium or Unobtanium or something.  Nope- simple salts.  Monoammonium phosphate and the like.  The same things they put in the rock crystal growing kits for kids.

Of course, she and the rest of the world would be freaked the fuck out if they knew that the company had a time platform under the nuclear physics lab.

A small grin tugged at the corner of his mouth. “Hey- I got a couple weeks downtime in this time stream, why don’t we Netflix and chill tonight.”

“Fuck you,” she said with a laugh.

“Yeah, that’s the idea,” he agreed. “Come over to the house.”

“Okay,” she said relenting. “I’ll bring food.”

“Get Zachary’s Pizza, I’m tired of goat and shitty beer,” he directed.  Thinking that might have been a little chauvinistic Hector added, “you want some money for the pies?”

The woman shrugged her shoulders. “Why, you got some drachmas?”

He snorted and said, “very good.  Bronze age Athens did use the drachma starting around 600 BCE.  Troy didn’t really have coinage five hundred years earlier.  Everyone used a barter system mostly.”

She shoved him towards the shower then.

The run back was slower and there was the nice stop over at Rick and Ann’s for some food.

***
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Getting up early the next morning, Hector had to take care of some mundane items.  Bills, taxes, housework, lawyers and paperwork and the Gift Exchange.  He even had to go to the bank, but he’d do that later.  Right now, Stephanie needed to get up and go teach a class.

“Hey, sleepyhead.  Its 8:35. Don’t you have to actually...do something?”

The groan was long and loud.  “UGGGHHH!  I miss covid.  I could zoom teach in my sweats and un brushed teeth. Now I have to shower and put on deodorant and everything!” She whined.

He laughed and kissed her.  “Up and at em Atom Ant!”

She side eye’d him. “Tell me again that I’m prettier than Helen of Troy.”

“Honey I can definitely say, you are way hotter than Helen.”

“Really?” 

“Yes, now go.”

Hector continued to straighten up while the woman performed her ablutions.  He wasn’t lying about Helen.  The woman from thirty-three centuries ago was pretty when compared to women from her own time, but next to Stephanie?  Nope.  Helen bathed in sheep’s milk for heaven’s sake!  They thought that would soften the skin.  All it did was leave a smelly skim on the body.  And the hair?  No one wanted to run their hands through that bug infested pile. Her face was pretty enough but her teeth and breath were bad enough to stop a Mack truck. Hector had actually been inside the walls. He’d spoken to The Queen at the market, posing as a tradesman. 

What he didn’t want to touch was a casual remark Stephanie made last night: “I’d love to go back in time and be the prettiest woman on the planet.”

He’d thought about that last night after they’d made love.

No, the woman would definitely NOT enjoy going back in time.  Even coarse clothes and dirt couldn’t hide her form.  If he was time guiding her, he’d have to have a squad of guys just to fend off the locals.  And he would have to keep a gun to hand when the guards started eyeing her.

On her own she would be raped by the first man to come across her. The second would rape her and sell her into slavery.

Hec pushed that thought down.  He’d seen some things in the far past that had sickened him. Tough to judge people in different eras.  Epochs really.

On one expedition in Athens after a play, he was leading the group down to the agora shops below the Acropolis that were lined up next to the theater.  Within the space of twenty steps, they had observed a man having sex with a very young boy and another merchant casually whipping a slave.

His crew had had to intervene, so he didn’t kill the pervert both times. It had taken a lot of wine to calm him down that night in the villa. The tourists were indifferent, and Hector couldn’t stand the casual cruelty. 

The company kept a villa for the tourist groups since hotels hadn’t been invented yet. Too bad they couldn’t do that at Troy.  The war had dragged on for years and it just didn’t make sense to try to build anything.  The higher ups had decided on the boat.  It was kind of a cruise ship model.  Disguise an ultramodern luxury yacht as a regular, single-masted, oar driven Phoenician galley. The boat was more of a yacht/submarine.  Since you couldn’t hide the real bulk of the ship when it moved around, the structure had about 18 meters above water line and three times that below.

The company had special docks built that would take a lot of work to break into.  To an outsider they looked like clumps of weeds or rocks. There were two dozen scattered about the ancient world.  The boats could drive themselves between destinations and into and out of port with ease. The maintenance on the boats was easy, it was just another one of his duties: take the techs and the parts downtime to service the units.  Those were easy, simple one day jaunts. 

The company had only lost two of the vessels; both due to the ion engines running down.  Hence the maintenance.

A wistful sigh accompanied his reminisces about the early days of time travel.  Hector continued vacuuming and doing his dishes and dusting while he dwelled on his start in the time game.

***
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In 2012 after he had graduated, one of the lead physicists at Cal, Dr. Zhou had come to him to inquire about his plans.  Hector was uncommitted.  He didn’t want to teach or do pure research and the applied stuff was hard to get into.  He was thinking of applying to NASA to start their astronaut training program, when Zhou said he “might have something right in your wheelhouse, Mr. Alvarez.”

The scientist in him shit an entire brick when Zhou showed him the time platform.  He recognized the power source, just not exactly the design of the ion reactor.  A computer was a computer was a computer when you got right down to it.  Quantum or transistor based, it still had to have an interface unit. This one had remote controls and it had a hard station console. Exciting the states of entangled particles was something he knew about, just not the next logical step.  Pairing your atoms with highly ionized particles and then changing both states at the same time.  It felt both good and horrible at the same time. Kind of like a fire and ice blow job.

Let’s just say, Hector was both thrilled and appalled by the world of 2492.  The technology was wonderful!  His training boss, Mr. Larkin had arranged for the latest neural net training courses.  Fully Matrixed out, the whole range of martial arts had been zapped into his brain. He felt just like Neo in those sessions.

Languages, skills, customs, tech stuff all of it crammed as fast as they could into his head.

Larkin was pleased. “You actually passed a bigger test just standing upright on the platform when you came through,” he told Hec. “About half the people we bring forward are catatonic and another twenty-five percent have headaches so bad, we can’t use them.”

The synth paper and the bio suits and the new medicines (bye Covid!) were all very impressive to him.

The near slave/master dichotomy between the have and have nots, did not impress. Large areas of the city were virtual no go zones for someone like him.  Likewise, the truly affluent clients would never dream of having him in their homes.

He would come to suspect that that was why the future people were so interested in the ancient world.  Slavery was normal back then and tolerated four hundred years into the future.  Different epochs. Same casual cruelty.

His first real assignment was easy. He was sent along to help service the infrastructure for both the Roman and Egyptian time platforms.  He went out with Collingsworth.  That guy was one of the first time guides the company had hired. And the first to develop time psychosis as it turned out.  But back then the guy was a legend.  He took Hector to ancient Rome and showed it off in all its glory.  Its arrogant, militaristic glory.  Hector Alvarez watched as Julius Caesar rode in three separate triumphs in three weeks.  Each one a testament to his bravery, his cunning as a general and his glory for Rome. Old Julius looked like a stone killer.  It was the sneer and the eyes.

There were gaudy, vulgar displays of captured slaves, captured Kings (Vercingetorix had his mustaches waxed into place to make him appear wilder) and captured loot during the triumph.

Collingsworth pointed out how you could tell which of the female slaves had been raped.  “See the blood running down her thigh?  Sure sign.  A virgin before and now- not so much.”

The wine Hec had been drinking turned sour in his stomach. He knew about the battle across the Rhine River three years before.  It was a close-run thing.  These slaves had been fresh caught in Asia minor not in the wilds of Gaul.  But that didn’t matter.  All that mattered was Rome’s might and her unquestioned authority. The Legions were an impressive sight. All ways a tourist favorite. The sound of those hobnailed boots on those straight Roman roads was something to hear.  

The visit to the brothel also didn’t turn out well.  He turned down the thirteen-year-old girl they brought him.  The nineteen-year-old had psoriasis so bad it looked like the pox.  He gave her ten denarius and tried to talk with her.  Another bad idea. She begged him to take her out of that place.  Begged him with tears running down her cheeks and snot coming out of her nose.

Hector fled like a coward and stumbled back to the disguised opening to the platform.  The spot where the colosseum would be built in about a hundred twenty years.  Three large villas occupied the spot now.  Eventually Nero would kill the occupants of these villas and build his own enormous palace on the grounds.  After he was killed, the city burned and a civil war or two happened, the Emperor Vespasian would build the Flavian Amphitheater which we know as the colosseum.  The homeowner for the villa was under the impression that the current Emperor was fixing the sewer line. The company was diverting nearly the entire Tiber River to cool the reactor.  The back flow came out a few hundred yards upstream from where they were taking it out. Time Crystals eventually bought the villas for their own use.  The slave staffs might have been suspicious, but they thought the visitors were demons, so anything that happened was written off. As long as no one was eaten or sacrificed they were treated better than most.  And the food was plentiful.  

––––––––
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The city of Rome was indeed a marvel.  It was the first destination they’d setup and still the most popular.  Time Crystal Expeditions had six groups of twelve in the city at a time. At least at certain time periods they did.  A week spent in ancient Rome was Las Vegas, Ibiza and Cannes all rolled into one. Hectors job was to ensure the tourists saw the different sides without the consequences.

Rome and Collingsworth had given him two other very important lessons: number one was about neural net training.  The gladiator school would allow civilians to participate in their training regimens. You just had to pay for it. The older time guide had taken the young buck down to get his head bashed in by the big boys. And some of these guys were indeed huge.  Insane Norsemen standing six feet six and going two twenty or two thirty. Farm boys who lifted sheep and cows all day and then drank their weight in beer.  Ex-soldiers were the worst. Actual trained killers who didn’t really care one way or another.  

All the knowledge was in his head, it just took seven or eight bouts before he could coordinate mind and body. He only broke an arm and his nose in the melee training.  Melee was actually a medieval term.  A group of knights all fighting to be the last one standing.  The Romans and the gladiators had the same thing. It was as close as you could get to massed combat without people killing each other.  Not that they didn’t try. It was these early sessions and the advice from Collingsworth to “not neglect the physical training” that kept him going back to Avi for his bash up sessions. Hector also had a sword master helping him.  An archery class too.  He was also very proficient in cross bow, spear and halberd.  Hell, give him a stick and he could crack a few ribs.  

The second lesson was more mind bending.  At the end of the three weeks Collingsworth had taken Hector to Pompeii and Herculaneum. Although the latter was still being constructed.  The huge bulk of Vesuvius, smoking and looking ominous dominated the skyline. The pair sat on a beach watching the harbor get built, drinking fortified wine when Hector asked the question that was on his mind.  “Hey, C, let me ask you something...” he started.

“Yeah.”

“How many time trips have you made?”

The whip thin tall man blew out his cheeks.  “Hell, I don’t know, three hundred?  Four hundred?  I had to do a ton of trips in the beginning to get the techs used to the customs in Rome and then Egypt. We were cutting out the tunnels for the infrastructure. Those modern sonic displacement cutters make short work of ground prep.”

A long moment of silence and then Hector said, “are you ever afraid of meeting yourself on a trip?  I mean we keep coming back to the same event as it plays out...Caesars triumphs, the battle of Actium, that kind of thing.  If you’ve led nine different groups to see the same thing, why aren’t there nine versions of you bumping into each other?” 

The man nodded his understanding.  “Ayup, that is a tough one.  There are the classic time paradoxes to consider.” “You can’t go back in time and shoot your grandfather thus wiping out your existence because you have lived to this point- PROVING you didn’t,” he mentioned one.   “Can you go back and talk to yourself?” he asked about another paradox.

The new time guide trainee shook his head.  “No, that is forbidden, and it’s not possible.”

“Correct, but looky here.”  A small strand of yarn was pulled out of a pocket like a minor magic trick.  “I tend to think of it as this way.”  He pulled one of the major warp bundles away from the other two in this case.  “Is this one time stream?” “I don’t think it is, he answered his own question and began untwisting the bundle into five much smaller threads.  “Is one of these the time stream?” he asked holding the thread.  

And Hector understood as Collingsworth began isolating individual fibers, hundreds of them, each finer than a hair.

He teased out five or six individual fibers that bowed out from the norm and then rewove the yarn into its normal shape.

“This is how I think of it,” the dark-haired foreigner told him. “I think each fiber is a time stream. And each one we visit is different but part of the whole string of yarn.  The same history. Since there are- WE THINK- there are infinite fibers in the weave, we should be okay.”

“Think?  Should be?” Hec said trying to wrap his head around the concept. The Many worlds theory was one he was familiar with. He imagined hundreds of tiny fibers flapping out of the mighty bundle of available timelines. “Can we ever get back to a timeline we have visited before?”

His partner was silent and then said, “I’m not sure.  Look at the boats.  As far as I know we dropped them off when we were building the Time Platforms.  They seem to be resident in every time stream. Hell, the time platforms themselves are in every time stream.  And I know for a fact if you kill someone in one time stream, chances are the others don’t have him either.” Hec eyed him. “That’s why we have regulations.  That’s why we limit the total number of trips.  That’s why we take our time guides from the 1900-2200 era only.  That’s why we never go back to anything forward of 1865.  Why we never go into the future.” There is only one you and the clock is running at all times no matter which timeline you are in.” “Why do you think we keep detailed records of where and when you have been?” The man wound down from his speech like a worn-out record.

“C, when were you born?” Hector asked.  “Where?  Have you been to the future?” He meant the far future, year 3,000 and above.

The man didn’t answer his questions.  ‘Amigo, I’m from around and I’ve been around.” And then he laughed and
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