Chapter 1:  The Dark Beginning


All was dark.  

“Jon, wake up!  It’s time for your science fair!”  Uncle Robert’s voice rumbled and roared, cracking through the shadowy wall of sleep.  An earthquake followed.  When Jon did not immediately rise up from bed, his uncle started shaking it.  “Wake up, Jon!”


“Okay, okay!  I’m getting up!”  Jon groaned and sat up sleepily.  Faint light appeared through the window.  Rubbing his eyes, he looked over at his uncle and yawned.  “What’s for breakfast?”


“Whatever you want—as long as you make it!”  Uncle Robert was already going to the door of Jon’s cramped bedroom.  “But you only got ten minutes before we need to leave.”


“Ten minutes?!”  Jon protested.  “That means I have five minutes more to sleep.”  With that, he fell back on his pillow and closed his eyes.


Growing up without parents was not always easy.  But it did allow for some unexpected perks.  After the extra ten minutes of snooze, Jon was fast asleep.

“JON!  WHAT ARE YOU DOING!?”


“Wha-I’m sleeping!”


“WE HAVE TO BE AT THE SCHOOL IN TWO MINUTES!!”


“School?...Why?”


“JON!!  YOUR SCIENCE FAIR IS TODAY!!!”


“Huh?  It’s Saturday already?”  Irritated, Jon sat up in bed.  “Well, why didn’t you wake me up earlier then?”


“I DID!”  His uncle heaved a sigh and then heaved a t-shirt at Jon’s head.  “Sometimes, Jon.  I really wish you had your mother…”


Jon did not have his mother, or his father, for that matter.  Eight years earlier, Jon had both.  In a single horrible instant everything changed.  Two highly respected scientists, his parents worked for an independent research company studying quantum physics.  One night, a freak nightmarish accident blew everything apart in Jon’s life.  Working late that night, Jon’s parents were apparently alone.  An explosion.  Two deaths.  No answers.  No parents.  

“Mothers…” Jon muttered grouchily, knocking aside the t-shirt.  “Who needs mothers?”  Yawning, he stretched out his arms and swung his legs onto the floor.  


“I don’t know, kid, but I do know we need to be at your school, NOW!”  His Uncle did not leave this time until Jon made an extreme effort to pull on a shirt.  Breakfast would be fast, as in Jon would have to fast until lunch.  The Science Fair was not something he would miss.

Science and math were Jon’s two favorite subjects.  His last report card proved this.  A sophomore, he was taking advanced chemistry as well as algebra II/trigonometry.  Both classes were high “A’s” on his report card.  On the other hand, he barely maintained a “B” in English and was happy with anything above a “D” in history.  In fact, he hated history with a passion—almost as much as he hated early mornings.  

Groaning, Jon stared blearily around his room.  It looked as if a tornado had passed through.  Only a rarely used closet was in the back corner appeared undamaged.    Clothes, books, half completed science projects, and science projects not yet started littered almost every other available space.  Next to his bed, his desk was hidden by a mound of books.  Just beyond that was his dresser, which was serving as a mini laboratory.  Nearly overtaken with beakers, test tubes, and jars of various “safe” chemicals, it resembled something Dr. Frankenstein would have had in his room.  Only with a closer view would it be spotted that most of the chemicals were unopened and a fine layer of dust covered everything else.  
Time to get dressed, he thought dully.  He looked up at his bookshelves where multiple empty gaps marked the places where he borrowed and never replaced most of his books.  In those gaps was where his clean clothes often ended up, courtesy of his uncle.  No such luck this morning.  

Almost all of his other not-so clean clothes were scattered on the floor, lying over the back of the desk chair, stuffed under his bed, or in countless of other places.  Who needed hangers when furniture was around and the floor was available?  
Reaching blindly, he retrieved a pair of jeans and a clump of socks from the floor.


From the assortment of socks, he chose the cleanest two he could find.  Years before, his uncle learned to buy all the same type of socks.  Mismatching never became a problem this way.  As he pulled on a pair of slightly gray socks, both smelling of his rank old sneakers, he scowled.  Dirty and faded, his shoes were by the door.  Almost two years old, they were very nearly ancient history.  Worn and smelly, his sneakers, in his opinion, were a lot like history in general.  
It didn’t take a genius to figure out that Jon did not care much for his history class.  Just the day before he got into an argument with his history teacher over the necessity of learning the past—it was an argument neither won.  It all started when Jon asked the very original question of why he needed to know history.  As his teacher said over and over, the past teaches the future.  To Jon, the past stunk worse than his shoes and only a future with more math and science would change that.  Who cared what happened a hundred years ago?  Learning boring facts about dead people and long ago events would never help him where in mattered.  At best, history only complicated his report card.  Voicing this belief nearly landed Jon in detention as his teacher grew very red in the face.  Only the bell saved them.  Jon didn’t care; he had more important things to worry about, like his science fair project.      


Thinking of his science fair project brought a grim look in Jon’s eyes.  At the moment, his entire future hinged on the science fair—winning meant gaining a scholarship, but more importantly to Jon, going to science fair could finally reveal to him the truth about his parents.  While scholarship might take him to college and beyond, Jon had something else in mind… First things first, he had to make it on time.  Glancing at his alarm clock, lying in a pile of candy bar wrappers at the end of his bed, he let out a loud yelp.

“Rob,” he yelled out the door, “we need to be there already!” 

“Whaff—” his uncle sputtered from down the hall.  “That’s what I’ve been trying to tell you!” 

“Well, you should have woken me up earlier!”


His uncle dashed back into Jon’s room.  Jon stared up at him.  Pursing his lips, Rob finally lifted his eyes to the ceiling and threw up his arms helplessly.  He made to say something, but then just shook his head.  “Just get in the car,” he finally sighed.

“First,” mumbled Jon, “I need the bathroom.”  Grabbing his usual clump of junk he never left home without:  pocket flashlight, house key, and wallet, he left his room.  Rob had confiscated his cell phone the previous week after Jon used it during history class to place an order of twenty large pizzas straight to his teacher’s office…as a joke.  Just like history in general, his teacher proved much too serious about everything.

Outside, the sun was just beginning to stretch over the horizon when a thick clump of gray clouds blocked it out.  It was a dark beginning to Jon’s day.  


 The Layland County School Science Fair was not the biggest event in the world—far from it.  Most students in Layland would confess to not even know about it.  Only the nerds and those desperate for extra credit in their various science classes ever competed.  Jon was an exception.  For Jon, the science fair was everything.  


“Are you sure you have everything?” his Uncle Rob asked for the tenth time.


“Yes, yes, I have it all!”  Jon pushed open the passenger side door of the 2006 fire-red Mustang, his uncle’s pride and joy.  Jon took a moment to look in the mirror to see the man who raised him the past eight years.  
A burly, well muscled man with a grizzled chin, no matter how often he shaved, his Uncle Rob did not resemble Jon very much.  His wide head was topped with dark brown curly hair that hung to his neck.  Narrow dark brown eyes, a hooked nose, and slit for a mouth gave him a hard appearance that caused many to judge him wrongly.  Almost always looking mean, Jon’s uncle was actually more like a soft kitten behind his tough exterior.  He greatly cared for his nephew and showed a great deal of patience towards him.  Jon knew he was very fortunate to have Uncle Rob in his life.   
Sighing, he shifted his gaze to stare at his own reflection.  

Unlike his large uncle, Jon was average height for his age, and thin in the arms, waist, and legs.  Thick dark hair the color of coal was cut short against his scalp.  He liked it short since it meant he didn’t have to comb it in the morning.  Thin brows, soft lashes, and piercing green eyes gave him a foreign look that helped set him apart from most of his class.  Despite a slight overbite that could use braces, his face was okay.  By not looking like a science nerd, he got along with almost everybody while still attending science fairs.  Well, actually he barely spoke to anybody in school and barely anybody ever spoke to him.  His smooth boyish face caused many to think him younger than fifteen and often he was mistaken as a freshman—or worse, a middle school kid.    At least nobody picked on him.  Of course, this could be because everyone knew what his uncle looked like.  Nobody messed with Uncle Rob.

“I’ll meet you after the science fair, Rob,” he said evenly.

“Wha—what?  Jon, you know I’m coming in there with you.”

Jon vehemently shook his head.  “No, I need to do this myself.”

He knew he couldn’t live in his uncle’s shadow forever.  Working in an office building where he helped design new technological inventions, his uncle never told Jon much about his work.  His nice house and car showed that he did a fairly good job at whatever he did.  Jon’s personal goal was to someday work with his uncle and make great new inventions.  That meant he needed his science fair project to be the best ever—without any help from his uncle.

The quietness in Jon’s voice caused his uncle to pause for a moment.  “What do you mean?” his uncle finally asked.

“If the judges find out you’re my uncle they’re going to think you helped me and then not judge me fairly.  Please, I know I can do this.  Just give me a chance to be myself.”  Jon’s green eyes pleaded with his uncle.  
His Uncle Rob looked hurt for a moment, but then nodded.  “Very well, then.  I’ll just have to wear a disguise.  I’ll cut off some hair and paste it to my face.”

“Rob!  I’m serious!”

“Okay, Jon, okay.  I’m only kidding.”  He smiled.  “I’ll be here waiting, kid.  Have fun, you hear?  Now, are you sure you have everything?”

“Yes!”  Sometimes Jon felt like he did have a mom when his uncle acted this way.  Grabbing a large plastic bag oddly shaped around an angular object, Jon turned from the car and kicked the door closed with the back of his heel.

“Hey, treat my car with more respect!” hollered his uncle, as if he personally felt the kick.

“Sorry!” yelled Jon as he hurried to the school, carrying his awkward load.  
“Yeah, right, you are,” muttered Uncle Rob.  “Now what kind of disguise can I make?”
Chapter 2:  Collision of Destiny
Layland High was like most schools—a large blocky brick building surrounded by primly cut grass and lined with large beds of flowers and well pruned trees.  Prisons looked cheerier.  No amount of gardening prevented the slight feeling of dread when looking at the row of gray doors in front of the building.  Four in a row, the doors reminded Jon of the gates to the Underworld described in Dante’s Inferno.  “Abandon hope, all ye who enter here.”  Even on a Saturday with no classes, the feeling of dread filled Jon’s empty belly.  Just because he did well in science and math did not mean he enjoyed the six hours, five days a week of boredom.
Snap out of it! He commanded his body.  Everything was going to be great.  Except one problem already popped up:  he couldn’t open the door.  Carrying his project with two hands, all he had free were his feet.  Hopping on one foot, he tried to somehow fit a sneaker through the handle and pull back.   

  “Come on, this is stupid!” he muttered under his breath.  “I hate going to school.  But today I get up early on Saturday just for school and now I can’t even get in the stupid place!”  Really, few teenagers would be caught dead trying to get into school on a weekend.  
His foot slipped on the handle and he stumbled into the door, barely managing to keep his project from spilling to the ground.  

Twisting his face, he kicked the door.  “Blast it!”

“Need some help?” asked a friendly voice behind him.
Whirling around, a sharp comment at the tip of his tongue, Jon immediately choked to silence.  Standing with her arms on her hips, a bemused look on her face, a very attractive girl about his own age stood watching him.  Honey colored hair hung loose to her shoulders.  Wearing jeans and a short-sleeved pale yellow blouse, she had sharp cheekbones, a petite nose, and two of the deepest, bluest eyes Jon had even seen.  They sparkled in the sun like two Sapphires.  
“Uh, yeah, I do, actually.” Jon couldn’t help but stare at her face.  He had never seen her before, because if he had, he would have remembered…she must be a student from another school here for the science fair, or something.  Her face reminded him of a cheerleader…cheering him on for winning the sci—

“What?” the girl asked, frowning.  
“Huh?” Jon snapped out of his daydream.  “Uh, nothing.”

She twitched a tad bit uncomfortably and ran a hand across her nose.  Then she checked her hair.  Finally she ran her tongue across her teeth.  
“Yeah, uh, I mean, I need some help.  Er, please.”  Jon ducked his head and rubbed his shoe on the pavement.  Why couldn’t he say something intelligent?  At least ask for her name…and telephone number…
“Oh, here.”  Reaching past Jon, the girl grabbed the handle yanked open the door.  

“Er, thanks.”

“No problem.”  The girl gave him a suspicious look that made Jon squirm and nearly drop his project.  

Hefting his project, he attempted to move quickly past the girl before he said anything stupid.  Ducking his head low, he tried squeezing into the school.  Unfortunately for him, his project didn’t quite fit through the door and Jon walked right into it.  
“Oof!”  Jon jerked to a stop, the edge of his project jabbing his gut.  Stumbling back, he lost his balance and fell against the girl.  It was so clumsy that it looked as if he did it deliberately.
“Hey!  Get off me!”  Jumping back, the girl yanked on Jon’s arm and sent him crashing to the pavement.  The project, now unsupported, landed on top of him with solid thump.  
“Hey, Susie!  What’s going on?”  A rough voice hollered from the road.

“This…boy just fell into me!”  The disgust in her voice made Jon cringe.  
Lying on his side with his project leaning on his shoulder, Jon never looked up.  Thankfully, his body cushioned the project and it remained in tact.  Unfortunately, his thigh was scraped in the process and stung like crazy.  Even worse, his face burned with deep embarrassment.

“I, uh, I tripped.  Really, I’m sorry.”  Not believing this could be happening, Jon sat up slowly, pushing his project to the side.
Clearly, the girl did not believe him.  Folding her arms, she looked pretty upset.  And just gorgeous.  Jon didn’t have any more time to dwell on this last part, though.  

A large, beefy guy with the face of a stern grizzly bear loomed next to the girl.  A few years older than Jon, he also was much bigger.  Surely a senior.  Hair and muscle covered most of his body visible under his tight t-shirt and bugling jeans.  Lifting weights was probably his only hobby.  He glared down at Jon.  
“You certainly did trip up,” he growled.  “This is my girl.  Come on, Susie.  Let’s go.  If he ever bothers you again, I’ll pound him into dog food.”  He scowled once more at Jon before grabbing the door and easily opening it without effort.  “Stupid freshman,” he muttered.
“Actually I’m a sophomore,” mumbled Jon.

The girl wrinkled her nose at Jon and grunted.  Then, without another word, she followed the hulking brute into the school.  As she passed Jon, the girl’s right ankle smacked into Jon’s project.  A sharp plastic snap was heard, but no apology.  
As the door shut, Jon shook his head and muttered a few choice words about wild animals being allowed to run loose in public.  Somehow he doubted Susie and her bear boyfriend were going to the science fair.  Their type didn’t usually risk losing their cool points by attending “nerd events”.   
Getting to his feet, he winced at the pain from his scraped thigh.  His face still burning, he propped open the door with his back.  Picking up his project, he carefully fit it through the doorway.  Finally, he had entered the school.  It would be for the last time—he just didn’t know it.  
Head down, he quickly headed for the cafeteria where the science fair was held.  Susie and the brute were out of sight and quickly became out of mind as well.  
   The science fair was a bustle of noise, bodies, and bizarre contraptions.  Held in the cafeteria, it sounded worse than a freshman lunch block and looked like a science fiction art show.  Energized adults looking disarrayed in various states of dress—some in full business suits, others still in pajamas—zipped around, fueled by the large cups of coffee that none seemed without.  A clump of bored, tired looking men and women wearing lab coats over suits huddled in the back next to the refreshment table.  Sipping coffee and munching on bagels, these were obviously the judges.  The lab coats were required to set them apart.   

In front of the refreshing judges was a maze of tables dominating most of the space.  These tables were covered with large folded posters displaying an assortment of color.  Well dressed students stood proudly in front of these posters chattering away, while their nervous parents hovered nearly on top of them, constantly checking the backboard of their child’s project.  It didn’t take an experiment to correctly conclude which projects were from the work of parents.  

When Jon entered the cafeteria, he blinked in confusion.  Where was he supposed to go now?  The Layland High Science fair was not just for Layland High students.  Every high school in the county had students competing.  This meant a lot of strange faces.

“Jon!  Over here!”

Looking at the table closest to the left wall, Jon spotted Jack Thompson waving him to him.  
“Jack, you made it!” Grinning broadly, Jon relaxed.  Seeing not only a familiar face, but also his best friend, he hurried over.
“Yeah, and so did you,” answered his friend reasonably as Jon reached the table.    
“No kidding?  Are you sure?”  Dumping his project on the table with a grunt, Jon stepped back and sighed with relief.  

Jack watched him critically.  “I’m sure of one thing, you don’t look right.  What happened to your arm, and why are you walking funny?”

Jon looked down and saw a part of his elbow through an ugly rip in his shirt.  Dirt marred the surrounding area.  “Ah, I got mugged by a Neanderthal.  He wanted my science fair project but I convinced him to evolve first.”

Jack was a very smart person, a genius, even.  Yet, with all this brain power, all his great deductive reasoning, and all his brilliant commonsense, he could never tell a joke or hope to understand sarcasm. 

“You should call the police,” he said seriously.  Short, pudgy, and wearing glasses, Jack had nothing going for him except for his brains.  At first glance, one would guess he had a very flamboyant personality.  His mop of curly black hair was gelled rakishly back from his squashed face.  The glasses perched on his pug nose were stylishly small of small and had a gold tint.  This morning he wore a navy blazer over a mega bright yellow button-down shirt decorated on the sides with fluorescent flowers.  White slacks held by an intense yellow belt, complete with sparkles, and shiny black shoes finished the picture of a deranged rock star from the 70s.  
“Which police?” Jon said, wincing at the sight of his friend’s dress.  “The fashion police?  They’d lock you up in a heartbeat.”

“There’s no such thing as the fashion police, Jon,” Jack said with a frown.  “You should know that I researched each item I’m currently wearing.  Each one is designed to attract attention.”
“Attention?  Yeah, I bet.  You’re a walking circus!  Gee, Jack.  You’re actually blinding me!”

“No, I’m not really, Jon.”

Covering his eyes, Jon pretended to bump into the table.

“Careful, you’ll ruin my project! I’m wearing my outfit to attract the attention of the judges and also to symbolize my experiment.”

Jon dropped his hands from his eyes and looked at his friend with mock pity.  “What’s your experiment?  How to never get a date in a million years?”

Jack sighed.  “That’s not a very practical project.  You joke too much.”

Then Jack did something even more shocking.  From inside pocket of his flashy blazer, he pulled out a wrapped Twinkie.

  A Twinkie.  
Jon’s eyes nearly fell from his head.  Never before had he seen his friend eat anything as unhealthy as a granola bar.  Jack was the type of kid who treated whole grains, fruits, and vegetables as a religion.  If that was true, then processed fats and sweets were evil abominations sent by evil minions to destroy the world.  

“J-Jack, are you okay?”  Jon pretended to shake with fright.  “What’s that doing in your hand?”  

“Stop it, Jon,” Jack commanded.  “You should know that my science experiment is about partially hydrogenated food.  This,” he held up the piece of junk food, “is part of my exhibit.”

“How about it being part of my breakfast?” Jon asked hopefully, suddenly feeling his hunger pains from skipping the first meal of the day.  

“No, Jon.  Don’t you understand?  My experiment proves how bad partially hydrogenated food is to the human body.  Do you know it is actually a poison?”

“Funny, I never died from eating Twinkies before.”  Jon frowned.  “Waiitt…you said your clothes are supposed to represent your experiment…how is your ugly outfit supposed to be a Twinkie?  Although, I do see the poison connection…”

Shaking his head, Jack looked at Jon like he was a small child.  “Do you ever use your brain, Jon?”

“Not unless I have to, like to make toast or something.”

Jack ignored him.  “The American public is attracted to junk food because of its flashy taste and the cheap cost.  My clothes represent this attraction.”

Jon stared blankly at Jack.  “Uh, no offense, Jack, but if Twinkies looked anything like your clothes, I personally wouldn’t touch them for a million dollars.”

Jack drew back slightly and actually looked hurt.  

Really, thought Jon, Jack needs to loosen up and get an actual sense of humor.

Instead, Jack assumed a thoughtful look.  Nodding, he put the Twinkie down on the table.  “Perhaps you’re right that my clothes are not in the latest fashion.”

“Yeah, no kidding.”

“Still, they will work to draw the attention of the judges, which is okay by me.  That’s what I really want.”

“Just not the attention of any girls,” mumbled Jon, searching the cafeteria.  The person he wanted to see wouldn’t be ready yet, so he didn’t know who he was searching for.  Girls didn’t really talk to him either.  Jack and Jon were quite unalike in most everything except for a few things.  One of those things was being perpetually ignored by the opposite gender.  Jon’s looks weren’t bad, but apparently everything else about him made up for it.  Jon kept mostly to himself which was his biggest problem.  Besides, finding a date a science fair was not very likely.  There were plenty of girls, but everyone seemed focused on one thing:  their project getting first place.
Before the two boys could continue their debate, a new presence joined them.  

“Mr. Banks, I’m very glad you decided to make it.”     
“Uh, yes, Mr. Lewis.  I’m glad, uh, you decided to come too.”

“Hmmph, that remains to be seen.”  Leaning forward, the tall teacher looked at Jon critically—he started at Jon’s rumpled head and ended at his scuffed sneakers.  “I see you are not going for stellar appearances to impress the judges.  You do know that the state of dress affects their judgment.”

For the first time, Jon felt totally out of place.  All around him students were dressed in some of their finest clothes.  Boys wore nothing less than khakis with a pressed collar shirts.  Most girls had long skirts complimenting formal blouses.  Shiny hair, scrubbed skin, and sweet smelling perfumes and cologne filled the cafeteria.  Only Jon sported the “natural” look of having just rolled out of bed.  Tufts of his short black hair stuck up in patches.  His jeans were wrinkled and sported a grass stain on one knee, a hole on the other.  His unzipped hoodie, which he threw on right before leaving the house, smelled faintly of chips and salsa.  Otherwise, his clean t-shirt did little to mask the scent of body odor.  In the rush to get to the school, he had forgotten his deodorant.  Flicking a look at Jack, Jon nearly wished he could trade clothes.

Swallowing, he willed his head to look up at Mr. Lewis.  The overbearing teacher seemed to have made it his personal agenda to badger Jon relentlessly.  Ignoring Jon’s glare, the teacher was now peering at Jon’s project with almost a sneer.  “And what is this, may I ask?”

“I can’t tell you, Mr. Lewis.  It’s a secret.”

On the top side of middle age, Mr. Lewis was a tall broad shouldered science teacher with a square face plastered on top with thin straw colored hair that barely covered his box shaped head.  Wearing a gray suit and brown tie, he looked more stone than human.  His granite face did not smile as it creased into a frown.

“You will be presenting in minutes, Jon.  I’m assuming it’s not a secret from the judges?”

“Sorry, Mr. Lewis.  I can’t talk right now.  I’m trying to mentally prepare my presentation.”

Drawing himself up to his fall height, Mr. Lewis looked down at Jon with disapproval.  Since the first test, in which Jon aced, Mr. Lewis suspected him of cheating and did everything he could to catch him in the act.  Ever since the first day of class when Jon accidentally broke a beaker by putting his head down to sleep while Mr. Lewis gave a boring lecture on class rules Mr. Lewis thought Jon was nothing but trouble.  

Turning to Jack, Mr. Lewis put on a severe face.  “Mr. Thompson,” he said gravely, “I hope I am right when I say you most surely haven’t done anything to assist Jon on his project.”

“Uh, uh, um, no, sir.  Not at all.”  
“You mean I’m not right?”

“Um, yes, I mean, no, uh…” Jack always felt befuddled in the large teacher’s presence, which did not help matters.  It just made him appear guilty.  Eyes dropping to the ground and darting side to side, Jack swallowed hard.  “I never helped once with Jon’s science fair project.”
“Hmmph.  Well, I’ll be back.  You can be sure of that.  Good luck, Jon.”  It sounded like Mr. Lewis meant the first part, but not the last.  

“Yeah, thanks,” Jon said dryly.  “You’re great, Mr. Lewis.”

“Hmmph.”

Chapter 3:  Running Out of Time

Susie Wilkie raised her hands to her face to cover another gasp.  At her side, Todd smirked as he stretched his muscular arm over and around her shoulder.

“Relax, Susie.  It’s not like it is pro ball, or something.  It’s just soccer.”

“I know, but he’s so small out there!  Come on, Luke!  Get it back!”

“It’s barely a sport, you know.  Nobody plays it, really.”

Sitting in the front of the sparse bleachers, the couple watched an intense game of indoor soccer in the high school gym.  Two small goals were set up under each baseline where the basketball hoops normally were.  Blue shirts against red shirts—that was about the extent of the organization.  Out near center court, a group of kids, ten-year-olds and eleven-year-olds, grouped together in what looked to be a large mosh pit, kicking at some unseen object in their midst.  Blue and red meshed together, kicking at anything that moved.  
Scattered around Susie and Todd were parents calling out encouragement or looking at their watches.  More serious fathers and a few crazed mothers stood in front of the bleachers screaming tactics and at times near threats at their poor children.  Susie didn’t care about any of them.  All she watched was her pint-sized brother standing on the outskirts of the soccer mosh pit looking determined to be part of the game, but confused on how to do it.  
“Get in there, Luke!” cried Susie.  “Just be careful!”

Todd rolled his eyes.  “Loogie,” he muttered.
“What was that?”

“Nothing, babe.  Go Luke!  Yeah, soccer.”  Todd’s cheers were flat and half hearted.  Placing his hands on his knees, he leaned into Susie.  “This is nice, though” he said.  “I’m glad we’re here, me and you.”
She ignored him.  “Good job, Luke!  Nice kick!”

The small boy with tousled brown hair and oversized red shirt looked up in her direction and grinned.

“Get back in the game, Luke!” screamed a red faced coach from in front of the bleachers.  

Jumping as if slapped with electricity, the boy ran after the traveling mosh pit, which was migrating toward the goal defended by the blue shirted team.  

Todd stuffed a laugh.  “Look at him run!  He looks like a duck out of water!”

Susie looked over at Todd but said nothing.  Ever since their parents divorced and her father remarried, it felt like she and Luke were the ones left who really cared about each other.  Their mother had started drinking and their father found another partner to marry adore.  He now lived over a hundred miles away and rarely visited.  A phone call once a month was all they could expect.  Currently they lived with their mother.  Currently their mother seemed to care more about booze than her children.  Recently she started dating as she tried to replace the man she had lost with something other than alcohol.  Sometimes Susie felt her mother would be happier if she and Luke just disappeared.   
Without their parents being reliable, it meant Susie had to look after Luke and Luke had to look up to his big sister.  She was the one to help with his homework and watched all his games.  He was the one to ask about her day and all her future plans.  At least Todd seemed to understand the relationship between the siblings.  He graciously volunteered to accompany Susie to Luke’s game and even invited both of them out to lunch afterward…actually, he only invited Susie, but this day was her turn to drive Luke home.  Their mother had dropped him off early that morning after one of the few nights she hadn’t drank too much.  Now she home busily preparing for a date later that night, so she claimed.   

“He’s trying too hard,” muttered Susie.

“You mean me?” Todd asked slyly, sliding his hand to Susie’s knee.  “I’ve only just started.”  He grinned widely.

Susie shrugged him off by getting to her feet and clapping her hands.  “Come, Luke!”

Todd quickly joined her, pounding his large mitts together.  “Yeah, rock it in there!  Score, or something!”

In the cafeteria, the projects were finally set up.  All save for one.  Jon still had his project covered in the trash bag as the judges began migrating toward rows of bubbly, smiling, and in most cases, extremely nervous students.  

“Jon, what are you waiting for?” Jack asked with a frown.  
“Uh, nothing…why?”

“Your project.  It still has a trash bag over it.  You’re not throwing it away, are you?”

Of course Jack wasn’t joking.  He actually wondered if Jon thought his project was so bad that he had it stuffed in a trash bag for a practical reason.

“No, Jackie boy.  I’m waiting.”  Standing behind his covered project laid out on the table before him, Jon surveyed the crowded cafeteria carefully.  He was gnawing on his bottom lip and had his arms folded across his chest.  No longer in a playful mood, Jon was watching the white coats starting to circulate among the projects.  He spotted a rather short, balding nervous looking man on the upper side of middle age.  Wearing a white coat down to his knees, the man barely watched as a student pointed at his bright yellow poster about effective lower power toilets.    This was it.  This was the person he wanted to see.
Swallowing, Jon took a deep breath and called across the cafeteria.

“Hey, Dr. Zepple!  Over here!  It’s Jon Banks!”

Everyone around him fell quiet and when Jon called again it was clearly heard.  The small judge jumped and stared furiously towards Jon.  The boy and man made eye contact.  It was as if Jon threw a brick across the cafeteria and nailed Dr. Zepple in the forehead.  

His eyes widened and his face went white.  Nearly staggering, Dr. Zepple grabbed a table for support.  Then he quickly swallowed and assumed a blank face.  Turning his back on Jon, he began talking quickly to the student with the toilet project.   

Jon frowned and felt his heart beating rapidly against his chest.  Having achieved his purpose, he ignored all the glares directed his way.  Within moments, the chatter picked up and the normal routine of the science fair resumed.  For a short while.

Jack inched away from Jon, pulling his project with him.  “Uh, Jon.  I don’t think yelling across the cafeteria is the best strategy…especially when your project is still inside a trash bag.”  

“It won’t be for long,” Jon said grimly, still staring at the back of the small man.  Dr. Zepple was one of the scientists who knew his parents.  He had worked for the same company as his parents when the accident had occurred.  Jon knew all about him from old newspaper clippings and badgering his uncle.  Dr. Zepple didn’t know Jon.  At least, they had never seen each other that Jon knew about.  So why did he obviously recognize him?

Well, thought Jon, he wouldn’t be the only thing that Dr. Zepple was going to recognize this day.

After a minute, no judge had yet to approach either Jack or Jon.  

Jack nervously clutched at his blazer and kept flicking glances at Jon.  “You don’t think they’re deliberately avoiding you—us, do you?”

“More like they’re avoiding you’re wardrobe,” Jon said absently, not looking at his friend.  “They probably think you’re somebody’s science project gone bad—a flower brought to life, or something.”

Jack bit his tongue and looked away with a sniff.
Jon never noticed.  By this time, Dr. Zepple was making his way towards their table.  His face furrowed into a deep frown, he walked slowly, but firmly, towards Jon.  Was that sweat coming from his forehead?
Jack saw the approaching judge and immediately perked up.  Reaching for his Twinkie, he pushed up his glasses and began clearing his throat.  

Suddenly nervous, Jon’s own hands grew clammy.  He felt a knot tighten in his throat.  Swallowing his fear, he grabbed the bag hiding his project with both hands.  This was the moment he had been planning for years.  Ever since finding out that Dr. Zepple would be one of the judges for the science fair, he knew this was his best and perhaps his only chance.  Now everything was coming together.  Finally, he would get to the bottom of what really happened to his parents.
For Jon, science and math did not come easy.  Just because he got good grades in those subjects did not mean he deserved them.  Just because he wanted to be a scientist did not mean he was good at science.  In actuality, he did little of the work and understood even less.  All of it was an act, a charade.  It was all for this moment and it was all about to pay off.  Ever since Jon had lost his parents he felt if he had lost a big part of himself.  Nobody ever told him anything about his mom and dad.  At the funeral was the last time he saw his grandparents or any other of his relatives besides Rob.  All he knew was that his parents were great scientists who somehow blew up…but how?  While sitting on his bed after a most miserable double funeral, eight-year-old Jon Banks came up with a plan to find out.  First it meant getting good grades in math and science.  Knowing Jack and being Jack’s only friend solved this problem.  Next was finding the right moment and right people.  Eight years later, it finally happened.         
“Welcome to the Science Fair, sir,” Jack said somewhere in the distance.  “Could I interest you in some food?  Actually, it’s poison.  That’s right, partially hy—”

Dr. Zepple never even glanced at Jack.  Brushing by, he went straight for Jon.
“What are you doing here?” he demanded hoarsely.

Though his nerve almost cracked, in the end Jon never flinched.  He didn’t trust himself to meet Dr. Zepple’s glare, so he ripped way the trash bag in a flourish.  
“Showing off this,” he said triumphantly.

A sharp, horrified gasp escaped from Dr. Zepple as Jon stepped back with a flourish.  This was just how he planned it.    

“You idiot!  What have you done?!” cried the scientists loudly.  “Are you mad?”

Well, maybe that wasn’t the reaction he hoped for.  Still, confidence surged through Jon’s veins.  Clearly the professor recognized it…whatever “it” was.
“Sorry, Dr. Zepple, but I have to do this.  This was what my parents were working on when they died, right?”  He meant to shock the guy into telling him the truth.

“It’s activated!  Oh, no!  Not again!”  Dr. Zepple’s voice sounded panicked.
“Huh?”  Jon’s confidence faltered.  Looking down, he saw a small black control panel on a wide fiberglass platform with all sorts of panels, wires, and censors covering the surface.  

“Quick, cover it up!  Too much light only makes it stronger!”

“What do you mean?”  Jon’s face twisted into a look of panic.  
Until now, every other time Jon had seen the thing it looked like a plain platform of grooved fiberglass with a strange black box on top.  Now it looked like some machine from a science fiction movie.  Worse, a weird humming noise emitted from the black box.  It was getting louder and higher.  

“Get away from it!  Now!!”  The fear in Dr. Zepple’s voice was unmistakable.  Jon also noticed that the man was moving farther away and not toward him to help.     

“Jon, what are you doing?” demanded Mr. Lewis, flying up the center aisle of the tables.  “What is that thing?”

“I don’t know!”  Jon shouted, backing away, his lips suddenly very dry.  It was happening again.  No matter how hard he tried to something good, it always ended terribly.  

“It’s a bomb!” somebody yelled, setting off panicked screams.

A large, badly shaved man with ragged hair stumbled into the cafeteria.  Looking wildly around, he spotted Jon.  His beard and mustache seemed to about to leap from his face at any moment.  “Run, Jon!  Run!”  He sounded a lot like Uncle Rob.  

“Turn it off!” Mr. Lewis thundered.

“Not again!  Impossible!” wailed Dr. Zepple.

“We’re all going to blow up!” screeched a highly excited student, pushing away his toilet flushing project to run for the exit.

“Twinkies really are a poison,” Jack squeaked.  His face was pasty white and his glasses were sliding down his nose as he gamely tried to hold on to reality.    

Then a sputtering bark spat from the machine in front of Jon and suddenly lights started flashing across the board.  
All the other students, parents, and judges started to panic.  Screaming in fear, they rushed to the cafeteria’s exit.  

Jon also turned to run, but found that he couldn’t.  An invisible force was pushing him in the chest, forcing him back towards the machine.
“What’s happening?” he cried.  “I can’t run!”

“How did you turn it on!?” Dr. Zepple screamed.  “How!?”

How did he turn it on?  As Jon fought to escape the invisible force, he couldn’t help wonder how the machine could have somehow switched on.  He’d spent years trying to figure it out.  Why now?  

The force was getting stronger.  Slowly but surely, his body was being pushed toward the machine.  

“No, Jon!” shouted the man sounding a lot like Uncle Rob.

Then the lights flickered and died.  
As the lights went out, Jon got the answer.  The girl—when she kicked the project going into the school, she must have somehow switched on the machine!  
A rocket seemed to explode inside Jon’s head and he felt his whole body flying back.  The girl—this was her fault!  That was the last thought he had before darkness completely took over his mind.  

Chapter 4:  A Whole New World


Halftime was nearing with the score five to zero.  Luke’s team had the goose egg.  
Poor Luke, Susie thought.  He was so looking forward to this game…if only he could somehow learn to really play soccer and then come back and replay the game.    
Sighing, she tried to keep positive—there was still the second half…which meant more time for the other team to score…  Standing with both arms folded glumly in front of her, she stared down at where the other team kept possession of the ball while Luke’s team half heartedly gave chase.  Everyone in the gym knew the game was pretty much decided—everyone except her.
“Let’s go, Luke!” she screamed through cupped hands.  “You can get a few back before halftime!”  

  Todd sat next to her, chewing on one of his three hotdogs he had bought from concessions.


“You mean it isn’t halftime yet?” he asked with his mouth full.  “Man, this is getting kind of long.”


“Almost half time,” Susie muttered mostly to herself.  She kept her eyes peeled on the action below.  “Oh, I wish Luke would at least get a goal.”


Todd snorted as he took another bite.  “He’d be lucky to get sweaty.  Man, he’s just not aggressive.  If I was out there, I would do something.”  

Susie’s face flushed and she turned to glare at Todd.  “Careful,” she warned.  “Talk like that and I’ll just get up and leave you.”


Todd grunted as he chewed loudly.  “Come on, Susie,” he said, his mouth still stuffed of mushy meat and bun.  “This is kid’s stuff.  If I was playing I would be scoring all over the place.”


“I mean it, Todd,” Susie said between her clenched teeth.  “I’ll leave and won’t go with you for ice cream later.”


“Aw, sure.”  Swallowing, Todd smacked his lips and burped.  “You’ll go find that science twerp and get him to take you home instead.”  He chuckled loudly, sending chewed hotdog bun flying from his mouth in the back of the head of an unsuspecting father three rows in front.


“Knock it off, Todd.  Seriously. I’m not in the mood when Luke is playing.”  Susie’s face burned a bright red.  Sitting down, she glued her eyes to the players, ignoring the sharp looks from the man in front.

“Okay, okay, I’m sorry.  Sheesh, it’s just some dumb game.  Your brother—”

“He has the ball!  Go, Luke go! Shoot!”  Susie suddenly shrieked, jumping to her feet.  All of a sudden, she shrieked.  “Look out!”  Ducking, she didn’t the see soccer ball sail from her brother’s foot and somehow spin ninety degrees.  Instead of shooting toward the opposing goal, it fired into the crowd, brushing just past Susie before nailing Todd’s hotdog and chin in one solid thump.  Susie didn’t see this, because something more horrifying had appeared to her.  

Ketchup and pieces of cooked meat flew in all directions.  Todd staggered to his feet with an angry bellow.  It looked like somebody socked him in the chin and left a bloody mess.  


“What the—” Before Todd could finish his angry exclamation the electric lights of the entire gym began blinking rapidly.  After a loud fizzing sound they completely shut off.  Susie screamed.  

“Susie!” screeched a high pitched young voice. 


Gasps and horrified yells sprang around the gym.


A faint blue light fizzled in the air and cast a shadowy hue to the entire gym.


“What?” Todd demanded dumbly.  “It’s just the power going out.  And my chin is just covered ketchup.  The ball didn’t even hurt.”  He figured the blue light was the emergency lights kicking on.

One of the players on the floor started running toward him.  “Save her!” he screamed.  Small, scrawny, and his unruly brown hair matted with sweat, Todd recognized the player as Luke.  Reaching the bleachers, the crazy kid barely leapt up two rows, knocked into a pasty faced mother and never slowed down.  
Todd stared down at him groggily.  “The ball hit me, not her.  You should apologize to me.”  

Nobody paid attention to him.  

“What’s happening?” yelled Luke’s coach as he stared in horror up in the bleachers.  All the other players stood frozen to the spot with amazed, frightened faces.  So did everyone else in the stands.  All eyes were staring where Todd stood.

That’s when Todd noticed Susie. 


Next to him, a faint liquidly blue light was swirling around her entire body as she sat frozen like a statue of stone.  The light started to brighten.


“S-Susie?” stammered Todd.


“I-I can’t move away,” Susie said through gritted teeth.  Her mouth barely moved.  Sounding beyond frightened, her voice was muffled.  “Something is pulling me, I can’t…” Suddenly there was a flash and a bang.  Then there was no Susie.


Todd sat down with a loud squishy thump, directly on his remaining hotdog.  Just as a bawling Luke plowed into his stomach.

The lights came on sometime later.  Jon sat up with a groan.  What was he doing lying on the floor?  A sharp, splitting pain pulsed through his entire skull and his throat felt raw.  Swallowing, he slowly sat up.  Buzzing sounded in his right ear.   What in the world happened?  Why was the light suddenly so bright?  

“Uh, Jack?  Mr. Lewis?”  His voice came out scratchy and thin. Supporting his back with his hands, he felt soft earth and something prickly.  A soft breeze smelling of earth and heavy vegetation ruffled his hair.  
The smell was thick and sour, like he was lying in a compost heap.  


His eyes snapped wide open.  It all became terribly clear.  No longer was he in the cafeteria of Layland High at the science fair.  Oh, no. Now he was lying in the middle of a…Tall grass blocked his vision.  Blinking rapidly, he looked up and saw giant green leaves rising above him.  The bright light was actually the still rising sun shining through a thick canopy of trees that swayed gently in the breeze.  


“Huh?” he stammered.  “What happened to school?”  Totally confused, Jon put a hand to his aching head and tried to figure it all out.  At the science fair…getting Dr. Zepple to come see the project his parents had worked on years before—the one just before they died in an explosion…having everyone panic when his science fair started making strange noise and sounds…wait, before that—the girl who kicked his project, she must have turned it on…and then the lights went out.  He must have been knocked out and…and…what?


A groan sounded a few feet from him.  Instantly Jon sprang to his feet and nearly collapsed as a wave of dizziness crashed over him.  Stumbling, he righted himself and waited for the nausea pass.


“You?” moaned a voice.  “Are you serious?...What just happened?”  


Turning to the voice, Jon blinked in surprise.  Lying in a heap a few yards from him was the girl from the school—the one who had kicked his project.  Hair mussed up and her head resting on her hands, she stared blearily up at him in a bed of tall grass that had previously hidden her from Jon’s view.    

“Who are you?” he asked stupidly.

“Susie…  Now tell me what happened.  Why, why—”  She sat up with an excited shriek.  “What am I doing here?  Where’s Luke?  Where’s the school?  Why are there mosquitoes bigger than my fist here?”  


“Calm down!”  Jon had a bad feeling.  A very bad feeling.  “Just stay calm!  Oh, man, oh, man…”  Looking around him, he saw they were in a semi-large clearing surrounded by a massive forest of giant trees.  Tall brown grass grew wildly around them and swayed about as if laughing.  No sign of human life anywhere.  All was quiet except for the buzz of giant mosquitoes and the soft breeze.  Yet, it still felt as if they weren’t alone…  Jon had an uneasy feeling he usually reserved for when Mr. Lewis or another teacher secretly watched him.


“I am calm.  You’re the one who needs to calm down and tell me what I’m doing here!”


“Hush!  I’m trying to think.”

Susie made to say something nasty but all at once groaned and held her forehead.  “Oohh, my head hurts.”


“You’re trying to think too, huh?”  Jon said absentmindedly.  His eyes surveyed the thick trees surrounding them.  The clearing itself was more jungle than anything.  Tall wild looking grass came up to his waist and hid many strange looking plants with sharp wicked looking thorns…but no sign of any other life.  Something was missing…


Then Jon realized the silence.  Licking his dry lips, Jon tried to listen.  Only the persistent buzz of insects could be heard.  Where were the birds?  Even the air stood still.  No other noise.  Except for Susie.


“Erm,” she coughed.  “Excuse me?  I want to go back home now.”


“Me too,” Jon said with a catch in his throat.  A terrible feeling welled up in his chest.


“Hey, bozo!” Susie said, holding both her hands to her forehead.  “Start explaining before you get in real trouble!  I know a good number of policemen and I’m not afraid of you!  Tell me what happened and where I am!”


“Something is out there…”  Jon stared toward a clump of bushes growing at the base of a pine tree thick enough to drive a school bus through.  The small hairs stood up on the nape of his neck.  Used to danger, he knew this feeling well.  Susie, he ignored her.

That is, he ignored her until she lunched forward and grabbed the hem of his jeans and started tugging.  

“Hey!  Get off!”  


“Tell me where I am!” shrieked Susie.  “Where is my brother and what are you doing to me!?”

“Quiet, you idiot!  They’re going to hear you!”


“Good!  Then maybe they can explain!”


“Okay, okay!  Just relax!”  Sweat dripped down Jon’s face.  His heart pounded under his shirt and his breath came in gasps.  “Just relax, okay?  Just relax.”


“Okay, I’m relaxed.”


“Uh, here, let me help you up.”


“Don’t offer me your sweaty hand!  I know you’re responsible for this!  Now, what happened to me?  All I can remember is sitting in the gym—”


“Okay, okay!  Relax!”  Hurt at the refusal of his hand, Jon stepped back and shook all over.  This could not be possible.

Susie stared at him sardonically.  “You’re the one who needs to chill.”


“Yeah, I am pretty hot.”  Jon nervously wiped his forehead and looked over his shoulder.  His voice dropped to a whisper.  “I think we’re being watched.”


The thick smell of vegetation kept assaulting his nose and the rays of the sun beat against his head.  Buzzing insects attacked his ears.  Through it all was the unsettling feeling of being observed by something unseen.  

Susie took a deep angry breath.  “What sort of game is this?  I want to go back.”


“It’s not a game.  Listen, um, you’re not going to believe it.”  


She got slowly to her feet, glaring at Jon when he didn’t offer to help her up.
Jon waved his sweaty hands in her face and kept throwing looks back in the bushes.  Something alive was in there watching them.  How he knew this he could not say.  Just a feeling…

“Just tell me,” growled Susie.


“Fine.”  Jon’s breathing quickened.  As he spoke he himself realized the gravity of the situation.  “I think my science project was a type of time machine that when activated brought us back in time.  You must have activated it when you fell on it…and since you and I are the only ones who touched it, it brought us both back in time.”

She slapped him.  


“Ow!”  What was that for—”


“How dare you blame me for this!  That’s the stupidest thing I ever heard!”  Her hand rose for another slap.  Jon ducked just in time. 

A sharp whistling sound was heard just before an arrow flew past where Jon’s head was a second before.  Whistling just inches from his ear, it plunged into the grass in front of him.


Susie’s body froze.  “What was that?”


Another arrow fired into the ground inches from her left foot.


Jon dove at her legs, bringing her hard to the ground.


“Get off, you disgusting brute!  Get off!”  Wailing, Susie beat at Jon’s head.


“Indians!” screamed Jon.  “Don’t you see we’re being attacked!?”  Rolling from her, he reached out and grabbed the arrow stuck deep into the ground.  Yanking it free, he shoved it in her face.  Made of a strong shaft of wood, it had stiff feathers on the back end.  The front end had a crudely tied stone.  Glassy black, the stone was expertly shaped into a razor sharp point.


Susie gasped and nearly fainted at the sight.  “Y-you m-mean…”


“I mean we’re stuck in the past where Indians live and who want to kill us!  Now get up and run!”
Chapter 5:  Not in Kansas Anymore


“Wait!”  Susie pushed herself up from where Jon tackled her.  “Look over there!”

Turning, Jon was in time to see a brown figure burst from the bushes.  Small, lithe, and leaping like it has springs attached to its feet, Jon at first thought it was a monkey.


From the behind the leaping figure, there arose a blood curling call.  Jon’s blood ran cold as several more deadly arrows flew from amidst the thick forest, all landing in the clearing around them, several yards from the fleeing figure.  

Susie sucked in her breath.  “This is a bad dream,” she whispered.


“No…” murmured Jon slowly, “It’s not a dream.”

“A nightmare.”


Jon didn’t disagree.  
At that moment, Jon suddenly realized some things.  The arrows weren’t meant for him or Susie.  They were being fired at the little brown body hurling through the grass with nearly no sound.  It was not a monkey, but a young boy.  The arrows were also missing on purpose, as if flushing to boy out in the open to be caught…  

“Don’t move,” he hissed.  “I don’t think they see us.”  The original arrow remained in his hand.  It was the only weapon they had, so he kept a tight grip.  

“Oh, so is that why they’re shooting arrows at us?”  Susie’s eyes turned on him and were shooting pretty deadly arrows of her own.


There was no time for an answer.  A shrill yell escaped from boy who seemed to be leaping straight for them.  Waving his arms, the boy screamed something quite foreign.  Then all at once he vanished in the thick grass just yards in front of Jon.


A blood curling scream of triumph rose from the woods.  


Swallowing hard, Jon couldn’t make his eyes any smaller.  They were as large as dinner plates.  Did one of the arrows find its mark?  Did he just watch cold blood murder of a boy?  Worse, did the murderers spot him and Susie yet?  Certainly they had been loud enough…


Behind him, he heard a soft whimper.  Turning, he saw Susie with tears forming in her large blue eyes.  All at once he saw how breathtakingly vulnerable she looked sitting in the matted grass with her loose golden hair framing her narrow face.  In that moment he decided he would do anything he could to save her.  After all, it was he who got them in this mess…his stupid science project—how was he to know it was actually a time machine?


“What are you staring at?” snapped Susie in a sharp hiss, interrupting his distracted thoughts.  “What do we do now?”


“Um, get out of here.  Keep low and start crawling that way.”  He gestured to the trees on the opposite side of where the arrows came from. “I’ll, I’ll stay back and cover for you…”  Jon gulped, fingering the lone arrow nervously.  “And then be right behind you…”  Looking back toward the trees of the firing arrows, he was sure he saw a figure emerge into the clearing.


“You stupid little—”  Susie called him a name that caused Jon to wince.  “We’re not leaving some poor kid behind to murderous butchers!”

“Huh?  What?”  


Susie glared.  “That boy is obviously being hunted.  If we leave him, he’s dead.”


“If we stay, we’re all dead!  We’re stuck in the past, remember?  It’s what’s supposed to happen in these times.  Indians are savages who kill each other.  Now, let’s get out of here before they scalp us!”  Jon was whispering fast and furiously.  “Do you want to be the first white people scalped in history?”


Susie’s face went red.  “We’re not leaving him.”  All at once she no longer looked vulnerable.  Her chin jutted forward and her mouth formed a firm line that didn’t look about to crack.  Jon’s worst feelings for her surfaced and he bit his lip to keep form lashing out.  


A sudden rustling just behind Jon stopped all conversation.  Literally jumping in fright, Jon lunged away from the noise, nearly taking out Susie in the process.  He dropped the arrow.  For her part, Susie just barely managed to bite down a scream.  Both looked in horror as a small brown head stuck out of the tall grass and grinned at them.  It was the boy.    


Slipping easily into their midst, the boy crouched before them and stared at each of their faces curiously.  Shocked, Jon could only stare back.  Small, painfully skinny, and wearing next to nothing, the boy had dark shaggy hair than hung to the tops of his thin shoulders.  With only a loincloth around his waist, Jon could see his ribs poking from his bony chest.    His lean legs were covered by scratches right down to his dirty bare feet.  

Yet, what drew Jon’s attention were the eyes.  Large, round, and very startling green, the boy’s two eyes peered deeply into Jon’s face and didn’t waver.  Then his grin grew wider.  Grunting, he all at once moved his brown body past the open-mouthed Jon and stopped next to Susie.  Reaching out his hand, he made to touch her hair.  Even though mussed and matted, her golden hair gleamed beneath sun.  

Gasping, Susie flinched from the small grubby hand, but then made an effort to go still.  “What does it, I mean, he want?” she asked nervously.

“Probably to scalp you,” Jon mumbled back.

Instead, the boy jerked her hair lightly and cocked his head toward the grass in front of him.  Grunting again, he slipped away from Susie and disappeared silently into the tall grass.  

“Um,” began Jon.

Another grunt from the grass interrupted him.  It sounded exasperated.  
“Come on,” Susie said, rising to her knees.  “He wants us to follow him.”

“Are you sure that’s the best idea in the world?”

“Would you rather stay behind and meet them?”  Susie’s face appeared outwardly calm as she pointed over Jon’s head.  Yet, her eyes gave her away.  Trembling and full of panic, they looked ready to sprout wings and fly away.

Turning, Jon saw why.  The clearing was getting awfully crowded.

A line of hulking painted warriors had emerged from the trees.  Treading slowly and silently, they stalked carefully through the tall grass.  With their legs hidden by the grass, the warriors looked to be floating torsos of death.  Full of bronze muscle, the bare chest glinted in the sun.  Jon counted eight in all.  Each had darkly painted faces and either carried a bow fitted with an arrow or a spear.  Grim faces and piercing dark eyes searched for their prey in the grass before them.  In moments they would pass right where Jon and Susie crouched.  
“Let’s go,” squeaked Jon.  Reaching down, he grabbed the arrow.  Using both hands, he snapped off the sharp tip and shoved it in his pocket.  Hopefully, for his sake, he would never have to use it.  

Together, he and Susie plunged after the boy.  Neither one moved gracefully.  The swish and cracks of grass being crushed sounded loud against the silence.

A single yell behind them let the two teenagers know they were not only spotted but also being chased.  

Jon risked a glance behind him anyway and saw the line of Indians now moving in a brisk jog.

“Run!” he screamed.  

“Where to?” screamed Susie, beginning to panic.  “I don’t see any thing!”

A sharp whistle in front of her let her see a glimpse of the back of the boy and set her off in that direction.  A one time cross country runner, Susie quickly settled in a quick pace that she knew she could maintain for miles.  Beside her, Jon sprinted wildly, waving his arms all over the place.  Even though he passed her, Susie knew it would only be for a moment.  Then he would fall behind and be…she screamed in frustration.

“Pace yourself!”

“I rather live!”  But Jon did slow down enough to let Susie catch up to him. Then he promptly fell behind and labored to keep up.
“Are you going to make it?” shouted Susie.

“Ugh! I’m…fine…” Jon puffed.  

They seemed to fly across the clearing.  Hidden thorns ripped at their legs and arms.  Every step was taken blindly as the tall, thick grass blocked their view of where they were going.  Only the whistles and brief flashes of brown skin ahead of them kept them in some sort of direction. 

When Jon reached the trees he felt ready to collapse and have a heart attack.  Looking back, he changed his mind.  

The pursuing Indians had not only kept pace, but had actually gained.  They were only about twenty yards away.  Seeing Jon look at them, they started calling shrilly and waving weapons at him.  One let fly an arrow that thudded into a large pine tree as thick as a small house.  

Letting out a panicked gurgle, he stumbled after Susie, quickly finding a reserve burst of energy.  Amazing how endurance improved when his life was on the line.  

He no longer could see the boy now.  How did small guy, looking more stick than human, run so fast and for so long?  If he can do it, so can I, he told himself grimly.  Gritting his teeth, he charged after Susie.

Now the pursuers had also reached the woods but for some reason they actually slowed down.  

Jon was gasping for a breath, sweat was running down his face like a waterfall, but the Indians, when he last looked, hadn’t even started to breath hard.  He knew deep down the Indians could have easily caught up with them by now…  Instead, the Indians dropped even farther back.  Why?  His fuddled mind tried to figure this out, but could bare function.  
Susie suddenly pulled up to a stop and leaned over her knees breathing hard.

Stumbling up to her, his feet feeling like bowling balls, Jon fell to his knees.  “Wh-what are y-you doing?” he gasped. 

“The boy just vanished,” breathed Susie.  Standing up straight she started to stretch and regain her breath.

Jon attempted to copy her, but as he got to his feet, all he could do was half heartedly wave his hands.  His breath came in deep gulps.  

“At least we got away from those disgusting men,” Susie said, sounding quite pleased with her self.  

“Uh,…don’t think so,” wheezed Jon.  

Susie ignored him.  “I knew all my cross country training would be useful one day…I just didn’t know it would save my life from Indians…”  Her face twisted in a frown.  “I always thought Indians were peaceful until the whites came and ruined and destroyed them.”

“We’re white,” Jon reminded her, his breath finally becoming slightly normal.  “And I don’t think we’re safe yet.”

“What do you mean?” Susie said.  “We burned them!  Even you ran pretty fast.  You know, in cross country I nearly made states last year.”

“Great,” gasped Jon.  “But we’re not in Kansas anymore.”

“Huh?  Kansas?  We’re from Virginia!  What are you talking about?”

Jon took a breath.  “Just an expression.  Look.”  He pointed behind Susie.  
They were standing on one side of a shallow valley of tall pine trees.  In the bed of the valley sat a clump of holly bushes growing over a pile of large chunks of granite.  Perched on one of the stones was the boy.  Sitting calmly, his arms resting on his knees, the boy watched Jon and Susie without a sound.   Jon didn’t know how long he had been sitting there, but he saw the boy looked to be hiding a smile.
“Your cross country time wouldn’t qualify for states this year—whatever year it is.  That little kid just burned both of us.  Now imagine what the big Indians behind us could run like.”

Susie’s face turned angry, and then frightened.  Paling considerably, she acknowledged Jon’s point with a gulp.  “Wh-what do we do?”

“Ask our little savior,” Jon replied, finally feeling his breath settle.  Looking at the boy and help up both arms helplessly.  “What now?” he called out.

The boy stood up and mimicked Jon.  Standing on his slender legs, he shrugged his shoulders.  Then he made a series of jumbled grunts and pointed at his feet.

“Uh, we kiss his feet,” translated Jon.

“Right,” mumbled Susie, not amused.  “I still think we’re safe.”

From behind them, sounding all too close, arose a loud cry.  Several answering shouts answered.  The pursuers were nearing.

Chapter 6:  Not Today


Susie jumped.  Immediately, her face crumpled.  “Oh, why and I so stupid!” she wailed.  “Why am I here?!”

Jon stared at her and then at the boy, who was now urgently pointing down below his feet and gesturing at them.


“Come on, I think the boy has an idea!”


Susie didn’t seem to hear as she fell to the ground and started beating the thick carpet of pine needles.  “Stupid, stupid, stupid!”

“Susie!”


“What?!” she snapped, staring up at Jon with red rimmed eyes.  She looked and sounded half crazed.


“Look,” Jon said carefully.  “I want to go bananas too, but not now.  I think the boy has a plan.”


“The boy,” Susie said thickly.  Biting her lip, she pushed herself to her feet.  “Let’s go.”  Acting as if nothing happened, she brushed by Jon and went to the boy.


“Right,” Jon said to her back.

Waiting impatiently, the boy kept waving them over.  Then he showed them what he wanted them to do.   After climbing past the holly branches and onto the rocks, Jon and Susie saw the boy standing over a narrow crevice just wide enough for a body to squeeze through. 


“How deep is it?” wondered Jon.  “And what’s inside?”


“Not crazy Indians trying to kill us,” Susie answered.  Quickly, without hesitation, she squatted down and plunged her feet into the opening.  Gasping once, she pushed off with her hands and disappeared from sight.


“Susie, I was going to go first!”  Jon went to his knees and stuck his head near the opening.  “Are you okay?”  He leaned forward and all at once felt a hard shove on his backside.  The boy had kicked him hard.  Losing his grip and his balance at the same time, he fell headfirst into the narrow opening.


So surprised, he didn’t say anything as he just managed to reach out his hands in terror.  Scraping his arms on the rock, he landed in a heap on something soft.

“Get off me!” hissed Susie.  “Can’t you climb down like a normal person?”


“Sorry,” groaned Jon, rolling away from Susie’s soft body.  “I got—”


“Quiet!” hissed Susie.  “They can’t see us, but they can still hear us.  Now where’s the boy?”

“I don’t know,” whispered Jon.  “He shoved me in, but didn’t follow.”


“Oh, great.  Good job, save yourself and not the little boy.  Great job, hero.”

Jon had nothing good to say in reply.  He doubted telling her that she was the one who went in first would have helped matters.    
It was nearly totally dark inside the cave.  The only light came from the opening above them and from a narrow gap in the rocks in front of them.  Using their hands to feel around, Susie and Jon found that they were in a very small space just big enough to allow them room to kneel without getting too close.  

Muffled yells of triumph were heard from outside.  The pursuers had caught up.  That meant they had seen the boy.  Susie gasped and pushed her head into the gap of stone.  Large enough to allow only her to see out of, it was too small, hopefully, to be spotted from outside. 

“What do you see?” whispered Jon.

“Trees,” Susie answered back.  “The poor boy…”

“Relax,” Jon said, sounding anything but relaxed.  “I’m more worried about us.  That boy seems to be able to take care of himself.”

“I still want to know to make sure…”

“Me too.  I’m going up to have a look.”  Jon expected Susie to protest and tell him it was too dangerous.  He would have listened to her.  Instead, she agreed with him.  

“Just poke your head up and make sure he gets away.”

“Uh, okay…”  Ducking low, he moved below the narrow opening.  Carefully finding a small ledge in the rock wall, he raised himself slowly up until his head appeared into the light.  Blinking in the sun, he kept hidden behind holly branched looked around.  What he saw nearly sent him dropping back into the cave.

The broad backs of five beefy Indians stood on the other side of the valley.  Muscular legs spread apart, they spaced themselves evenly to from a rough semicircle.  Up overlooking the semicircle of flesh was the lone boy peering from behind a pine tree.  

One of the Indians strode forward.  Taller than the others, he had a shaved head except for a clump of thick black hair at the base of his skull.  His loincloth was of animal skin and was decorated with bright colored beads.  Red paint covered his entire torso and most of his legs.  Under other circumstances Jon might have laughed at seeing a man dressed in such a way.  Instead, he flinched.  This man didn’t look funny, but looked completely terrifying.  Carrying a spear and a war club, he raised them up at the boy and shouted with a low guttural voice.  It sounded like a harsh question.  

The boy said something in return and turned and started running.

One of the Indians aimed an arrow but a shout from the tall warrior stopped him.  Strangely, none moved to give chase.

From beside Jon, there came a sharp intake of breath.  Susie had climbed up and now squeezed next to him.  

Neither dared say a word.  So easily could one of the Indians turn and spot them.  Instead, they kept their backs to them as they watched the boy.  All of them were dressed similarly to the tall warrior, just not quite as well.  Their loincloths were of inferior quality and lacked all the beds.  None had a war club quite as big either.  Jon wasn’t quite sure why this mattered, but watching the Indians was much better than watching the boy.  He had a terrible feeling in the pit of his stomach that the Indians wanted the boy to flee.  Then he knew why.  There were only five Indians standing in front of him.  Before, he had counted eight. 


The boy had not run away straight away, but had started running parallel to the small valley.  Why?


Suddenly beside him, a large Indian jumped out from behind a tree and just missed grabbing the boy’s hair.


Susie stifled a scream.


The whole chase had been a trap.  The pursuers deftly herded their prey, tiring them out, all the while sending another party ahead to block off the escape.  Jon’s stomach lurched.  The boy had known this, he thought.  He could have escaped by himself, but instead was sacrificing himself so he and Susie wouldn’t also be captured.  Please get away!


Another Indian leapt in front of the boy.  Pivoting on the run, the boy ducked away from the second Indian, leapt from the chasing first, and ran straight into the arms of the waiting third.  This last Indian had been hiding behind another tree and jumped straight into the path of the fleeing boy.  Grabbing the boy around the middle, the Indian squeezed him in a tight hug, lifting him off the ground.  


All the Indians watching from below started to laugh and call out.  Only one, the one who had raised his bow and arrow at the boy, stopped to look around…He was searching for the others.  Jon and Susie ducked down at the same time.  Outside, the boy continued to struggle.    


After counting to fifteen slowly, Jon once again raised his head up.  He couldn’t help but feel somewhat responsible for the boy’s capture.  The five Indians had moved to meet the other three struggling with the captive boy.  


The leader called out loudly.  From the left of Jon, not ten yards away, appeared another Indian.  Jon instantly went still and felt his heart nearly pop from his mouth.  Had he been seen?


Soon, he relaxed…a little.  The new Indian moved slowly and looked slightly overweight.  Instead of weapons and a fierce look, he carried several large sacks over his shoulders while wearing a slightly dazed expression.  Everything he had was made of dead animal.  In his hand, he held an oddly shape container that Jon recognized from anatomy class.  During dissection the previous month he had removed a pig’s bladder.  The bladder carried by this man was dried out and much larger.


Biting his dry bottom lip, Jon could only watch.  Susie joined him again and clutched his shoulder, squeezing hard.  
“What are they doing?” she whispered.


Jon could only shrug his other shoulder.  Just hours before he had been prepping for a Science Fair project in Layland High School in Virginia.  This could not be happening.


The boy struggled mightily between two hulking captors.  Kicking and trying to bite their wrists, he savagely screamed in a foreign language.  All but two Indians laughed at his antics.  The tall Indian stood in front of the boy looking gravely down.  The one who never let go of his bow and arrow just glared.  Standing at an angle where Jon could make out his face, he was sure he saw a look of pure hatred.


Now the tall Indian took the bladder from the overweight Indian, who bowed low.
Jon watched in horrified fascination at what happened next.  This was no movie.

Pulling out a wooden stopper, the leader of the Indians quickly shoved the bladder into the mouth of the boy.  Squirming, the boy tried to avoid drinking form the bloated bladder, but the glaring Indian moved silently behind him and grabbed the boy’s head, locking it into firm position by his hair.  After a moment, the boy’s struggles lessoned as more and more of the bladder’s contents stopped spilling down his bare chest and started entering his stomach.  Soon the tall Indian stepped back and barked something.


The boy was instantly released and stared drunkenly up at the tall Indian.  Waveringly as if a thin tree caught in a wind storm, the boy tried to take a step but abruptly collapsed in a heap.  Struggling to rise, he sort of sighed and went limp.  
Laughing, the Indians prodded him with their feet and one of them started mimicking the boy’s final moments before falling.


Susie whimpered beside Jon.  “He-he’s not dead…is he?”


“I doubt it…I think they drugged him, or something…but don’t ask me what’s going on.”


After more jostling, the leader called everyone to order, or so it appeared.  Barking some commands, he stooped low, gathered up the limp boy and threw him over his shoulder.  Then he started off into the woods.  Thankfully he headed away from where Jon and Susie hid.  The others soon followed, still sounding very amused.  The last Indian to disappear was the one who had never stopped glaring and who kept an arrow notched in is bow.  Pausing momentarily, he swept the area with black angry eyes on last time.  
Keeping out of sight behind a holly branch, Jon stared back.  He noticed that the Indian was actually quite young…maybe a few years older than him.  Shuddering, Jon looked away.  Only on the face of Jack Morten did he see such hate before.  Jack Morten was the crazed former linebacker on the football team who had been recently expelled from Layland High for beating a freshman to pulp—all because the freshman laughed at Jack’s report card.  Jack had hated everyone who slighted him for any reason.  Susie’s boyfriend was of a similar breed, he thought.  

“What do we do?” demanded Susie.  


“How do I know?” Jon answered morosely.  “This never happened in my lifetime before.  Or, it actually already happened.”


“Don’t try to joke!  This isn’t funny!”


“I know this isn’t funny!  We’re trapped in a time of Indians, probably a thousand years before we’re to be born, and we just witnessed some bizarre kidnapping by a bunch of savages who want our scalps.  What’s there to joke about?”


“Hush!  We need to think!”


“Yeah, that’ll help.  Think about what?”


“Are you sure you’re fifteen?  You act like you’re twelve!”


“Hey, you’re the one who started this!”


Susie bit her lip to keep back a nasty reply.  The beam of Jon’s pocket flashlight barely lit up the tiny cave they kept hidden in.  The two were cramped in the narrow space in the cave and trying to come to grips what just happened.  According to Susie’s cell phone, which was all she kept in her pocket—everything else was in her purse locked inside her boyfriends car back in present time—it was thirty minutes since the boy was taken.  An hour and a half since Jon’s science project failed…or worked all too well, depending how you thought about it.  And it was still Saturday in early spring in what would become Virginia.  

Jon swallowed back feelings of misery.  He had always wanted adventure…what an idiot he had been.  Now all he wanted was his uncle, his dirty room, and a cheeseburger.  In the rush to make it to the science fair, he hadn’t even eaten breakfast.  That seemed ages ago…although technically it really never happened yet… 

“Oh, man,” he sighed, “today is so weird.”


“It’s not today anymore,” Susie said quietly.  “It’s yesterday times a million.”


“Whatever…”


“Do you have any brothers?” asked Susie suddenly.  


“No,” Jon said, picturing a nice juicy cheeseburger in his mind…with bacon, pickles, tomatoes, and ketchup.  Lots of ketchup…


“No brothers at all?”


Kneeling in the small space, facing Susie, he swallowed his hunger pangs and shook his head.  “If I did have a brother right now, I’d probably eat him.”


Susie nearly snarled at him.  “I have a brother and he’s about the same age as the boy just kidnapped.  I don’t think this is one bit funny.”


“Oh, ah,” Jon coughed miserably.  “Well, I guess we can just, um,…”

“What?” demanded Susie.  “Can do what?”

“I have no clue,” he confessed weakly.  “We need help.”


“I say,” a voice called from outside the cave, “did you two just call for help?”


Jon and Susie both jumped at the same time, banging their heads painfully on the rock ceiling.  

Gritting his teeth in pain, Jon rubbed his head.  “Who’s there?”

“Me, obviously.  Say, you two, I have an idea.  Why don’t you two come out here so I can help you?  That sounds splendid, doesn’t it?”  Slightly high pitched and very cultured, the voice sounded out of place.  Definitely of an adult, it also had a hint of sarcasm under the pleasant tone.


“Wh-who are you?” Susie asked, not moving.


“I’ll go first,” Jon whispered.


“Jon Banks,” the strange voice said in a bored tone, “would you hurry up and come out here?  I haven’t all day, you know.”  


Immediately, Jon stiffened.  Scrambling for the entrance, he hastily pulled himself out in the daylight to see this stranger who somehow knew his name.  Susie was not for behind him.


Blinking in the midday sun, the two youths stared down to see a most peculiar sight.  


The forest of mostly pine trees caused a blanket of brown pine needles to cover the ground.  Holly bushes and various other plants grew in clusters where the sunlight penetrated the great branches of the trees.   One of these plants was a large bush containing thick clusters of plump blackberries.  Growing halfway up the other side of the valley where the boy was taken captive, it was not noticed before.  Now it was hard to miss.  Standing in front of the bush was a small man with an oval face wearing a tweed suit.  The same height as Jon, the man held a pipe in one hand and a small gray ball in the other.  Tiny wires could be seen traveling around the ball.  The size of a softball, it emitted a bright blue light easily visible in the daylight that surrounded the stranger’s entire body.   


Susie gasped.  She easily recognized it as the same shade of light surrounding her just before being zapped from her brother’s soccer game!  

Jon also recognized the light and grew very excited.  “You!” he cried.  “You know all about us, don’t you!”  It wasn’t a question.  “But who are you?”  That was a most perplexing question.

“A lot of ‘you’, Jon.  But it’s you who is important.  Not me.”


“What about me?” Susie demanded, not liking how the man was totally ignoring her as he stared almost greedily at Jon.  

“Come closer,” the man said, still only looking at Jon and completely ignoring Susie.  “I want to see what we have here.”  

Both teens hopped quickly from the rocks and nearly ran to the man.  


Waiting patiently, the man’s face remained expressionless.  Only his eyes slightly narrowed, appearing much more cunning than his innocent looking face.  Large ears, small eyes slanted downwards toward the side of his face, and a long nose, the man looked like a sad elf.  
“I’m afraid there’s not much time,” he said, staring critically at Jon.  “We didn’t think you would figure that time contraption until much later, dear boy.  I must say, bravo.  It proved to be perfect timing.”


“What do you mean?” Jon asked, his heart pounding against his chest.


Susie pushed past him.  “Listen, whoever you are, but you’re going to take us back now, right?”


The man acted if she wasn’t there.  “I have a mission for you…There was a boy here that you now need to save.”  

“Uh, he saved us,” Jon said dully, his head starting to hurt again.  Who was this man and what was he trying to do? 

“Right,” snapped the man.  “But now you need to save him.  Save this boy from those who took him. Then I will grant you a single wish…” His eyes flicked to Susie and then back to Jon.  “I’ll give each of you a wish.  Understand?”  The whole time, his expression never changed.  Only his voice sounded impatient.  Neither did he move an inch, noticed Jon.

Susie bit her lip, her anger slowly evaporating.  “You want us to save the boy…but how?  What time period are we in anyway, and where exactly are we?”


“No time for questions, young lady,” snapped the man, sounding peevish.  “You are in the same location only much earlier.  The people you are dealing with have never seen or heard of people of your type.”


“You mean the Indians,” Jon reasoned.


“Indians?  Don’t be ignorant.  Indians live in India.  These people are not from India.”


Susie nudged Jon and whispered in his ear.  “Columbus called them Indians when he first arrived because he thought he had crossed to the other side of the world.”  


“Huh?”


The man nodded impatiently.  “Never mind all that.  Just remember your task and do not fail.  You must free that boy.  You have a mission.  Understand?”

“Mission?” Jon repeated dumbly.


“Yes, yes.  You were sent here for a reason, Jon.  The boy you saw is the reason.  Again, we expected this moment to happen much later, but destiny has no bounds and we are mere servants to her whims.”


“Uh, right.  So what exactly should we do?”


“Find the boy.  Rescue him and let him go free.  Remember that last part.  Let him go free.  He can find his way to his proper village.  You should have guessed this by now, but a rival tribe has kidnapped him.  Once you free him, leave him alone immediately.  I can not say this enough.  Understand that last part well.  Oh, and don’t let any more of these people see you if you can help it.  History doesn’t need to be changed because some twenty-first century teenager is foolish enough to get himself impaled by an arrow or hacked with an ax.”  Gulping, Jon nodded with his face slightly pale.  “Once you complete the mission I promise to return to grant you each your wish.”


Now Jon frowned.  “Hold on—”  


“Go quickly!”  The ball in the man’s hand started to shimmer and beep.  The light grew in intensity.


“No, wait!”  Susie reached for the vibrant indigo light.  .


 All at once the face of the man changed from expressionless to panic.  Hastily his hand squeezed the ball and in a vibrant snap he vanished into nothing.  Susie’s hand fell against empty air.  
Chapter 7:  Mission Impossible


After the abrupt departure of the strange man, Jon and Susie grew quite upset.  After much yelling for the man to return and then some yelling at each other, they finally sat down exhausted.  


“What a strange guy,” Jon said with a tired sigh, leaning his head back against a large chunk of limestone.  “What a strange world.”

“Do you think we can even trust him?”


“The guy?  Of course I do!  I think.  I mean, what choice do we have?”


“Well, I didn’t like him.”


“Oh, come on.  You’re just saying that because he didn’t look at you the whole time.  It was my time machine, remember.”


Susie’s face flushed.  “That’s not true!  He just seemed too…I don’t know, strange.”

“Right.”  Jon glanced at Susie’s face and hastily looked away.  “It’s nice to finally have somebody who knows what’s going on and is willing to help us.”


“Help us?  That somebody wants us to go against over eight grown men who could kill us with their hands!”


“Hey, you’re the one who wanted to help the boy in the first place!  Isn’t this what you want?”


“Yes, and I still do!”

“Well, then, fine!  That’s what we’re supposed to do!”

“Good!  Let’s stop fighting then and make a plan.  A good plan.”

Exhausted and his hunger just about unbearable, Jon reached up and snagged a handful of berries from a bush growing of the stone.  “Well, while you decide on a good plan, I’m eating something.”
  
“Do you know if those are poison, or not?” Susie asked contemptuously.  
“One way to find out.”  Even Jon could recognize a blackberry.  Staring mulishly at Susie, he popped a berry in his mouth.

“Ugh, you didn’t even wash it,” Susie said in disgust.  “Imagine how many wild animals used the bathroom on those.”

“Right,” Jon said, swallowing, “I’m sure every bear, squirrel, and deer in the forest goes to blackberry bushes to do their business.  They taste gr—”  Suddenly he clutched his throat with his free hand.  “Wa—ugh…”  Coughing, his face turned red.  “Su-Susie…I’m…I see spots…I think…oh… dy-ing.”

Leaping to her feet, Susie’s mouth dropped open in alarm.  “Ohmygoodness, ohmygoodnes, Jon!  Keep breathing!  I told you not to eat it!”

It was too late.  Jon had swallowed a berry and now he rolled to his knees while hacking…hacking and hackling…not just hackling, but outright laughing.

Susie was about to beat his back, but now beat at his head instead.  “Oh, you disgusting moron!  Don’t you ever do that again!  I thought you were really dying!”


“Hey!  Ow!  Don’t kill me now!  It was a joke!  I was only joking!  You should have seen your face!”


“The only joke here is you!  You’re the one who got us stuck here and now you do this!?  If you leave me alone here—don’t you know that people can die out here?!”  Susie was sobbing now, but at least she stood back from Jon and stopped pummeling his head.


Getting to his feet, Jon guiltily dropped the rest of the berries and stood awkwardly away from her.  No longer laughing, he licked a trace of blue juice from his upper lip.  “Okay, okay, I’m sorry…Look, uh, Susie, it didn’t mean for any of this to happen.  Really.  When you kicked my project and turned it on—”


“Don’t you start blaming me again!  I was with my only brother watching his soccer game when all this happened to me!”


“I’m not blaming you, look…”  Jon took a deep breath.  “Let’s just get back home, then.  We’ll go save this boy and then go back, okay?  Once we’re home, all of this would be just a bad dream.”


“How?  How do we save this boy?  We don’t even know where he is!  And if we did find him, there’re eight Indians who know this area like the back of their hands!”


“They’re not Indians, remember?”  He tried to smile, but quickly thought better of it.  “Let’s just walk the way they went and see what happens.  Look, I’m not the smartest person in the world…”


“Maybe the stupidest,” muttered Susie, no longer sobbing. Wiping her eyes, she brushed back her hair.  “But you do sometimes make sense.”  

“Yeah, well, I do understand people pretty good.”  Susie just snorted.  “Anyway, the way those Ind—those guys acted, their day is done.  They got what they wanted and were already relaxing when they left.  I bet they camped close by and are celebrating right now.”


Amazingly, Susie allowed herself to believe Jon.  More amazingly, he proved correct.  After stuffing himself with berries while Susie watched in disgust, Jon led the way.  Walking in the direction that the captors went, Jon soon smelled wood smoke.

“I knew it!” he exclaimed softly.  “Let’s stay real quiet and try to find their camp.”  Crouching low, he started in one direction.


“Where are you going?” Susie hissed.  


Jon smiled wisely.  “I’m following the smoke.  Can’t you smell it?  Those Ind—people have stopped to make camp, I bet.  They built a fire and—”


“I know, dummy.  So we should be going this way.  The smoke is from over there.”


“No, it’s this way.”  
“This way.”

Jon sniffed the air.  “I’m positive.  I can smell it.”


“And I can see it.”  Susie pointed another direction from where Jon headed.  

“I don’t see anything.  Come on, use your nose.”


“Use your brain.  The little wind there is blows from this direction.  The smoke has to be coming down wind.  Look at those branches and you’ll even see smoke.”


A slight breeze had begun and Jon was embarrassed to admit it, but Susie was right.  The wind would be blowing the wind toward them.  The way Jon was going was down wind, totally the wrong way.


“Uh, I knew that,” he stammered.  “I was just, uh, taking the long way around to be safe—”


Susie had already started moving toward the smoke.


The eight warriors had made their camp in an opening in the woods next to a small water hole.  Lined with granite, the water hole was the size of a tiny swimming pool and a perfect drinking source.  However, it must have been during a drought.  Only a shallow puddle of clear water remained.  A few yards from the water, a small fire of bark and twigs burned brightly, giving off lots of smoke.  

A very relaxed guard stood a little ways from camp leaning on a trunk of the tree.  Instead of paying attention to outside the camp, he was watching in amusement as his companions stood over their unconscious captive.  By the fire on the side away from the water hole, the boy lat spread eagle on his stomach.  Over him, yelling and calling out in mocking tones, the warriors were taking turns at kicking the small, still figure.  Only the tall leader refrained from joining the fray.  Standing a few feet back with his muscular arms folded across his chest, he looked on with a face of stone.  

Hidden behind a large rock of granite just over twenty yards from the guard, Jon and Susie watched all of this with horrified faces.  They were on a small incline overlooking the camp.  The only good news was that because of their antics and confidence of being alone in the woods, none of the warriors noticed the approach of the two teenagers.  Following the smoke and then their strange voices had been easy and very quickly had Jon and Susie stumbled upon the camp.  Getting to their hands and knees, they crawled as close as they dared.   

“Now what do we do?” Susie whispered.  “That poor boy…these stupid savages are really making me mad.  I was always taught how peaceful the tribes were before the Europeans messed everything up.”


Jon grunted, not taking his eyes off the camp scene before him.  “People are people and most people are messed up.”  Mentally, he counted all the warriors.  He got up to eight.  Who was missing?  There were nine total warriors before… Swallowing the lump of fear gathering in his throat, he counted again.  Still eight.  Was it the young one who always glared and seemed so hateful?  No, he stood beside the leader spitting down at the boy…  Then he spotted the ninth.  The overweight one who carried the supplies, he sat away from the fire putting all the supplies in order.  A large dried gourd lay beside him.  


Sighing in relief, Jon watched as the flabby warrior stood and carried the gourd over to the watering hole to fill it.  Flaps of skin hung over his loincloth and his ample rump quivered when he moved.  


Susie snorted softly beside Jon.  “Why can’t they wear more clothes?  Hadn’t they been invented yet?

Jon didn’t hear her.  He was staring at the supplies left behind by the plump warrior.  Among the items was the large bladder…  Already an idea was churning in his mind.  He didn’t know the details, but he had a plan forming in his mind.


Jon’s plan seemed destined for a test.  Soon the warriors grew tired of their game of kicking the inert boy and they settled around the fire with their weapons held close.  The young angry warrior said something sharply to the back of the overweight warrior who was still busy carrying the large gourd of water to the fire.

Bowing low, the large man kept mute.  Placing the water down, he hastily retreated from the fire and sat by the supplies.  


No other warrior so much as glanced at him.  Greedily, they went for the water gourd, each taking long gulps.  

“If only they would all just leave,” Jon mumbled softly.


“Sure,” sniffed Susie.  “I’ll send them a text message.  G-A-P.”


“G-A-P?  What does that mean?”


“Go Away, Please.”

“Oh.  Right.”  Jon snorted.  “Like that’s going to happen.”  


Amazingly, though, that was what happened.  After drinking his fill, the tall warrior said something loudly that everyone else seemed to like.  Whooping, they gathered their bows, arrows, spears, and war clubs, and then without a glance back, melted into the woods.  Luckily, they headed in the opposite direction to where Susie and Jon lay hidden.  Only the single guard and overweight warrior remained.  When the others left, the guard walked lazily to the fire and slumped next to it.  Nudging the boy once to make sure he was still unconscious, he grunted and promptly lay back and closed his eyes.  The overweight warrior looked up once and then dropped his eyes.  The boy never moved.     


“They’re hunting for supper,” whispered Jon.  “I bet they want something fresh to eat to celebrate their day.”


“Right, how do you know?”  Susie shivered beside Jon.  “What if they went off looking for us?”


“I don’t know.  I’m just hoping for the best, okay?  Anyway, this is our chance.”


“You want to go down there and just take the boy?”  Susie stared at him incredulously.


“Yeah, something like that.”  Jon grinned.  “Only, not just yet.  We’d never get away…but I have a plan.”  Susie rolled her eyes.  “Stay here and cover for me.  If anything happens, scream your loudest and start running.  I’ll be right behind you.”


“Are you craz—”


Jon had already left.  


The sun had risen high overhead.  Humid air smelling of rich vegetation met Jon’s face in waves.  Sweat already dripped from his brow as he slowly eased his way down toward the camp.  Leaving the safety of the granite rock, he bent low and started crawling on his belly.  His shirt and jeans felt sticky against his skin.  He could feel Susie’s eyes on his back.  This gave him motivation not to mess up.  Once they got back to present Earth she would see him as hero…

Pine needles pricked his stomach, bringing back to the task at hand.  He had a long way to go before he could think about present day Earth.  Peering ahead of him, he watched the guard relax and settle in for a nap. Flicking his eyes across the fire, he saw the overweight warrior had settled among the supplies and had also closed his eyes.  Perfect!  Still, he had to be patient.  Any mistake now would doom them all.  Holding his breath, Jon crawled closer and closer.


Reaching the edge of the fire, he got to his knees.  The warmth of the flames caused more sweat to form on his face.  Both tribesmen looked to be sound asleep.  Wiping his mouth, he crawled slowly on his knees over to the gourd.  All at once, a great thirst attacked his body.  When was the last time he had a drink?    


Taking up the dried hollow plant with both hands, he didn’t hesitate to take a long sip.  Bitter water tasting faintly of wood and minerals swept down his throat and tasted absolutely delicious.  All too soon, he had drained the entire gourd.  

Licking his lips, he put down the gourd and immediately felt guilty.  Poor Susie had to be just as thirsty.  Oh well, she would probably throw a fit if she had to drink from a dirty gourd used by some many strangers.  Soon they would be back and he could buy her a soda.  First, his plan…


Creeping up to the overweight warrior, Jon kept watching his face for any sign of waking.  All he heard was soft snoring.  

Wood smoke suddenly filled Jon’s nostrils and clouded his vision.  The wind had shifted and started to send all the smoke from the fire directly at Jon.

 
Eyes watering, Jon fought to hold his breath.  Ducking low, he felt a cough coming.  Panicking, he tried stifle it with both hands while still moving forward.  His foot hit something soft and he felt himself pitch forward.


Strong hands grabbed his arms and pulled him down in a heap.


Yelping and coughing, he was too surprised to do anything else.  A rough hand clamped over his mouth.


“Silence, loud one,” whispered a gruff voice.  Jon practically fainted from fright.  It was the overweight warrior who had been pretending to sleep the entire time.  “I have been waiting patiently for you.”  He spoke perfect English.  “I know your plan.”

  
Jon could only raise his eyebrows as tears leaked from his eyes.  This was not part of his plan.

Chapter 8:  Burning All Obstacles 


Susie nudged Jon in the side with her elbow.  “I think it’s time,” she whispered.  


“Erm, yeah…I’m awake…”  At her side, Jon smacked his lips and shifted his body into a more comfortable position.  A stream of drool leaked from the corner of his mouth.

“Seriously, Jon!  It’s time!”


“Right, right…I’m up…”


Sighing, Susie yanked Jon’s short brown hair.


“Ow!”  Jon’s head shot up quickly, banging into a branch.  “Ow!”


“Hush, you might wake them!” she hissed.


It was too dark to make out faces, but Jon glared at Susie’s shadowy figure just the same.  The two were lying under a rough shelter of branches covered with leaves next to the large granite over the campsite.  Constructed in large part by the overweight warrior, it safely kept the teenagers hidden from sight.  The Flabby tribesman seemed to know a whole lot more than anyone ever gave him credit for.  This included being fluent in the English language and guessing Jon’s entire plan.  The only problem, he was very quiet about it and spoke little.

After Jon overcame his shock at being captured by the flabby warrior, he was too scared to question anything the large, greasy man said.  Releasing Jon, the warrior stood with a grunt and offered Jon the bladder.  He then walked straight to where Susie lay behind the stone trying to muster up enough courage to scream.  Waving his finger at her, the warrior shook his head.


“Boy will sleep for many hours.  You must wait until moon is high before taking him. Until then, you stay out of sight.”


Susie emerged from behind the stone and nodded her head dumbly.  Eyes wide, Jon looked up at her and shrugged his shoulders.  What was going on?


“Now,” said the warrior, putting his arms to his waist, “we need to make a shelter to hide you.  What you wear makes you stick out like fish in a tree.”

“F-fish in a tree?” squeaked Susie, finding her voice.

“Yes.  You two stink like fish and look like you do not belong.  You will take bath in the ashes as I make shelter.  Now do as I say.”


Jon cleared his throat.  “Wh-what about the guard?”


“He sleeps like boy.  I gave him little of the same medicine earlier.”


“Okay, but—”  

“Hurry and do as I say before the others return.”  His voice brooked no argument.  

Mind racing, Jon carried out his plan while Susie stared nervously at the fire thinking about a bath of ashes.


In the end, all it meant was rolling around the ashes and covering their clothes with the gray powder.  This complete, they were herded under the finished pile of branches and leaves and there they told to wait.  


“No longer stink.”  Content, the large warrior grunted his approval and returned to sit among the supplies where he sat lethargically staring at the fire.  


 Lying in the shelter, Jon and Susie kept quiet—warned that their voices could carry quite easily.  For a long while their hearts beat furiously as each tried to understand what happened.  Then the hunting party returned in triumph carrying a deer and the biggest turkey Jon had ever seen.  Both animals were quite dead.  Susie covered her head in her arms as Jon looked on in fascination as the food was prepared in all its gory.  


During the preparations, Jon saw the young angry warrior go to the drinking gourd and kick it savagely when he saw it was empty.  He barked harshly at the overweight warrior.  Then he stalked to the unconscious boy and kicked him in the ribs.  

The leader said something to him that sounded like a reprimand.  Shrugging, the young warrior sat next to the bleary looking guard who had been slapped awake by the overweight warrior just before the hunting party returned.  He growled something and looked to be sulking.

Calmly, the overweight warrior took up the gourd and with a slight look in Jon’s direction went to the watering hole.  He filled it to the brim.  None of the warriors paid him any mind as they focused on their food.  

Time passed and the thick aroma of cooking meat filled the air.  Jon licked his lips and even Susie squirmed next to him.  Both wanted a taste very badly.
With them was a small furry sack of cornmeal and nuts left by the warrior for their food.  Jon had this between them and started to hungrily suck on a handful.  Susie eyed him, but refused to touch her share.  Jon was all too happy to eat the entire contents.

That was hours ago. The meat had been consumed in savage fashion.  Each warrior tore into the food like it was their last meal. Between great bites of flesh, they gulped from the gourd and the overweight warrior had to repeatedly refill it.  

Now the moon rose up high, just visible over the covering of thick branches.  From the camp there was no noise. The fire had burned down to coals and nobody stirred to add more wood.  All were deep asleep.  Jon had dumped the entire contents of drugged water from the bladder into the watering hole.  

Crawling into the cool night air, Susie gasped in wonder when looking up at the moon.  The sky glittered with more stars than she ever thought possible to exist.  

Jon joined her, but only stared toward the camp fire.  “You wait here.  I’ll get the kid.”

“Why don’t I come with you?” Susie asked, tearing her gaze from the sky.  “They’re all drugged, right?”  

“Yeah, of course.  I saw them all drink the water, but just in case…”

“Come, on.  I haven’t done anything but lie behind that stupid rock and then bury myself in disgusting ashes for hours.  If you’re so worried about something going wrong, then you stay and I’ll go by myself.”

Both teenagers walked nervously into camp.
“I just don’t understand,” whispered Susie.  “How does that guy know English and why is he helping us?”

“Who cares?” Jon hissed.  “Let’s just get out of this place and get home.”

“We need to save the boy first.”

Still where he was placed hours before, the tiny figure lay on the side of the fire ring.

“Are you sure he’s not…dead?” Susie sounded frightened.  They now stood in the midst of the sleeping warriors.  Even if in a deep sleep, the warriors did not make either of them feel very comfortable.  

“Yeah, of course,” Jon replied with more confidence than he felt.  

“I’ll get him.  Wait right here.”  Susie didn’t wait for Jon’s permission.  Stepping around the sprawled figure of the tall warrior, she made her way to the boy’s side and knelt down.

That’s when a wild war cry screamed just behind her.

Jon froze in shock as he saw a figure leap from the shadows.

Crying out, Susie dove on the boy’s inert body.  The figure had tried to jump on her back, but she had moved just in time.  Rolling over her, the figure shot to its feet just in front of the coals.  

Even in the darkness, Jon recognized him as the young warrior.

Growling, the warrior held up a sharp object in his right hand.  From the glow of the coals, Jon saw it as a knife.  Leering over Susie and the boy, the warrior lifted up the knife.  

After first tasting the drugged water, the young warrior had guessed something was wrong.  For the rest of the night, he pretended to drink his fell when in reality he poured it on the ground.  Once all had fallen asleep, he hid himself behind a tree to wait.  Now his efforts were rewarded.  It was a great night for him.  He would prove himself as a great warrior by slaying the enemies of the camp as well as doing away with the boy without raising suspicion.  Both hands held the hilt of the knife over his head, he snarled in triumph just before plunging it down into the throat below him.
Susie wailed while kicking with both her feet.  

At the same time, Jon did what first came into mind.  Unnoticed or deemed harmless by the warrior, he was only a few yards away.  Having closed the distance, he brought up both his arms and tickled the armpits of the warrior just as the knife fell.  

Jerking back, the warrior’s entire body went into spasms.  Caught totally by surprise, he released the knife and shrieked.  The blade bounced harmlessly off Susie’s jeans and onto the dirt.

“Now what?” shouted Jon.


A sudden sharp pain exploded in his stomach just then.  The warrior threw back an elbow.  Quickly it went downhill for Jon.  Sinking to his knees, he could only struggle for a breath as the warrior turned on him in contempt.  Hissing something, the warrior drew back a foot for a savage kick.


Being too angry and not focusing on his surroundings was the young warrior’s downfall.  Left alone, Susie didn’t hesitate as she lunged into the warrior’s back.  Lowering her shoulder and screaming in rage, she struck solidly.  


Grunting in surprise and pain, the warrior stumbled forward.  Striking Jon, who was still on his knees, the warrior pitched over and flew face first into the red-hot coals.


“Now run!” yelled the powerful voice of the overweight warrior, who scrambled from where he was lying down.   


Screaming in pain, the young warrior rolled from the coals and clutched at his burning face.  Oil in his thick hair had burst into flame.  


Jon needed no more encouragement.  Pushing himself to his feet, he ignored pain in his stomach and staggered to the boy.  “You lead the way,” he gasped to Susie as he knelt and picked up the boy.


Dully nodding, Susie tore her eyes off the burning warrior and started for the trees.


Even though completely unconscious, the boy proved extremely light and easy to lift.  Tossing him over his shoulders, Jon took one look back and started after Susie.  In his wake, the overweight warrior was beating at the young warrior’s face and seemingly enjoying it.


Dodging trees, ducking low branches, Susie ran as fast as she could through the dark woods.  Only filtered moonlight guided her steps.  Carrying his limp burden, Jon struggled to keep up.  Minutes went by and Susie never slowed. 


“I-I think we did it!” Jon finally gasped.  “We-we can stop!”


Fueled by adrenaline, Susie was ready to run through the rest of the night, but seeing Jon laboring, she slowed and stopped.  “What to you mean?” she called back.  Breathing hard, she stood up straight to allow more air in her lungs.  


Jon was hunched over, barely keeping a grip on the boy’s legs.  


“I mean, we,” he took a deep breath, “freed the boy like we were told.  Now,” he breathed, “we can leave him and go home.”


“You want to leave the boy here?” demanded Susie.

“Uh, yeah.”  Jon knelt and lowered the drugged boy to the ground.  “This place is his home.  He can wake up and find his way back to his village tomorrow.  It would be a cinch for him.”


“There are people trying to kill him!” Susie cried.  “They’re probably right behind us as we speak!”


Jon flinched from the anger in her voice.  “Come on, we did everything we could do for him!  The guy told us to free the boy and then leave him.  Nobody is supposed to see us, remember?”


“If you think we’re going to just abandon a boy in the middle of the woods—”


“Hold on!  I’m not abandoning a boy!  He’s an Indian who grew up here!  He knows this place like the back of his hand.  Remember when we first saw him?  He found us and saved us.  With us gone, he’ll easily outsmart the other tribe.  Besides, the fat Indian is on his side.”  


“They’re not Indians, remember?”  Susie sounded suddenly tired.  “Maybe you’re right…I just don’t want to see anybody else hurt because of me…especially a boy.”


Jon softened his voice.  “What you did back there wasn’t your fault.  Besides, you saved the boy.  Now let’s save ourselves and let the boy save himself.”


Susie nodded in the darkness.  “Okay,” she whispered.  “I guess, if it means we go home.”

Jon nodded.  “It’s the right thing to do.  We can’t go around ruining other people’s lives in different time periods.  Here, I’ll wake him, just for you.”  Looking down at the dark shadowy figure of the boy, he shook a shoulder.  There was no response.  


“He’s alive, right?” Susie asked, moving to kneel beside Jon.  


“I don’t know…”


Susie put her hand on the boy’s chest.  “He’s warm and I feel his heart.  Aren’t you the expert in everything related to science?”


“Uh,” Jon stammered and felt his own face warm.  “I was in a hurry to get away and just…”


“I’m only kidding.  The poor little guy is like in a coma.”  Gently, she started brushing his mess of hair.


“He’ll be fine,” Jon said gruffly.  He started lightly slapping the boy’s face.


“Cut it out!” Susie pushed Jon’s hand away.  “Just let him sleep, okay?”


“But we need to get out—”


“The guy said he would find us.  We’re not going to find him.”


“We’ll go back to the berry bush where he first came.”


“Really?  Okay, then you lead the way, because I’m completely lost.”


“Oh.”  Jon swallowed.  “Me too.”  Sighing, he lay down on the earthen floor of dry leaves and pine needles.  

Neither one spoke. The sounds of the forest filled the air.  Cicadas and crickets provided an unwanted concert under the stars.

“Um,” Susie said, breaking the stillness, “thanks for saving me back there…I was sure,” she shuddered, “that the knife was coming down.”

“Yeah, uh,” Jon said.  Suddenly he grunted in pain.

“Are you okay?” Susie asked with concern.


“Oh, yeah…”  Jon sucked his teeth.  “Getting elbowed by some crazy guy who wants my scalp…my stomach is one massive bruise…and…uh,” suddenly he sat up with a jerk.


“What is it?”  Susie stopped stroking the boy’s head and stared at Jon, who was dimly lit by the moon.


“You’re starving, right?”


“Yes…and I’m thirsty.”


“Because you didn’t eat all those berries and…the food from the Ind—guy who helped us.”


“Yes…so you’re not hungry, is that it?”


“I wish.”  Jon gulped.  “My stomach…” He clutched his belly tightly with both hands.  “I don’t think it liked what I ate.”


Susie understood and sighed.  “Boys are so…do you know we’re probably being hunted by the guy who tried to kill us?  If he comes right now—”


“He might step in something gross…sorry, but I really need to go.”


“Just hurry up…but don’t go too far and get lost…and use big leaves!”


“Shut it!”


“Just not poison ivy!”  Susie shook her head as Jon stumbled into the trees.


The night passed very uncomfortably.  By the time daylight cracked over the trees, neither Jon nor Susie had more than two hours of sleep between them. 

“Where is that man?” mumbled Susie, rubbing her swollen eyes.  She had just returned from the trees far from where Jon had found relief the night before.  Sitting uncomfortably down beside the motionless boy, she rubbed her flat stomach.  “I’m so hungry…” she moaned.

Jon stirred on the other side of the boy.  “Whatever you do,” he said weakly, “don’t eat the berries, the cornmeal, or the nuts.”  


Susie only groaned.  “I can’t wait for a hot shower, a cold cup of water, and a big bowl of salad.”


“Salad?  I just want a bowl of cereal…”


They were lying in the middle of a deer path—Susie, the boy, and then Jon.  Large pine and oak trees loomed around them and blocked visibility in all directions.  Where to go and what to do next was something neither Jon nor Susie wanted to think about.  


Between them, the boy murmured something and thrashed an arm.


“He’s waking!”  Jon sat up and shook the boy’s shoulder.


Susie rolled to kneel on his other side.  “What’s he going to think when he sees us?” she asked worriedly.


“I don’t really care right now.  As soon as we send him on his way, I’m going to start yelling for that guy to pick us up.”


The boy opened his eyes slowly.  Blinking in the light, he looked up at Jon and then at Susie.  Seeing them, he sighed happily and promptly rolled over and fell back asleep, leaning his head on Jon’s shoe.


“Hey,” protested Jon, shaking the boy.  “Wake up!”


“Jon,” Susie said, using his name for the first time, “did you see that?”


“Yes!  The ungrateful punk!  He just fell right back to sleep!  I haven’t slept all night!”


“His eyes, Jon.  They’re green.”


“So?”

“Look at his face.  He looks nothing like the others.  His nose is smaller, his cheeks narrower—”


“He’s just a boy,” Jon burst out.  “He hasn’t reached puberty yet!”  His own voice cracked.


Susie stared at Jon with raised eyebrows as his face turned red.  “Still,” she said after a moment, “I think something is strange here…he looks cute sleeping…wait…no, impossible.”  Looking at the boy and then at Jon, she shook her head.  

Jon stared at her.  “What?”

“Nothing…it’s just, if you cut off his hair…the boy looks more like you than anything…you two have the same eyes.”  

“Oh, er, really?”  Jon ran a hand through his hair.  “You think I’m cute?”

“No!” Susie backed away.  “I didn’t mean that!  It’s just that his boy doesn’t look like an Indian!”

“He’s not an Indian, remember?”

A movement in front of them caused Susie to bite down a reply.  Her hand shook as it rose to point.  “I-is that an Indian?”

“Uh, maybe.”  Jon swallowed.  
A large party of warriors stood less than fifty feet from where they sat.  How long they were there neither knew.  Numbering over ten, maybe twenty, these warriors were not part of the group from the night before.  Their faces and body were painted with various colors of red and blue.  Many had necklaces of bone around thick necks.  These had their dark hair was cut completely off except for a short bristling line that went right down the center of their heads.  Mohawks.  Wearing deer leggings and no other clothes, their large chest muscles quivered in the early morning chill.  All carried some sort of weapon.  All were staring silently at Jon and Susie.  

Then the leader stepped forward and pointed a club at the boy.  He shouted something in triumph.

Immediately, the other warriors relaxed and lowered bows, clubs, and spears.

Jon glanced over at Susie and tried to smile.  “I think this group is from the boy’s village.  See how they recognize him?”

“Yes, but their faces.  They look nothing like the boy… none of them have green eyes.”

Jon kept from rolling his eyes.  “They’re here to take the boy.  What more do you want?  Let’s just leave quietly, okay?”  Standing slowly, he pointed at the boy and grinned stupidly at the leader.  “H-he is yours,” he said in a cracking voice.

Asleep, the boy’s chest gently rose and fell.  

Immediately, the lead warrior raised his club and cried out angrily.  The other warriors glared at Jon.  Then without warning, the leader charged with his club brandished.

Susie screamed and Jon leapt out of the way.  

“We saved him!” he cried.  “We’re friends!  Friends!”  

The warrior did not go for Jon or Susie.  He went for the boy.  His club lifting for the killing blow, he screamed in fury before suddenly jerking to a stop.  A feathered arrow stuck from his chest.  Stumbling back, he stared at the shaft protruding from his ribs and all at once collapsed with a strangled yell.  

Another arrow flew from the trees, landing at the feet of the stunned warriors. 

Many yells from behind Jon made him whirl with fear.  He recognized the voices of the leader of the kidnappers and the voice of the overweight warrior.  The warriors who had taken the boy had caught up.  Only, now, instead of attacking Susie, Jon, and the boy, they were attacking the larger party of new warriors.  

Screams of pain and battle yells rang out.  The twenty warriors melted behind trees and started firing arrows in return.

Two arrows struck just next to the boy.  Only the large body of the warrior lying with an arrow in his chest blocked the boy from certain death.

“Take the boy and fly!” yelled the overweight warrior, somewhere unseen in the trees.

Jon gritted his teeth and tried to imagine everything was just a terrible movie.  Ducking, he moved in the open and grabbed the boy’s feet.  An arrow grazed his shoulder, ripping his hoodie.  Susie screamed but helped by taking the boy from under the arms.  Together, they moved the boy off the path, Susie leading the way.

Danger was far from over.  The warrior first struck down with the arrow still lived.  Rolling his head, he saw them getting away and staggered to his knees.  Ignoring any pain, he leapt off the path and managed to grab Jon’s waist.  His grip was right where Jon fell entering the school in what seemed like ages ago.  Crying out, Jon released the boy and tried to shake off the hand.  

The grip only tightened and moved lower, nearly pulling him to the ground.  Something sharp stabbed Jon in his pocket.  Remembering the arrowhead, he reached down and pulled it free.  

“Here, you can have this.”  Jon rammed the sharp tip into the hand.

A grunt of pain and the hand fell away.  Jon stumbled free but only looked up to see Susie’s face stare back in horror.  Turning, he saw the injured warrior already on his feet.  His chest heaving and hand bleeding, he looked far from defeated.  Grabbing the arrow shaft sticking from his chest, he snapped it in half.  Next he pulled the arrowhead from his hand.  Growling, he stared at Jon in fierce, cold-blooded hatred.  Then his look passed to the unconscious boy leaning in Susie’s arms.

Before the warrior could attack, another warrior plowed into him from the side.  It was the leader of the warriors who kidnapped the boy in the first place.  Only now he fought to save the boy’s life.  Grunting, he wrestled with the snarling warrior, keeping the sharp arrowhead from doing any damage.

“What’s going on?” screamed Susie.

“I don’t know!” Jon yelled back.  An arrow thudded into a trunk less than a foot from his head.  “But we need to scram!”
The sound of heavy breathing and crashing feet were quickly approaching.  Escape seemed impossible.

A blue light flashed to his right.  “Over here, Jon.  Leave the boy and come quickly!  Drop the boy!”

Whirling to the light, Jon saw an aurora of blue appearing in front of a thick pine tree.  But there was no sign of the man.  

Susie saw it too, but wouldn’t let go of the boy.

Now wide awake, the boy’s large green eyes stared at Jon.  Clearly frightened, the boy didn’t move.  

Another arrow plowed into a tree just to the left of Jon.  The two great warriors were locked in a terrible struggle and many more would be there in moments.  

 “Come, let’s go!” yelled Jon.  When Susie didn’t move immediately, Jon rushed her.  Grabbing the boy around the chest, he through him up in his arms.  “To the light!  It’ll bring us out of here!”

“The boy!” she screamed.  

“Just run!”

The three of them just made it to the blue light when a group of five deadly looking warriors charged from the trees. 

“Leave the boy!” cried the unseen voice.  “Leave him!”

Susie threw herself over the boy and Jon only shut his eyes.   

Clubs, arrows, knives, and who knew what else were flung at them.  

All at once there came a blue flash and then nothing.  The Mohawk leader stumbled to his feet.  His adversary had rolled away, disappearing into the trees when the blue light appeared.  Staring at the pine tree now marred with arrows and knives, the Mohawk screamed in fury.  Then he fainted from the loss of blood.  
Minutes went by and all grew still and silent.  The Mohawks carried their injured leader away.  All were certain they had witnessed a great power from the spirits.

Only one figure remained.  

Dark eyes blazing in fury, a young warrior knelt by the pine tree and ran a hand across the warm needles.  A spark of blue light remained, leaping on the callous hand.  

Chapter 9:  Not Quite Home

Jon woke up with a splitting headache and a certain feeling of death.  A horrid smell twitched his nose and a crushing weight pressed down on his bruised middle.  

This, he thought, is what dying feels like.  He groaned.  And what it smelled like…  Opening his eyes, he saw nothing but vibrant blue.  Then a strand of hair blew into his mouth.  


Coughing, he tried to shift his body and immediately cried out in pain.  The terrible weight only increased.  He wasn’t dead…he only wished he was dead.  Flies buzzed in both ears.    


“What happened?” moaned a voice right next to his right shoulder.  It sounded like Susie.  Susie…


Jon cried out again, this time in joy.  The weight on top of him was Susie.  “Susie!  Wake up!  We did it!  Susie?”  
The girl groaned and shifted slightly.  This proved painful to Jon and he gasped.    A sharp object kept pressing down on his chest.  “Susie, you have to get up now.  You’re crushing me.”


“I’ll be up soon…” came the mumbled reply.  “Luke, don’t leave me…I won’t leave you…”


“Susie?”  Jon gently shook the girl’s shoulder.  “Are you okay?”


Susie sat up with a jerk, her elbow ramming Jon’s side.  “What’s that?” she said.


“Ow!”

“Oh, sorry.”  Susie rose to her feet.  “Hey, wait!  Jon, we did it!  We didn’t “die!”

“Really?  What was your first clue?””  Jon groaned as the sharp pain alleviated, but didn’t quite disappear.  Then he saw why.  Not only did they make it, but so did the boy.  Slumped across Jon’s chest, the brown skinned boy had his chin pressed against Jon’s breastbone.  Pushing him off, the boy flopped onto the grass and Jon got stiffly to his feet.  The bad smell increased as he stood.  Large black flies kept buzzing around his face.
Susie’s bright smile drooped into a frown.  “What’s that smell?”

“Certainly doesn’t smell like home,” Jon said as he covered his nose.  “Not unless we’re next to the school cafeteria.”

“Cafeteria?  Um, I don’t think we quite made it home yet.”

“Really?” grunted Jon.  “What was your first clue?”

The two were standing in a vast field of thick grass with an occasional tree.  A muddy unpaved road covered in deep grooves and horse tracks divided the field.  A fence of wooden rails ran parallel to the road.  Trees were in the distance horizon and nothing else.  

Then they heard a moo and saw the field had cows and was also littered with piles of brown substance.  Some of the substance had been underneath Jon and now covered his hoodie and had gotten into his hair.  It smelled of animal droppings. 

“At least we’re alive,” muttered Susie.  Tears were in her eyes.
“Easy for you to say.”  Jon pulled at his hair in disgust.  “It smells like I just rolled in sewage.”

“What do we do now?”

Jon sighed.  “Good question.  Wait for that guy to come find us, I guess.  I’m sure he wouldn’t leave us here.”

Gulping, Susie nodded.  “Right.”  

The sun was still rising and felt warm on their skin.  Still exhausted from not sleeping the night before, the starving teenagers lay back down in the soft grass.  They tried to make plans, but soon feel into deep, healthy sleep.  At their side, the small boy never stirred…  

The sound of a cackling rooster woke up Jon.  Remembering where he was…or remembering not knowing where or when he was…he jolted to a sitting position.  The cackling continued and no longer sounded like a rooster.  It was a man. 

Susie smacked her lips a few yards away and rolled over with a sigh.  Something was missing…

Jon searched his memory and remembered the boy.  Looking around wildly, he couldn’t see any sign of the brown skinned boy.  Pushing himself to his feet, staggered once and then saw the back of a stranger kneeling in the tall grass a few yards away.  This was where the cackling came from.  

“Nice specimen, are ye,” mumbled the stranger in a high, thin raspy voice.  A tattered brown coat hung on his sloping shoulders.  Long dark brown hair full of greasy tangled its way just above the shoulders and a dusty black cocked hat was perched sideways on his head. 

Clearing his throat loudly, Jon approached cautiously.  He had a bad feeling that he was not going to like this encounter.

Hearing Jon, the stranger whirled around, leaping to his feet.  A filthy hand fell to his belt where a long knife was sheathed next to his right thigh.  Seeing Jon, he relaxed slightly.

“Boy, are ye?”  Smiling to reveal two uneven rows of rotting yellow teeth, he nodded over his right shoulder. “This be ye slave?  I’m talk’n to ye, little boy.”

Swallowing, Jon slowly nodded.  He had frozen when the man turned on him.  Now, mustering all his available courage, he walked on.  Lying splayed out like a piece of merchandise, the boy still lay unconscious behind the stranger.   

Narrowing two beady bloodshot eyes, the man stared at Jon, taking in the strange clothing with suspicion.  “Who are ye?  Ye not from here, are ye?  Ye be wearing undergarments only!”

Not daring to speak, Jon only stepped toward the boy.  

Immediately, the man blocked his path.  Several inches taller than Jon, he had a long narrow unwashed and unshaven chin.  Beneath his ragged coat was a dirty gray waistcoat covered in dark stains.  Long brown trousers covered his legs and he had a pair of leather shoes on his feet that looked ready to fall apart at the next step.  Lean and haggard, he resembled a talking scarecrow.    

“Ye wish to sell your savage, boy?  I’ll pay well for his like.  I’ll do good business with ye.”  Leering at Jon, the man released a foul breath that nearly made Jon double over.  The smell of cows was bad enough, but the stench from the man was unlike anything Jon had ever encountered.  Certainly bathing was not part of the man’s good business.  

“Not for sale,” he gasped, immediately feeling his face go warm.  

“Ah, ye josh’n me!  A small creature like this, he’s no good for farm work.”  Turning to the boy, the man knelt down and started feeling the boy’s arms and legs.  “Small boy like this will only bring ye more work!  I could find use for him in town.”

Anger and revulsion built in Jon.  “Not for sale,” he repeated more strongly.  Overriding his anger was a terrible fear.  The man’s knife was huge and his character seemed as foul as his smell.

Ignoring Jon, the man grabbed the boy’s face with both hands and started prying.  “Good set of teeth…not lost a one…”

Suddenly the boy’s eyes shot open.  His knee rose sharply into the midsection of the man.

“Ooofff!” gasped the man, stumbling to the seat of his trousers. 

The boy started kicking him sharply with his bare feet, scoring hits on the man’s chest and legs.

“Get off!” roared the man.  Savagely, he kicked back, but the boy easily rolled away before a blow could land.  “I’ll skin your hide, yer dirty savage!”

Jon wiped his hands on his jeans and made motions to step in.  “Leave him alone, he’s, uh, sick.”

“Aye, he be sick!  Sick from my hand beating his hide!”  Pushing himself up, the man glowered over the boy.

“He’s, uh, he’s mine.  You can’t touch him.”

The man turned on Jon with an incredulous look.  “Who ye be talking to, boy?  Yer what, a year past twelve?”

“I’m fifteen!”

“Ye be daft!  This slave attacked me!  Either pay for the damages or I take it from the boy!”

Susie suddenly rose to her feet looking like a tiger about pounce.  “No you don’t alone!” she roared.  “Don’t you dare lay a finger on any one of us!  I’ll sue!”

“Whoa!  Whoa, now!  What is this?  Are ye a boy or be ye a girl?”  The man’s beady eyes widened as he looked at Susie.  “What type of people are ye, dressed in such clothing?”  Then a terrible look crossed his feet.  “If ye be a girl then I dare say ye shouldn’t be seen dressed in such a way.”  He paused for a moment.  “Yer not French, are ye?”

 “Just leave us alone,” Jon said through clenched teeth.  “Go on your way.”

“Oh, no. Not unless ye be willing to give me the slave.”  His hand went to the long knife.  “Ye accent is funny and so is ye way of dressing.  The French are not wanted in these parts!  I doubt ye have a friend anywhere near here, hey?”  Jon and Susie only glared at him.  Showing his gapped yellow smile, the man nodded at Jon and then at Susie.  “So what will it be?”  
A large hunk of cow pie was his answer.  The boy threw the smelly clod, nailing the man in the left ear.   

“Ow!  Ye little rat!”  Turning, the man was in time to receive another cow pie.  This one struck him in the mouth and caused him to convulse into a fit of coughing and choking.  

“Good idea!”  Jon quickly reached down and found stones, clumps of grass, and after the briefest hesitation, cow pies.  Gathering them up, he joined the boy in pelting the stranger.

Spitting out a wad of dark substance, the man raised his arms to cover his face.  “I’ll gut all ye all!” he cried as cow pies and stones continued to rain down on him.  

The boy had uncanny aim and a quick arm.  Squatting low, he fired his foul missiles with deadly and accuracy and gathered new ones without pause.   Still, the man stuck out his knife and waved it dangerously in front.  His face spattered with brown, he howled and stabbed blindly.  
“I say, what’s this ruckus?!”  A voice from the road caused the smelly man to literally leap off the ground.   
Not even looking toward the voice, the dirty stranger hastily sheathed his knife and broke into a sprint away from Jon.  Running across the field in great leaps, he headed toward the road leading away from the voice.  Never once did he look back. 

Jon dropped his last cow pie and hastily wiped his hands on his already ruined hoodie.  Looking toward the new voice, he saw a tall man start running after the stranger.

“Halt, you oaf!  Halt, I say!”  In moments, both men disappeared down the road.


“What was that all about?” Susie asked, wiping her brow. 

Jon noticed her dropping a particularly large, sharp stone.  He wondered what she meant to do with it and was immediately grateful for not having to find out.  


“I think we’re in the Civil War times, or something…that guy was trying to buy the boy from me as a slave.  I, uh, think we need to find him some clothes.”


Susie frowned.  “Not just him.  The way he looked at us…especially me.  Somehow, doubt jeans and shirts were in fashion yet.”


“Yeah, neither is bathing…man, he stunk.  Um, about the boy, do you think he knows what happened to him?  That he’s in another time?”


Susie squinted in the sun.  “Probably not, but right now all that matters is finding proper clothing before we meet somebody else.  And food and water.  I feel like I’m ready to pass out again.”


“Sure, but where?  There isn’t a mall nearby, you know.”  


The boy had remained squatting and was eyeing them carefully.  Looking quite recovered from his long sleep, he now stretched his lithe body and stood smoothly to his feet.  Walking straight to Susie, he grabbed her arm and pointed.  

“Hey, look!  A wagon!  I didn’t see that before.”

“Yeah,” Jon said absently, “I think the guy who tried attacking us left it.”

“That’s even better then!  It’s full of cases in the back.  There are probably tons of clothes in there.”


Jon’s face brightened.  “Good idea!”


The boy looked up between the two and shook his head.  

Excitedly, the two teens hurried to the abandoned cart with the boy lagging behind.  


 Leaning back on its edge, the wooden cart had seen better days.  Once painted a dull red, it was now chipped, warped, and falling into ruin.  A long open rectangular handle extended from the front.  By standing inside the open space of the rectangle, a body could push the end of the handle and thereby easily pull the cart.  

Standing on the road, Jon eyed it all critically.  “If these cases smell anything like the man or look like the cart, I’m not touching them.”


Just behind him with the boy, Susie gulped in agreement.  “They look nice, at least.”  


“Yeah...really nice.”  

In the back of the cart, held in by a crude door, were three large wooden chests covered in carved ornamental designs and no scratches.  They looked very out of place in the dilapidated cart. 

Leaving Susie’s side, the boy ran to the front of the cart.  Tilted back, the cart’s handle stuck several feet up in the air.  By taking a running jump, the boy caught the handle with both hands and dangled in mid air.  

“Hey!” cried Jon.  “Be careful, uh, kid.”  He looked over at Susie.  “What are we supposed to call this guy?”  Moving behind the boy, he reached up to grab him but ended up being kicking kicked in the chest.  “Ow!  Watch it, you ash infested creep!”  

Too light to tip the cart, the boy hung in apparent pleasure.  Whenever Jon got too close, he kicked out with both feet.

“Look at his back!  It’s covered in ash and dirt.”

“So are we,” reminded Susie.  “We rolled it in and the he slept in it.”

“Good, then,” grunted Jon.  “That’s his new name.  For now on we’re calling him Ash.  Got that, Ash?”

The boy flung another foot at Jon.  This time the teen was ready and caught it with both hands.  Yelling in triumph, he pulled back.  Overbalanced by Jon’s extra weight, the cart tipped forward.

“Careful!” cried Susie. 

Too late.  Frightened, the boy released his grip and fell face first into the soft mud, landing with a jolting splat.  Still holding the boy’s leg, Jon sat back with a solid thump.  Free of the extra weight, the cart crashed back down.  The impact sent the trunks banging against the rough back gate, snapping it in half.  With a loud scraping sound, the trunks slid free and rolled into the road.

“Uh, oops,” Jon said, recovering from his shock.  

The boy groaned and stiffly yanked his foot from Jon’s grasp.

“Little boys always have to break things,” muttered Susie, staring where one of the trunks had its top split open.
“At least we got the cart unloaded,” Jon said defensively.  Getting to his feet, he made to help the boy but only got a glare for his trouble.  

Getting to his feet by his own power, the boy wiped mud from his chest and flung it at Jon.  
“Thanks, Ash.  But you missed a spot.”  Soft mud covered the boy from head to toe.  Jon wiped off mud from the seat of his jeans and threw a hunk at the boy.  

Susie prevented a mud fight by gasping in pleasure.  “I found food!”  Kneeling by the largest of the trunks which had its lid broken off, she was taking several items out.  

Right on top, she had found a large loaf of bread wrapped in a white linen cloth.  Under the bread was an entire pie, still warm.  A large clay jug sat on the bottom of the chest, covered in piles of what turned out to be petticoats.  She laid out all the food on the road beside her.  Opening the jug, she sniffed it and then poured some out.  She was happy to find it full of water.    
Seeing the food, the boy abandoned Jon and rushed to sit by Susie.  

“Not yet, uh, Ash.  Go wash your hands first—they’re filthy!  You too, Jon.”

“Where?” demanded Jon, not liking her condescending tone.  She was treating him like a little kid.  “There doesn’t seem to be any water nearby.”

  Too hungry to stop herself, Susie already was tearing a hunk of bread off and biting it.  “At least wipe them off on the grass,” she said with her mouth full.  “Your hands are covered in dirt.”
Jon chose to wipe them on his jeans.  The boy had another idea.  Standing on the other side of the road, he relieved himself and came back with wet hands.  

Susie only groaned.  “Why do I have to be stuck with boys?”

Luckily, after searching the other trunks, a bar of scented soap was actually found.  While the boy refused to have any other part of his body touched, Susie managed to get his hands scrubbed by pouring some of the precious water on his hands.   

“You need a bath,” she muttered.  But first thing was the food.

Under a flaky golden crust, the pie turned out to be full of chicken, potatoes, carrots, and herbs.  Not everything was recognized, but it all tasted delicious.  Susie tried to find a way to cut it in pieces, but abandoned any effort for manners when the boy plunged both hands in the middle and started stuffing clumps of pie in his face.  

Sitting down on the side of the road, the three ate until the food was gone.  Susie, even though starving, mostly ate only the bread.  Seeing Jon and boy attack the pie with such ferocity, she lost her appetite.  Knowing where their hands were, she didn’t want much pie.  Grunting and smacking their lips, the boys kept tearing into the pie.  Taking a final sip of water, she watched in revulsion as Jon polished the last bit of pie, licking his fingers.  Burping, he pulled the water jug from her hands and took a long sip.

“That was good!” he said at last.  Passing the jug to the boy, he wiped his mouth and grinned at Susie.  “Now for proper clothes.”

Swallowing her disgust, Susie shook her head.  “I’m afraid all the trunks only have girl clothes.  When searching for soap, I looked in all of them.  The only clothes I found were dresses and stuff.”

Jon frowned.  “That’s odd.  Why would that guy be pulling a cart full of dresses?”

“Maybe he’s a dress seller.”  Susie got stiffly to her feet, wiping bread crumbs from her filthy shirt.  “At least I can get changed, though.  Then we can follow the road to the nearest town.  Finding clothes for you and for Ash should be easy.”

“Okay, but, um, where do you expect to, um, change?”
“Not anywhere near this road, that’s for sure.  Let me sort through these clothes and I’ll take what I need.  Then we’ll go find a spot away from here.”

“Sure.  I’ll just keep our little savage company.”  
Ash, his stomach full, had lain down in the grass by the road and was staring contently up at the clouds above.  
Susie frowned.  “Don’t call him a savage.  That’s what that dirty creep called him.”

“Well, you got to admit, his hair is wild and he’s not wearing any clothes.  He looks like savage would look like.”

“Boys,” grumbled Susie.  Ducking into the large chest, she produced a pair of large scissors.  “I saw these earlier.”  A gleam came into her eyes.  “I think we’re going to give Ash a proper haircut.”

“Are you crazy?  If I get near the kid he’ll kick me!”  


“Don’t worry, I’ll do it.  I cut my little brother’s hair all the time.  It’s cheaper that way and I kind of enjoy it.”

“Yeah, but Ash isn’t your little brother.  Once he sees the scissors, he going to panic and probably run back to his own century.”

Chapter 10:  Splashing Into Trouble

Jon stuffed his hands dejectedly in his filth encrusted pockets as he stalked in the direction Ash had last been seen.


What had gotten into Susie?  All he said was girls always took forever to pick out clothes.  Then she screamed at him, threw a wooden bowl at his head, and ordered him to go after Ash and not to return until he found a brain.  

Why did she have to treat him like some dumb kid?  The only dumb kid around was Ash.  After totally proving Jon wrong and sitting peacefully while Susie chopped off most of his hair, the boy had abruptly got up and started across the field toward a copse of trees several hundred yards off.  

As Jon reached the trees, he looked back to where Susie hunched over all the clothes she had painstakingly laid out from all the chests.  Girls…who knew what they were thinking?


The sound of splashing water directed his attention in front.  There, under the shade of several large oaks, was good sized pond.  Jon guessed it was used by the cows for drinking, but now it had become a giant bath tub.  In the middle of the water, chest deep, Ash happily splashed about.  His hair, now only reaching the nape of his neck, was plastered to his skull.  Seeing Jon, he squealed and flicked water in his direction.


Jon sighed.  “At least you’ll be cleaner.  Don’t move, okay?”  He wondered how much Ash understood.  Never did the boy utter a single word, yet sometimes he seemed to know exactly what was being said.  Just in case, Jon held up his hands and pointed to the water. “You stay.”  He pointed to himself.  “I go and come back.”


Ash splashed again and ducked his head beneath the surface.


“Maybe you’ll make things easier and just drown,” growled Jon.  He started jogging back to Susie without a look back.  


Susie stared down at the scatter of clothes in front of her.  Her face flushed and feeling faint, she was getting a terrible feeling in her chest.  For over ten minutes she had picked through the clothes and still hadn’t come up with a reasonable outfit.  How did girls dress in this stupid world?  She was clueless.  The petticoats she recognized—there were three.  A long white shirt seemed simple enough, as did a simple white skirt, but these appeared to be underclothes.  There was also a lavish gold dress covered in ruffles and bows, a pair of long white socks that would easily go past her knees, a hard vest-like contraption with laces, wire structures that resembled cages, as well as box containing a white wig full of powder.  Another box contained grease and yet another just white powder.  A pair of polished black leather shoes was also in the mix.  There were other strange items, which Susie ignored.  It was all just too much.  Everything had been carefully packed in the three trunks, but now spread across the grass by the muddy road.  Looking at it all, the terrible feeling bubbled to the surface.  

“These aren’t outfits,” she mumbled, “but a single outfit!”  Tears formed in her eyes.  “Why can’t these clothes come with instructions?  I don’t know where to begin!”

Made of bony material, she guessed the hard shell had to be a corset.  Only in history had she heard of them.  Kneeling down by the long shirt and the corset, she tried to figure out which went first.  She heard Jon rather than saw him running up from across the field.  Stopping several feet away, Jon continued breathing hard but said nothing.

Clouds of flies gathered about them and provided the only sound.  The sun beat down without mercy.

Hot, frustrated, and still hungry for not eating enough, Susie ignored him.

“Uh,” Jon finally said, “Ash is in a pond…he’s, uh, taking a bath.”
“Good!”  Susie reached across to the road where the block of crude soap lay.  Grabbing it, she turned on Jon with flashing eyes.  “Give him this and join him!”  Flinging the soap at Jon, she turned back to the confusion of clothes.  Tears threatened to escape her eyes.
Jon ducked and made to say something.  Swallowing, he thought better of it and retrieved the soap that nearly gave him a black eye.  Taking a deep breath, he finally found courage to say something.  “Once you change, uh, get changed, meet us at the trees.  That’s where the pond is.  And, uh, if the guy ever comes back, we’ll call you…”

“If that guy comes back after I finally figure this out then I’m going stuff this corset down his throat!”

Jon ran back to the pond as fast as he could.  

Ash was floating lazily on his back and barely glanced up as Jon reached the pond.  Kicking his feet, he kept from shore and made no move to get out.
Feeling hot and sweaty from running, Jon dropped the soap and peeled off his disgusting hoodie.  “If you’re staying in there and she’s going to be mad at me, then fine.  I’m staying right here.”  Sitting down, he tried to ignore the flies and mosquitoes that wanted to keep his company.  At least somebody likes me, he thought, smacking his cheek where a mosquito was trying to give him a nasty kiss.  


Watching the boy enjoying the cool water proved to be too much.  Getting up, Jon grabbed his hoodie and the soap.  Kneeling at the edge of the pond, he started soaking the dirty cloth, rinsing out the ash, dirt, and cow stuff as best he could.  


Ash kicked in his direction and started splashing him.


“Hey!  Lay off!”


Grinning, Ash only splashed harder.


Jon couldn’t deny it.  The water felt good.  “That’s it!”  Kicking off his sneakers, Jon pulled off his shirt and then, after a wide look around, removed his jeans.  Wearing his boxers, he took a breath and leapt into the pond.  “Now you’re going to know what it feels like to be splashed!  At home they call me the splash champion!”  


Susie stood from the tall grass with a resolute face.  On her feet were the stockings and uncomfortable shoes.  Neither shoe was meant for the right foot or the left foot—they fit both the same:  painfully.  Her own sneakers were hidden in the long grass. 

Wearing the long shirt and skirt over her clothes, she determinedly marched back to the side of the road and picked up the corset.  The laces were already tied in the back but whoever wore it last had to have the tiniest waist ever.  Pulling it on took a long struggle, but soon it was more or less on.  Immediately her breathes became shallow.  How do they breathe in these things? she thought.  Gasping, she went for the petticoats.  The wire cages, she ignored.  So far there was no sign of human life on the road.  Feeling dizzy, she no longer cared about modesty.  Sweat dripped from under her clothes.  After one petticoat was on, she stood with a moan.  It was so hot…  The bread and water didn’t sustain her body and hunger pains gripped her stomach.  Her poor toes pinched against the leather.  

Her vision swimming before her, she struggled to walk to the gaudy dress.  Dimly, she was aware of a distant drumming from up the road.  Swaying on her feet, she looked at the golden dress and saw it dance before her.  
“Dancing,” she murmured.  “That’s what all this is for…”  With a sigh, she suddenly relaxed and fell senseless to the ground.  


Pulled by a team of four large brown horses, a golden carriage bounced into view, rumbling toward the red cart in great haste.  


“Whoa!” yelled the driver when he saw the odd scene before him.  “Whoa, there!”  Whining shrilly, the horses pulled to a standstill just before the cart.  


“Henry, what is it?” called a pleasant voice from the window.  “Why are we stopping here?”


“Sir, you best come see for yourself.   There’s something very peculiar out here.  A body lies on the side, next to a dress.   Trunks lay askew…”


The door of the carriage opened and a young man leapt out.  His lean body stood upright as he stretched his back muscles.  His long brown hair was pulled back in a ponytail.  Dressed in blue breeches, white stockings, and a gold trimmed green coat, he wore a black hat and carried a sparkling ebony cane.  A sharp pointed nose twitched at the smell of cow.  His thick quizzical eyebrows rose at what he saw.


“Henry, I dare say, the poor young lass has been robbed!”

“Aye, perhaps—”


The young man rushed to Susie’s side.  Bending over her, he was relieved to find a pulse.  “Quick, man!  Come help me!  She lives, but is in a deep faint.  If there is a mark on her body I shall cause a bloodbath!”


“Of course, sir.”  Henry got down from the carriage and tied the horses to the red wagon.  Then he cautiously approached the girl.  “This is a particular sight, sir.”


“Indeed!  These ruffians are getting to be too bold!”  The young man clenched his fist.  “Ms. Thompson had her entire dress stolen from her not just a day past and now this!”


“You laughed at Ms. Thompson, sir.”  


“Aye, I did.  That windstorm of a woman deserved it, but his sweet child!  Who would do such a thing to her?  Look, all her possessions opened and scattered!  I wager her most valuable items were taken as well as her carriage.  Tell me, would her servant be part of the plot?  Her driver?”


Henry hastily shook his head.  “Never, sir.  Servants would never do such a thing.  I would guess the driver fled for help, er, sir.  It must be the same group who stole Ms. Thompson’s dress who did this.  She boosted of it being made in England just for the occasion of the ball.”

“Hmm, well I imagine it cannot possibly hold a lighted candle to the dress of this fair beauty.  Come.  Let us carry her to the carriage.  Since she’s on her way to the ball too, we will take her with us.  Imagine her face when she wakes up to see all is well for her!”

“Of course, sir.  About her trunks and belongings?”

“After we lay her in the carriage I’ll keep her company while you pack them up—in the most gentle way you know how.  Especially take care with the dress.  Even my untrained eye can see it is made with the finest material by a very fine tailor.  Put it all on the carriage and then we’ll continue on the road.”

Henry nodded stoically.  “Of course, sir.  Sounds like grand plan.”

“This ball shall be grand now that we have found this fair beauty.  Before, I have been dreading the night.  Now I look forward to it with much eagerness!”
Jon sighed with pleasure.  Lying on his back with only his face above the water, he stretched his tried arms and legs.  After splashing and wrestling, which Ash finally met his match, the boy had gone exploring on the other side of the pond.  Now he was laying on his stomach on top a large stone, dozing in the sun.  

The cake of soap in one hand, Jon shook his head at the sight of the boy.  They had to find clothes for him very soon.  Thinking of clothes, he wondered what was taking Susie so long.   
Then he wondered about Susie in general.  Doing so, he absentmindedly stood on his feet and began to scrub his skin with the colonial soap.  Smelling slightly of ash and fat, the soap was nothing like he had ever used before.  Sort of like Susie was nothing like a girl he had ever met before.
Why did she treat him so badly?  Because I’m not like her boyfriend, Jon thought sourly.  He remembered the large hulking guy who had to be a senior—probably two years older…why did girls always go for the muscle blockheads?  His faced burned when looking down at his skinny arms.  When standing next to Susie, he was very aware that he only had an inch on her.  She thinks I’m a just a stupid little kid, but I’ll prove I’m not a complete idiot when I get her out of this mess.

Unconsciously, he started flexing his muscles and imagining himself a foot taller.  Growling, he slapped the soap against the water.  “Leave Susie alone,” he told the invisible blockhead.  “She’s with me.”

A slight cough caught Jon in mid swing with wicked a right.  Face going red, he saw Ash sitting up staring at him with his big dark eyes.  Jon couldn’t tell if the boy was laughing at him or not, but he quickly deflated and sank his head under the water.  Coming up, he saw Ash had lay back down and had his eyes closed.

“Little sneak,” he muttered.  Sighing, Jon resumed scrubbing himself with the soap and thinking of getting back home.  As he reached back to wash his neck, he bit his lip.  How?  His quickly mind admonished him.  It seemed impossible.  They didn’t even know what year they were stuck in.  And the man in the blue light—who was he?  Better yet, where was he?  They were supposed to be back now, but…the boy.  All at once, Jon started to sink.  While washing and thinking he unknowingly started moving to the center of the pond and slipped on the slimy met bottom.  Sputtering, he found his footing and managed to keep hold of the soap.  Wiping water from his face, he looked at where Ash lay, now apparently asleep.  The boy wasn’t supposed to come with them—could that be why they weren’t brought back home?  In that case, how could he remedy the situation?

As if reading his mind, Ash’s ears suddenly pricked up.  Instantly awake, the boy raised his head toward the field.  Instead of going that way, he rolled over and gestured to the edge of the pond where thick bamboo was growing.  Slipping noiselessly in the water, he went to the bamboo—the opposite side of the pond to where Jon stood.


Raising his eyes in frustration, Jon was about to call out when he heard a faint noise from somewhere beyond the bamboo.  That’s what got Ash’s attention.  Gulping, Jon slowly followed after the boy, doing his best to keep as silent.  Twice the boy glared back at him for making too much noise.  Finally, Jon resorted to following everything and everywhere the boy went.  The soap remained in his hand.  

Slowly entering the bamboo, Jon saw the pond was actually bigger than it looked.  A shallow creek hidden by the bamboo and tall grass stretched for an unseen distance before them.  After a while of creeping, Jon was growing tired of it all when he heard raised voices.  At least two men were talking somewhere on shore.


How did the boy know they were there?  Barely daring to breath, he followed after the boy and together they moved closer and closer.  Pushing the water plants gently aside, the two neared the heated voices.  Soon he heard the words plainly, but had difficulty in understanding them.  The accents were rather thick.  One was harsh, the other sounded more refined.  Jon quickly placed the harsh voice as belonging to the stranger who attacked them with the knife.  The other voice also sounded vaguely familiar…it must be the man who chased off the dirty stranger!  What were they doing together?


“Partner with me, ye rogue!” growled the dirty stranger.  “We could do a job, the pair of us!”


“Now, now,” purred the other man.  “You talk of such nonsense.  Why should I partner with you?  A scurvy dog like yourself should be begging from the likes of myself.”


“Ye be the dog!  If ye hadn’t come when ye did, I’d be rich by now!  As it is, I even left the cart behind before I can hide it!”


“Too bad,” growled the cultured voice.  “Remember, though.  We had an agreement.  I told you of the fancy dress.  Why, I even provided a nice lunch for your troubles.  All you had to do was camp just outside the town and let me find you.  Instead, you,” now the voice grew cold, “attempt to steal the dress for yourself, why?  To sell it, I wager.  Is that what you thought to do, sell it?  What buyer could you have found?  With me, you could have gotten a few coins.  Instead you wish to for death…Oh, you pitiful fool.”

“Ye talking crazy!  If you want to be rich, ye should listen!  There be a strange pair back there and a savage slave.  Together, we take them—”  

“You dare ask me to partner with you?  Do you realize how long I worked on this?  How long I planned this?  You think I want a few coins?  I was so close to getting an invitation to the ball.”

The dirty stranger whimpered.  “I still meant to wait for ye…I panicked, sort of…”


“You mean you did not believe I would have come after you like I did.  You decided that you were safe from me.  No, you foul dog.  My plan is not entirely lost.  Before I meant only to collect the dress and return it so she would reward me by taking me to the ball.  Now—”


Jon, standing waist deep in water dressed only in boxers, chose this moment to shift to his left and lower his body deeper in the water.  The mosquitoes were thick and without mercy.  A painful bite on his ear caused Jon to wince.  Losing his balance, one hand holding the soap, he used his free hand to grab a handful of grass to keep from toppling.  This proved quite useless.  With a gasp, he splashed down in the water.


“What be that?” cried the harsh voice.  “Who’s in there?”


Beside Jon, the boy ducked in the water, vanishing from sight.  Jon nearly bit down on the soap.  

“Whoever it is better decide to come out.  With me is a pistol that can hurl a ball of lead at great speed.  If I happen to miss, I have with me a sword made with the finest steel.  Both were taken from the bodies of men who thought they could defeat me in battle.  Do I make myself clear?  Speak up!  Who’s in there!”


Jon’s head stuck out of the water as his body lay against the prickly grass.  Fear gripped his insides and he didn’t know what to do.  Dare he try to escape?  Did the two men know his location?


A loud swish very close in front of him answered.  A sword was carving a path directly at him.  


“If I muddy my boots on your account, whoever you be, you will be a dead man.  Show yourself!”


That did it.  Standing up slowly, Jon stammered a reply.  “It-it’s me.  Just me.”  Ash remained out of sight.


“Well, ‘me’,” the cultured voice said dryly.  “Come show your presence and let your face be known to me.”


Jon, wishing with all his might that the blue lighted man would appear right now, walked slowly toward the voices.  Pushing through the grass and bamboo, he ignored the mud and soon emerged on solid ground in a small clearing. 
Chapter 11:  Divided and Conquered
A fair-haired young man only a few years older than Jon stood waiting for him.  The man was not a liar.  Holding a sword in one hand, a large flint locked pistol in the other, he eyed Jon curiously.   The dirty stranger stood near the line of trees at the edge of the clearing.  Seeing Jon, he brightened.


“There ye are,” he rasped.  “He is one of the young fools with the savage I told ye about!”


Licking his lips, the fair-haired man’s eyes went up and down Jon.  “Is he, indeed?”      

Feeling very exposed, Jon covered his dripping boxers the best he could and stared silently at the grass beneath his feet.  Only a bar of soap stood between him and certain death.  

“He’s just a lad,” scoffed the young man.  “He can’t be more than fourteen.”


“Fifteen,” mumbled Jon tightly.  


The man stepped close to Jon, coming nose to nose with the teen.  Hatless, he wore a tan coat, nut-brown breeches, white stockings, and black shoes.  Only slightly taller than Jon, his light hair hung loose and framed a handsome face marred only by scar over one of his piercing green eyes.  Clean-shaven, the man could not be more than twenty years old.  The weapons he carried made him appear older.  Still, his eyes glinted with more curiosity than anger.
  
“What you are wearing,” the man said, looking down on him, “I have never seen anything like it.  Are you French, by chance?”  Putting his pistol in his belt, he sheathed the sword and then reached hand for Jon’s boxers.  “Only they would be so daft—”  


Flinching, Jon instinctively pulled away.  Bright red with various blue designs, his boxers were not for public display.  


The man reacted by slapping Jon’s face.  “Boy, you better take care not to anger me any more than I already am.  If you are French, then take good care.  This is land populated by loyalists who have no love for Patriots or odd French boys.”  

Face burning, Jon nodded.  “Okay,” he whispered.

“Who are you and where are the other two?  If I’m not mistaken, which I rarely ever am, you have a girl dressed as a boy and a young savage slave with you.”


The dirty stranger grunted in the background
.  “Ye be a quick one,” he mumbled, rolling his eyes.

Biting his lip, Jon tried to think of a reply.  The man stepped back and in a single motion drew his sword and stuck the pointed end at Jon’s bare chest.  “Answer quickly.”  

Swallowing, Jon barely noticed the dirty stranger slipping quietly behind the fair-haired man and slipping out his knife.  When he did notice, it was nearly too late.  He had no clue what was going on, but the two men obviously were not the best of friends.  
“Erp,” he managed to cry.


Then the dirty stranger drew back his knife and seemed intent on running it through the young man’s back.  
At that very moment, Ash sprang from the tall grass from next to Jon and sprang at the sword wielding young man.  Somehow the boy had crawled undetected from the pond and to Jon’s side.  Lowering his head, the boy crashed into the man’s middle before anybody knew what just happened.


Crying out and moaning all at once, the young man was caught completely by surprise.  His eyes bulging, he fell to his knees and then on his side.  The sword slipped from his fingers and he clutched at his middle.  Jon guessed Ash had struck at a most painful spot.  Rolling free, the boy shot to his feet.  Facing the filthy man with the knife, he growled like an animal.  


The dirty stranger had leapt back when Ash attacked.  Seeing who it was, he cackled and waved his knife wickedly at the boy.  “Well, blow me down!  Who is this welp returning to me?  Has the savage returned to taste my knife!”

Gasping, the young man lifted his head and saw the danger.  His eyes grew wide with fear.  “Leave him be, Murdock!”  He sounded serious and suddenly afraid.  Gone was his bravado.  


Jon moved to the boy’s side and tried to grab his shoulder but was shaken off.  The brown skin glistened in the sun and felt slippery. 

“Pearce, ye be a bloody fool,” snarled Murdock.  “Ye never had the stomach to kill.  All an act, I knew ye to be.  That’s why I just took the blasted dress for my own.  I knew ye wouldn’t dare come after me!  Now let me show ye how it’s done!”


“No!” cried Pearce. 


Murdock lunged at the boy, but Ash jumped back from the blade.


Jon flinched and then tried to grab the large smelly man, but instead received sharp blow to the face.  Falling to the ground, he briefly saw stars and tasted blood.  


“Come at me again and I slit ye belly, boy!”


Pearce sat up and struggled to pull his pistol free.  “I’ll put a ball in your back if you don’t put down your knife, I mean it!”  

“Ye wouldn’t dare!”

Pearce cocked the pistol and aimed it toward Murdock.  Sweat dripped down his forehead and his voice nearly cracked.  “I will do it, Murdock!”

“No, ye won’t!”

“I will!”  
“Ye won’t!”

“I will!”  Pearce closed his eyes and pulled the trigger.  Nothing happened. “Cursed misfire,” he muttered, sounding actually relieved.

Murdock goaded Ash to attack while Jon still tried to clear his head.

Cocking his pistol again, Pearce pointed it at Murdock.  “Last chance, Murdock!”

“Stuff ye self, Pearce!”

A snap and a flash erupted, followed by a loud bang.  The pistol in Pearce’s hand bucked as spout of gray smoke exploded from its barrel.  

As the foul smell of sulfur filled the air, nobody moved.

Then Murdock laughed harshly.  “I’ll give ye time to try you shot again, but fear I have a long day ahead of me.”

Jon shook his head and got to his feet.  How did the idiot miss at less than ten yards?  “Shoot again!” he yelled.

Instead, Pearce tossed the empty pistol aside and got unsteadily to his feet.  As he did so, he picked up his fallen sword.  “I’ll cut you into pieces, Murdock!”  No longer sounding cold or confident, Pearce waved his sword awkwardly and made no move to attack.

“Two of ye and one half of a savage against me…”  Murdock grinned.  “Ye be fools.”  Feinting toward Ash, he suddenly lowered his shoulder and plowed into Jon.  Surprised by the unexpected move, Jon barely braced for impact before he was thrown into Pearce—just missing the sharp edge of the sword.  All three went down in a heap.  

Straddling Jon’s chest, Murdock raised his knife.  Before he could thrust it downward, Ash jumped into the fray.  Kneeing Murdock in the back of the head, he grabbed the arm holding the knife with both hands and bit down on the wrist with his teeth.

Yelping in pain, Murdock dropped the knife and tried the shake the boy loose.  Ash only bit down harder.  Murdock’s other hand formed a fist and tried to punch Ash off.  His mouth widened in a snarl.  

Jon, barely breathing from the impact, instinctively reached for a weapon and found only the soap lying beside him.  “You need some of this,” he wheezed.

Not hesitating, he jammed the crude block of soap in Murdock’s face, straight into the wide open mouth reeking of bad breath and minus several teeth.  

Gagging, the smelly man rose to his feet, spitting the harsh soap to the side.  “That’s lye,” he choked horribly.  For a moment, the power of the soap’s taste made him forget of the boy biting him. Then his face twisted in agony.  Ash’s teeth remained firmly locked on his right wrist and the boy rose with him.  Dark eyes blazing, Ash looked fierce enough to remain that way for a long time.  
“It’s no lie,” Jon rasped.  “You reek.”

Cocking back his free fist, Murdock punched for the boy’s face.  

Seeing the blow coming, the boy released the bloody wrist at the last moment and fell easily to the ground, curling in a ball.  Thrown off balance by the wild punch, Murdock stumbled, tripped over Ash, and sprawled face first onto the grass.  


Pearce by this time had gotten to his feet and he jabbed his sword in the rear of Murdock.  “That is enough unless you wish a very unpleasant ending.”

“Ye be seeing me again!” cried Murdock.  Spitting and hacking, he ignored Pearce as he crawled on his hands and knees.  A loud rip was left in his wake as caused the sword cut the back of his pants.  Stumbling to his feet, he fled to the trees, quickly disappearing from sight.  

Jon groaned and glared up at Pearce.  “Why did you let him get away?”

“Well, I couldn’t very well have killed him, could I?”  Turning Pearce tried to regain his tough demeanor.  “I mean, a man of my caliber never lowers himself to cutting riffraff like Murdock, you know.”

“A man of your caliber is an idiot,” muttered Jon.  Walking to the pistol, he picked it up and was surprised about how heavy it felt.  Long and curved, it was nothing like a pistol he saw on television.  

“Careful, boy,” the man said, sounding hurt.  “It may be empty, but it is a very new item and cost me a small fortune.”

“I thought you took it from a dead enemy,” Jon said, eyeing the intricately carved handle.

“Er, yes, well, perhaps I exaggerated.”  Pearce sighed.  “Fool thing couldn’t hit the backside of Ms. Thompson from three feet anyway.  Now give it here so I can reload it.”
“It only has one shot?”  

“Of course it does, boy!  Are you slightly daft?”  Pearce scowled. “Pistols are useless smoke-blowers.”

Looking very confused, Jon tossed him the useless smoke-blower.  His eyes fell on Ash.  Sitting where he had fallen, the boy’s chest was heaving and his face had twisted into a fierce scowl.  A smear of Murdock’s blood covered his chin.  Jon forgot about Pearce and the pistol.

“It’s okay, Ash,” he said softly.  “You can calm down now.  Relax, man.” 

Whirling on Jon’s voice, Ash glared with a terrible fury.  Seeing Jon, his shoulders slowly slumped.  Soon his face became stoic and he gestured back toward the pond. 

“Good idea, go wash your face.  Uh, grab the soap, but wash it before using—”

Ash shook his head and pointed more vehemently.

Jon suddenly gasped.  “Susie!  We forgot about Susie!”  
Pale sunlight poured into the room, roasting her alive…roasting…

Susie woke up panting.  Gasping for a breath, she sat up in bed and immediately felt woozy.  Sweat dripped from her body, soaking her clothes.  Running her tongue over her dry lips, she tried to puzzle out what happened.  

She lay in a soft bed in a richly decorated room that looked entirely old-fashioned.  Groaning, she shifted her legs to the edge of the bed.  A tight corset was suffocating her and she was wearing not one, but three petticoats.  

Sitting up, she looked around her surroundings more carefully.  Boxed in by whitewashed walls with two large windows in front of her, she saw several portraits of finely dress men and women staring back at her.  Shaking her head about how ugly they all looked, she tried to think of where she could be.  A single door was on her right.  Next to it was a small cabinet and more chairs lined against the wall. 

In a large wooden chair next to her bed, she saw the golden dress lay gleaming in the sun.  Next to it was a table with a pitcher of water and some cups on top.  

Susie lunged off the bed, banging on the hardwood floor.  All she wanted was water.  Not bothering to use the cups, she tilted back the pitcher and greedily gulped the warm liquid.  It wasn’t water, but was well watered wine.  She didn’t care that it tasted slightly bitter.  
The door opened up and a finely dressed man with a gray wig stuck in his head.  Seeing Susie guzzling the pitcher of wine, his mouth dropped open.  

Slowly lowering the pitcher, Susie swallowed and licked her lips nervously.

“I see the lady is awake,” the man squeaked.  “Does she wish for something to eat with her drink?”

“Uh, yes.  Yes, please.”  Embarrassed, Susie put down the pitcher and backed carefully to the bed and meekly sat down.  Where was she? 

“Very well, it’ll be here in a moment.  I shall, erm, bring another pitcher as well.”  The man hastily disappeared, closing the door.

Wiping her mouth of the purple liquid, Susie struggled to remember what brought her to these circumstances.  It slowly came back… waking up in a nightmare of being bumped and jostled in what turned to be a carriage and then fading out again…wait, first it was trying to dress in the horrid clothes, then blackness…no, it was Jon telling her that Ash was bathing in a pond and her throwing soap at him…Jon!

She rose with a tiny shriek.  Where was Jon and Ash?  What was she doing here?


Before she could think of any answers, the door opened again.  This time a young man entered carrying a silver plate and a tall goblet of wine.  Vaguely she remembered him in the carriage.

“Ah, my beautiful dear, you are indeed awake!  I am so joyous for you!  Imagine if I had not come upon you when I did!  My sweet dear, you look terribly upset!  What is wrong?”  His shoes clacking sharply on the hardwood floor, the man swiftly came to Susie’s side.


Wrong?  Susie took the plate from the man but no longer felt hungry.  The goblet of dark purple wine was placed carefully in her hand but she didn’t look at it.  What wasn’t wrong?  “Do you mean that it was you found me on the road?”


“Why, yes.  My servant Henry and myself.  You were set upon by terrible bandits who stole everything but your beauty.”  The man bowed low and extended his right leg, flexing his calf muscle as big as possible.  At the same time, he waved his right hand in her face.  “I am Thomas Durnwall, your humble servant.”


Susie set the plate down beside her and stood on Thomas’s extended foot.  “I’m Susie.  Er, sorry.  Did you see anybody else when you found me?  Two boys?  One my age and the other, the other younger and wearing…a cloth?”


Hastily retracting his foot and standing up stiffly, Thomas frowned. “No, we did not see a soul.  Were these the wretches who caused such a foul state for you?”


“No!”  Well, maybe Jon…she took a breath.  “They are my friends…they were with me.”


The man looked puzzled.  “Your accent is most strange but of course pleasing to my ear.  You say you had friends, but then how did you come to be in your dreadful state?”


“I, uh, oh, never mind.  Just let me eat and, uh, come back later.  I feel, um, terribly faint still.”  Susie just wanted to be alone.  Miming a yawn, she pretended to stumble back on her bed.


“Lady Susie, are you ill?”


“No, just tired.  Please, thank you for your help, but let me rest for a bit.”


“Of course.”  Looking befuddled, Thomas reached for the plate, but Susie quickly grabbed it.  


“I haven’t eaten much today.”


“Of course not…but lady, the ball is tonight.  Are you sure you should eat so much?”

“I’m starving…this is great.  If you don’t mind, actually, can I have more?  And a pitcher of water, please?”


Nodding, Thomas Durnwall backed out of the room with a puzzled bow.  


Sighing, Susie turned on her plate and started eating thick slices of ham and hunks of bread without a thought for manners.  For a little while, she was glad Jon and Ash were not there to see her.  The wine, she dumped out in a ceramic pan she saw peeking out from under her bed.  The last thing she needed was alcohol to befuddle her thinking.  Besides, if her mother ever found out, she would be grounded for the rest of her future.

Later, when the servant returned with a bottle of the finest wine the house had to offer, he found Susie asleep with the empty plate and goblet lying sideways next to her on the bed.  Shaking his head, he left the bottle next to the ceramic pitcher.  
Chapter 12: Long Journey into the Fight
Charles Pearce, whose companions called simply Pearce, consoled Jon the best way he could.  He clapped him on the back and pledged to assist his young friend in finding the poor lost girl if it took the rest of his life.  

“Thanks, Pearce,” Jon said dubiously.  “I’m overwhelmed.”

“Any time, my boy.  Any time.  Anything for me to repay the great debt I owe you.  Truly, I do apologize for my vile treatment.  You see, I was desperate and that man Murdock double-crossed me, and, well, I had to show my mettle.”

“Your metal?” Jon asked absentmindedly.  He scanned the area once more for any sign of Susie.   Nothing.  The trunks and the girl had vanished.  They were standing by the abandoned red cart on the side of the road.  

“Yes, mettle.  Every man must have it…”  Pearce trailed off as he saw Jon’s forlorn face.  Jon had told him of their young lady friend...waiting by the cart with the dress and who had now vanished.  
Ash, now wearing Jon’s damp, torn hoodie over his loincloth, leaned against the red cart and yawned.  He seemed impatient for something to happen.  Already he had pointed out the two sets of boot prints by large fellows who stepped from the road right next to the cart.  The prints originated from fresh cut grooves in the soft road accompanied by numerous horse tracks.  It was obvious that somebody had taken Susie away.

Jon just didn’t want to believe it.  He, the one who got them in the mess, had not only let Susie down, but left her and now lost her.  

“I’ve been so good at reading people all my life,” he mumbled.  “Why can’t I do it now?”

“I tried reading a book once,” Pearce offered kindly.  “My mother’s bible, it was.  Hardly could make out a word from a squiggle…I never was much good at such lofty things.  Ciphering…I’m much better at ciphering.”
Jon looked at him.  “What do I do now?”

“Strange that you should ask such a question, young Jon, because I believe I may have a solution.   I am serious about my pledge.”  Pearce patted his sword and pistol.  “With me standing by your side, all shall end well.”  

“I just need to find Susie.”

“Er, what you need is proper clothing first.  You do come from a distant land, quite peculiar.  Forgive me for saying so, but you’re wearing your undergarments in full display…I did not wish to offend before, but…it’s okay for the savage to dress so, but think of the scandal if a proper lady should go by.”  

Jon only stared at his strange new friend. Apparently underwear in the 18th century was much different.  “What are you saying?”

“Your strange coat on the boy, shouldn’t you be wearing over your under—”

“Let him wear me hoodie, Pearce.  Just drop it.”  Wearing his smelly, grimy jeans and t-shirt with his wet boxers, he didn’t care what he looked like.  All he could think about was letting Susie down.  How could be so stupid?

“Very well, just keep out of sight from others until we find more suitable clothes.”

 “Whatever…where could she be?” 
Pearce shrugged.  “Preparing for the ball tonight, I should say,” he said thoughtfully.  
“What do you mean?”

“Look, Jon.  Your young lady, she was here with the most beautiful dress in the land.  I know, because the previous owner of it told me about it in great detail.  A nice carriage comes by and sees her.  A nice carriage coming this way on this day means that it is heading for the ball.  Seeing the young lady alone, it of course stops to pick her up.”  Pearce beamed at Jon.  “So now we must go to ball and find your lady friend.  But first, your clothing… you come from a very distant strange land, I wager.”
For the first time, Jon looked at Pearce with interest.  “You have no idea.  How far is this ball?”
“Oh, the town is not over forty furlongs down the road, Jon,” came the cheerful answer.  “We’ll be there before you know it.”  
“Forty furlongs?  How far is that?”
“Five more than thirty-five furlongs.  Shall we get started?”

As they began walking down the road towards town, Jon quickly realized a furlong stood for “for a long time.”  Pearce happily kept up a steady stream of words while Jon stared miserably at his feet. He hated walking almost as much as he hated listening to loudmouths.  If only he could be like Ash and not understand…

Pearce was not from the Virginias—he was originally from South Carolina.  The son of a rice planter, he frequently moved up north to escape the summer sickness that constantly plagued all the rice plantations.  This past year, he moved up north for good.  You see, the British were taking over the Carolinas and causing all sorts of trouble for all the farmers…did Jon happen to be involved with the war at all?

“War?  What war?” Jon asked carelessly.  “Do you mean the Civil War?”

“Why, yes, I suppose it can be called that…”  Pearce quickly explained how he did not care who one the bloody thing, just as long as it ended soon.  The daft Patriots shouldn’t have gone poking a stick in the eye of their mother country.  And the arrogant mother country had no business sticking their noses where it didn’t belong.  In any case, Pearce did not give hoot about any of it.  This he repeated many times.  

Jon wracked his brain for what part of history this could be…  “Are the slaves…have they been freed yet?” he asked stupidly.

Pearce grew uncomfortable and quickly admonished him.  “Slaves freed?  I did hear of talk of the British freeing slaves if they joined with their cause…but I know this to not be done out of love for the dark-skinned man.  I fear that slaves have no hope for freedom for a long time to come.”  Pearce eyed Jon.  “Is it your slave you’re worried about?”

Jon shrugged.  “He’s not really my slave.  He’s more of a…problem.”

Ash walked happily several yards in front of them.  Jon’s hoodie went down past his knees and the sleeves hung past his feet.  He seemed to enjoy dragging the long sleeves in the mud.

Watching the boy, Jon bit his lip.  “A big problem,” he muttered.  “Ash, stop ruining my hoodie!  That thing cost me over eighty bucks!”  To Pearce, he nodded grimly.  “Yeah, I’m worried about that kid, though. I’m worried he’s going to do something stupid at any moment.”

Pearce sounded doubtful.  “He’s a bit young to join the lobsterbacks.”

“Huh?  No, he won’t join…the who?”

Pearce suddenly stopped in the middle of the road and grabbed Jon’s shoulder.  “Jon, please do not be offended by this question, but do you support the Patriots?  Mind you, I do not care...”  

“I, uh, actually support the Redskins, to be honest.”

Pearce stared at Jon and then over at Ash.  “Ah, I see…well, that makes you neutral such as me, I suppose.”  He sounded disappointed.  
“Uh, okay.”  Jon frowned, shaking his head.  He doubted Pearce meant football.  
They resumed walking.  Pearce sucked in his breath and began telling Jon of the town they were nearing.  “I must warn you, it is teaming with loyalists.  And they do not appreciate the redskin as you do, Jon…may I suggest something?”

“Sure,” Jon said miserably, his feet now beginning to ache.  “Are we there yet?”

“Some furlongs to go yet, nearly there…  Jon, your young redskin friend, his hair is slightly brown, is it not?”

“What?”  Jon looked at the back of Ash’s head closely.  Washed of all the dirt and grime and now completely dry, the boy’s hair had a definite dark chestnut tinge under the sun.  “Uh, I guess so.”

“And his features are quite European, if I may say so.”

“So?”  Jon frowned.

“Jon, I have a masterful plan.  When I fetch clothes for you, I will also find some for the boy.  Dressed properly, I would dare say he’d pass for a Spaniard.  You, French or not, also have dark features, so perhaps you can do the same…why, if I play my cards in a good fashion, I wager you two could even appear as two young Spanish nobles!  I will be your servant in the Americas and for certain we can receive an invite to the ball!  The British may have little love for the Spanish, but in the time of war they would forget such differences.  Besides, they would love to have a genuine noble at their fancy ball.”

Jon wiped sweat from his brow and suddenly clapped his hands together.  “I got it now!  This is the American Revolution!”

Pearce opened and closed his mouth and stood stock still in the middle of the road.  “You’re not French, are you?  Just where under the heavens do you come from, Jon?”
“Oh, um, well, you wouldn’t believe me if I told you.”

“Please do attempt to allow me judge that.”

Taking a deep breath, Jon inhaled a sharp muddy scent mixed with the leftovers of horses.  Big pile of droppings littered the road and twice he nearly stepped in one.  Flies buzzed in his ear and mosquitoes bit his arms.  Certainly this was not his world.

“Pearce, I’m not from here.”

“Surely I know that already, Jon.  Your clothes and accent are the strangest I have encountered, if I dare say so.”

“Yeah, well…I come from the future.”  Jon hesitated but Pearce made no comment.  “Over, um, like two hundred years into the future, I think.  You see, I, and, uh, Susie accidentally got sent back into time.  We found Ash and rescued him and then got sent to this time period…well, it’s just that we’re now all time travelers.”

For an instance there was silence.  Then Pearce gripped Jon’s shoulders and stared him straight in the eye.  “Jon, I believe you.”

“Really?  You do?”

“Yes.  Because I’m the bloody king of England.  I time shifted from my high throne to here just to meet you.”  Then he threw back his head and laughed loudly.  

“Hey, it’s true!  I’m serious”

“No, doubt!” snorted Pearce, wiping his eyes.  “You come from the future…tell me, Jon, have you been eating the stinkweed?  I dare say, the imagination in youth is quite preposterous.  If you’re from two hundred years later, how is it you look younger than me?  Are all people as daft as you in the future?  Shouldn’t progress of mankind make you with more intelligence?  Or perhaps you lost your brain on the way to here?”

“Oh, never mind.  Just drop it!”  Jon kicked at the road and nailed a pile of fresh horse droppings.  

“Jon,” Pearce mocked, “you just kicked your poor brain!  I shall not drop my brain as you did.”

“Pearce, forget it, okay?  I’m sorry I mentioned it.”  Jon quickly started walking to catch up to Ash.  The boy had was standing several yards ahead with his ear cocked.

“Oh, it does not matter where you come from,” Jon said.  “I will not share my full details of my past, either.  We all things we hide about our lives…you just choose to hide your brain.”

“Pearce…”

“I shall not bring it up anymore.  But when you get a few years growth, you can become a superb storyteller.”  
“Drop it!”

“Of course.”

The three walked in silence.

Ash suddenly stopped and turned to them.  Waving his arms, the sleeves of the oversized hoodie flapped wildly in warning.  

“Another traveler,” muttered Jon, already going to the side of the road.  Twice Ash had done this before and each time the three moved off the road and hid in the tall grass or line of trees—whichever was closer.  One time a man riding a horse thundered past, and other time a fancy cart driven by a well dressed servant rumbled by.  

At least Jon was beginning to understand the time period they were in.  He wracked his brain for all the information he knew about the war…the Americans beat the British because the British were stupid and wore bright red coats and stood in line while the American hid in trees and shot them down…

Pearce followed close behind Jon and nodded at Ash.  “That boy is a marvel,” he whispered.  At a bend in the road, they were traveling through farmland now.  A fallow field freshly plowed was on the left.  To their right was a split rail fence with rows of empty hills of dirt, each about a foot high.

Ash had already climbed the fence and now hopped on the other side.  Jon and Pearce quickly followed suit.  For some reason, Pearce was also very careful about hiding from any travelers on the road.  Lying down behind tall weeds growing next to the fence, the three travelers waited to see who would pass next.  

At first, Jon heard nothing.  Minutes went by.  Jon was about to get up when Pearce’s hand gripped his arm tightly.  A faint sound in the distance drew his attention.  Coming from the road in the direction they were going, a steady beat grew louder and louder.  When Jon saw who made the noise, he gasped.  The British were coming.

First, a line of drummers marched into sight.  Drums thumping against their legs, they had their sticks stuck in their belts.  A row of fifers were right behind them, but also had their instruments at a rest.  Wearing yellow coats and white breeches, the musicians were only the start of a grim parade.  Two flag bearers followed close behind and led several rows of soldiers in red coats carrying large muskets on their shoulders.  One of the flags clearly had the red white and blue of England.    


Their faces pointed straight ahead with grim expressions, the army of red coats passed by in a silent march.  

Following the rows of soldiers was a line of four officers on horseback.  These men had much more joyful faces and they were talking and laughing as they took in the scenery.  


“I say, we’re close enough to humanity by now,” one of them said, “do you suppose we can have the boys play a lively tune as we near town?”  Short, slim and younger than the rest, the officer wiped his brow with a gloved hand.  

“The only humanity I wish to get close to are the young ladies at the ball this night,” an older, plump officer said, causing roars of laughter.  


The first one, slapped at his face.  “This barbaric country is full of stinging, biting pests.  I say let the rebels have this cursed land.”  


“Don’t you know, O’Neil?  These mosquitoes have enlisted in the rebel army—it’s all they can afford.”


Laughing and joking, the British officers rounded the bend and disappeared.    


“I simply must get to that ball,” Pearce said grimly as he rose to his feet.


“And I must just get home,” mumbled Jon.  His heart was beating fast.  “Wh-who were they?”


“Just some British officers going to the ball, I would say.  The rest of the bloody red army should arrive in the next few days…but I need know where they are going next…”


Pearce eyed Jon carefully.  “I do not know why, but feel that you are trustworthy.  I also believe you sympathize with the Patriot cause.”


“You mean against the British?  Of course!  Doesn’t everybody?”

Pearce chuckled but his eyes lit up.  “No, not everyone.  Come, let us resume our journey and arrive just after our British brothers.”  Thankfully, Pearce seemed to have forgotten Jon’s attempted confession.  No longer did he bring it up.

 
Resuming their journey, Pearce told Jon everything about why he was there…having left his father’s plantation for the last time at the age of seventeen, he traveled with an acting troupe for a while…which explained how he was good at acting tough—if only it was true.  In actuality, Pearce had never been in a fight before—not yet.  As the middle son, he would not inherit the plantation, so there was no point in suffering through farm labor.
Jon’s head was spinning by this time, but he doggedly nodded his head for Pearce to continue.    When the war broke out, Pearce at first ignored it. 


“Do you know how to tell between a loyalist and a Patriot?” he asked Jon.


“Uh, no.”


“A loyalist makes money from England while a patriot owes money.  Otherwise, you’re neutral.”


“Okay…”


Yet, as the years went by and the war dragged on, Pearce couldn’t help but feel for the Patriots.  Stories of their bravery at Bunker Hill sparked a fire in his belly.  The poor, little patriots were standing up to the arrogant, bully English.  By this time the acting troupe had folded due to the lack of funds and Pearce eagerly set off to join the Patriot cause.  At first he was set to enlist, but instead met up with a young patriot politician in a tavern in Williamsburg.  The young politician found out about Pearce’s acting background and persuaded him to be of better use than soldiering.  Spies were needed more than muskets—people who could sneak into the British lines and find out important information.

Intrigued by the danger, Pearce had agreed.  So he was sent not to be a spy, but carry and receive messages from spies.  “Now,” he lamented, “my time has come to serve in a most glorious way, but it seems to have fallen apart.”  Just the other day, he received word that a Patriot spy had important information about the British movements.  The spy was being watched and had to deliver the information secretly and quickly.  A ball was being held in celebration of the British army arriving.  Pearce was told to attend the ball and there the spy would pass on the information.  


“Why the ball?” Jon asked with a frown.  “Isn’t that where the British officers are going?”

“Yes, but it is for the best.”  Pearce’s eyes gleamed in excitement.  “This is the first ball since the war started.  It means the town will be teeming with strangers and full of excitement.  Nobody will suspect a spy to attend or any secret messages to pass during the festivities.  The only problem is me finding an invitation to the grand occasion.  I had a plan, but as you know, Murdock bungled it quite well…er, sorry again if my actions alarmed you when we first met.  I do get carried away when playing a character.  Certainly you must know I never intended any harm to come to you.”


“Sure,” Jon said, rubbing his cheek that still felt sore from Pearce’s slap.  “But are you sure Susie will be at this ball?”


“As sure as I am of rice growing in the South Carolina!  Together we’ll find a way into the ball—you’ll find your lady and I shall find the spy!”


“Can’t wait,” Jon said.  “Ash, would you stop dragging my sleeves in the mud?  How many, uh, furlongs do we have left?”


“Only twenty-four.”
Chapter 13: Racing to Trouble

Susie sat dejectedly staring out the open window before her.  After waking from her restless nap, she found it hard to breath.  Going to the windows, she managed to pull them up and immediately let in three flies and a terrible odor from the street.  Ducking her head out, she had seen that she was in a two story brick house overlooking small yard.  Just in front of the green yard was a cobblestone road filled with smelly filth.  Crowds of people walked through horse droppings and mud puddles without a care.  Everyone wore funny clothes that covered way too much skin in the heat.  The women all wore bonnets on their heads and puffy dresses with corsets that covered everything but their hands and faces.  The men wore hats, coats, breeches, and stockings that also only showed hands and faces.  Sighing, Susie had backed from the window and sat in despair.  Didn’t anybody in this stuffy world like to be cool? 


For a while she sat like this.  Beside here was the empty bottle of wine, which she had smelled and immediately dumped out the window.  Nobody paid her any mind from the street and she would not have cared if they did.


A knock on the door made her turn.  Before she could answer, it opened to reveal the return of Thomas.


“Lady Susie, you look as radiant as ever!  The special night is approaching!  I have brought a servant from a lady friend of mine to assist you.”


“Um, excuse me?”


“Ah, your accent is so pleasant to my ear!”  Striding into the room, Thomas bowed and made to grab Susie’s hand.  She stood and backed away.   


“Oh, my humblest apologies!  Of course you don’t want to be seen in such a state!   I am so ashamed!  You are not properly dressed!”


Not being able to breathe deeply and already wearing layers of cloth soaked in sweat, Susie only stared at the man.  
“Not dressed properly?”


“Have no fear, Lady Susie. The servant will assist you.  I would stay and chat and learn all about you, but I’m afraid I must be off.  The horse race is to start soon and I have a tidy sum on the British.”  Seeing Susie’s confusion, he smiled brightly.  “Oh, you don’t know, do you?  The British officers have arrived for our ball!  Not only that, but they are entering a horse in the race.”  Thomas laughed lightly.  “It is an amusing tale.  A group of rebel sympathizers have already entered a horse.  They made the boast just yesterday that their horse could never lose to an English steed!  They’re problem is that their rider is none other than Joseph Martin—a known Patriot soldier.  If he shows up, he’ll be wanted for being a spy!  Then the English would arrest him!  If he does not show up, then the English will most certainly win me a right bundle of money!”

“Oh, really…”  Susie’s mind raced.  English…rebels…American Revolution.  “I, I feel dizzy.”

“I bore you, I know.  A thousand pardons, my lady.  I depart and allow you to get ready for the ball.  When I return I shall be in the best of spirits and look forward to seeing you in your fullest beauty.”

Bowing low, Thomas left and allowed a nervous looking girl about Susie’s age to enter.

“Miss, are you ready to put your dress on?”

“I’m ready to kill Jon,” Susie said, holding her head in both hands.  

Jon felt ready to die.  


  The sun had nearly set by the time the threesome reached the outskirts of the town.  For seemingly endless hours of walking past the same scenery, Jon had to endure the steady flow of chatter from the insufferable talkative Pearce.  Now he wanted to stuff the man’s sword and pistol down his throat and sleep for eight hours.
“It would be best if you and your young friend stay here while I go in first.”

“Sounds great,” Jon said wholeheartedly.  His feet ached and his legs felt like they weighed a hundred pounds.  
They had stopped next to a pile of hay off to the side of the road just before the road turned from soft mud into hard cobblestone and veered toward a large cluster of houses and shops.  Candles already lit up many of the windows and the sounds and sights of people, horses, and carriages filled the streets.
Ash stood wide eyed as he viewed it all.  Never before, Jon realized, could the small boy have ever imagined this existing.  Yawning, Jon nodded to Pearce and sat against the hay pile.  To him, everything looked small and drab—nothing like the real world with cars, iPods, and electricity.   Briefly he wondered what kids his age did for fun.
“Come sit here and take a rest, Ash,” he said, leaning against the hay.  “Ash?”  

The boy was now staring off to Jon’s right.  There, on a small rise about a half mile off the road and just outside the center of town, a large crowd was congregating.  A steady stream of richly decorated carriages, crude horse drawn carts, and men on foot flowed from town before stopping at the edge of a large fallow field.  Several horses stood in the field and everyone was gathering around them.  

“What’s going on there?” Jon asked.  He noticed a clump of redcoats among the crowd and swallowed a lump in his throat.  The British were indeed in town.  

 “Don’t know,” Pearce said distractedly.  He remained standing by the road but didn’t seem in a hurry to get to town.  Uh,” Pearce scratched his head.  “Do you happen to have something to barter with?”

“Huh?”  Jon turned from the crowd and looked up at him blankly.

“I’m rather short on coin…You two need the finest clothes…perhaps the amazing cloth of your clothes would do the trick.”

Jon wrinkled his brow.  “What do you mean?”

“You know, er, what you had on when I found you…Oh, and that extraordinary coat you are lending your young friend—I’m sure tailors would be intrigued and quite willing to trade for it.  Not to mention your very peculiar shoes.”

“You’re not getting my hoodie, underwear, or my Nikes, Pearce.”

“Right.  Just a thought…I suppose I could try to lift something…”

Neither one noticed Ash drift off toward the throng of men and horses.  Having never seen the four legged beasts up close he couldn’t help but get a better view.  By the time Jon saw him, the boy had broken into a run and was halfway to the crowd.  

“Ash, come back!  Where is he going?”
“Looks like another horse race.”  Pearce sighed. “People are going to get rich today, I wager.”

Jon was already dashing after Ash. 

“Hold your feet, Jon!  You cannot be seen dressed without a proper coat!”

Tired from the long walk, Jon was quickly overtaken by Pearce.  The young colonial slipped off his coat and threw it around Jon’s shoulders.  
“Button this up and hide your undershirt before you’re spotted, and don’t be daft.  I do not mind you indecency on the road, but in town it would be scandalous.”

“Uh, sure, thanks…”  Not arguing, Jon hurriedly obeyed.  Ash had slipped into crowd by this time.  
When Jon and Pearce reached the crowd, they arrived just in time to see a commotion.  Two British soldiers armed with muskets stood in front of a giant black stallion, their brilliant scarlet coats and polished buttons seeming to glow in the falling sun.  Looking pale in comparison, a gaunt nervous looking man looking lost under a forest green coat held the giant horse tightly by the reins.  Knuckles white, he kept glancing anxiously over his shoulder as if hoping somebody would appear to rescue him.  A crowd of mostly men and boys watched warily in front of the grimfaced soldiers, muttering and gesturing at the horse.  None appeared to be the hope the nervous man wanted.  Worse for Jon, Ash was nowhere to be seen.

A plump British officer marched from behind the horse and stood between the two soldiers and crowd.  Hands smartly behind his back, his giant black hat pushed up on his forehead to reveal a brightly powdered wig over a pudgy face, he stared down his wide nose.  “Gentlemen!” he bellowed.  “Will the rider of this horse now step forward?!”

A hush permeated through the air as all eyes locked onto the stallion.

Sensing the attention, the black stallion snorted and tossed back his proud head.  None stepped forward.  The man in the green coat sort of whimpered as he lowered his head.

There were three other horses besides the stallion.  These horses all had riders. Astride the largest of the horses—a giant bay—was the young British officer from the road.  Sitting idly in the saddle, the young officer yawned and stared disdainfully down the shamed man holding the stallion.  His coat was off and his sleeves were rolled to his elbows.  “What a pity,” he said in a bored tone.  “Your rider has abandoned you.  Much like you have abandoned your country, wouldn’t you say?”

“Cowardly dogs!” yelled an unseen man from the crowd.  “You would arrest the one man who could beat you in fair race!”

The officers ignored the insult and the crowd began murmuring once again.

Taking a deep breath, Jon slipped into the crowd and searched vainly for the small thin boy.  He was sure Ash would be near the front of the throng staring at the horses.  When on the walk to the town, he had noticed that whenever a rider went by Ash boy would stare in deep awe at the four legged creatures.  Moving past a thickly built man who smelled of dirt, sweat, and manure, he tried to squeeze between to stout gentlemen with smelly hair.  
A hand rough hand tugged on his arm.  “Ye wan’t be ride’n, wud ye?”  It was the thick man who now smiled at Jon.  Sour breath escaped between rotting yellow teeth with more gaps than teeth.  
Jon jerked free and hurried onward.  Suddenly he reached the front.  Immediately a rough hand grabbed the back of his coat and yanked him back.  

“Stop!” hissed Pearce in his ear.  “Don’t draw attention to yourself, you daft fool!  Don’t you know everyone believes you wish to be the rider of the black?  That’s why they got out of your way!”

Gulping, Jon lowered his head and stared to either side of him.  Many pairs of eyes were watching him intently.  Some were hopeful, most were full of contempt, and few had pity.  Immediately, he crushed into Pearce.

“What’s going on?” he whispered.

“I’ve been listening and I gather that the black is owned by local rebel sympathizers.  If any man rides him, he’s announcing himself to a rebel and enemy to the British.”

“Aye,” said a short well built man with a grizzled face on their left.  “Young Joseph Martin use to ride the horse before the blasted war—he’s a Continental, you know.”

Pearce gulped.  “The Continentals, they’re near?”

“Aye, nearer than the British would like.  They actually think Joseph would turn up here and jump on the horse to be arrested…”  The man spat.  “The ninnies.”
Several other men shushed them.

The British officer on the large bay urged his horse forward a few steps and cleared his throat.  
“Is there none here willing to stand upon this horse?  Is not this horse entered to race on this day?” 

The crowd grew silent.  

His eyes slanting to a frown, the officer looked down on the nervous man holding the reins of the black.

“Mr. Hawkins, you shall be placed under arrest for fraud if none dares to ride your horse.  You so recently claimed this pathetic beast could not be beaten by an English steed.  What a terrible contemptible fraud.  I understand many of your so-called friends even made wagers supporting your spineless boasts.”  He snorted.  “Your beast promises to lose before it even races.”  Suddenly he smiled.  “Unless you or one of your compatriots decide to cast off your yellow bellies and ride him.”  

Mr. Hawkins flicked his eyes over at a small clump of mostly older and overweight men standing apart from the main crowd and looking downright miserable.  Flinching, he bit his lip and said nothing.  

“Very well,” sighed the young officer, stretching in the saddle.  “After I win this race, you shall come with me in chains, Mr. Hawkins.  It is a shame.  I hear you’re quite the tailor in town.”  Hatless, he had long dark hair pulled in a ponytail and wore no red coat.  Aside from his coal black riding boots, he wore all white—his breeches, waistcoat, and shirt—rolled up to his elbows, all gleamed in the dusky light.  “I had hoped to get a new wardrobe to replace these dirty ones and would have paid a good price.  Now you’ll just have to give me what I want without pay.”  Showing his teeth, that matched his clothes, he turned the horse and joined the other two riders.

Face downcast, Mr. Hawkins started slowly walking his horse to the center of the field.  The soldiers and plump officer followed close behind.

“Gentlemen, the race shall begin at my pistol shot!” bellowed a fat man dressed in a green cloak and wearing a gray wig.  Stepping from the crowd, he raised a large pistol in the air.  It resembled the one Pearce had used earlier.  “At that moment, the horse and rider shall follow the outside path of the field and complete a full loop.  The first one returned to this spot shall win the purse of ten schillings…not to mention the admiration of us all.”
Pearce dug his fingers in Jon’s shoulders.  “Bullocks!  How I wish I would jump on that black and ride to victory…ten schillings and the gratitude of a tailor!  We would be set!”  
Wincing, Jon didn’t bother to respond.  He didn’t care two cents about Mr. Hawkins or the stupid race.  All he wanted was to find Ash and get away from the smelly crowd.
Pearce fingers suddenly dug even deeper. “Uh, Jon…I fear that I have spotted your young friend.”

The soldiers were not the only ones who followed Mr. Hawkins.  Crouching low, looking neither right nor left, Ash darted from the crowd.

The three mounts were lined up next to the fat man in green.  All eyes were on them and few noticed the young boy wearing the odd gray coat much too big for him.  

“Get ye ready!” bellowed the fat man.  
Ash slipped past the men in red coats and dashed for the back of the horse.

“Wait,” sputtered the plump officer, “Halt!”


Taking a flying leap, the boy threw his body onto the rear of the startled stallion.  Shrilling loudly, the horse reared up and tore the reins from the grasp of Mr. Murdock.  


“Look at that!” cried a voice from the crowd.  “Somebody not afraid to stand up to the British!  It’s a boy!”


“There you go, laddie!  Hang on tight!”


His front legs crashing down, the horse rolled back his eyes and whinnied loudly.  


“Get down, you rascal!”  The British officer made a grab for Ash’s backside, but the horse whipped on him with flaring nostrils.  Ash had barely kept hold of the back of the saddle and somehow managed to crawl forward to hand sideways across the saddle.  Cheers from the crowd and cautious lunges from the two soldiers caused the horse to dance back and buck.  Ash hung on for dear life.  Jon’s hoodie slipped off his small shoulders and tumbled to the mud.  Wearing just a cloth around his waist, Ash could feel every tremble of the beast below him.

“What is this?” barked the young officer, turning with impatience.


“A rider for the patriots!” screamed a voice.  Many of the men laughed and called for the race to begin.


Face growing pale, Ash determinedly kept his grip on the bucking horse.  In a sudden daring move, he managed to throw his legs over the saddle and sit up slightly.  Lunging forward, he grabbed the reins like the saw the other riders do.  The he started whispering something in the black’s ear.


Amazingly, the black tossed his head once, but grew calm.  Snorting, it stood still.  Ash continued to whisper into his ear.

Whistles and cheering greeted the boy’s efforts.


“Come down from there!” shouted the plump officer.  He and the other soldiers kept their distance.  


Jon tried to move and stop Ash, but held him back.  “It’s too late for us, lad.  This is all on the boy.  If we try anything now, the crowd will lynch us!”


Gulping, Jon desperately and silently pleaded for Ash to get down.  No such luck.


“Where did this boy come from?” shouted the young officer.


“Joseph Martin sent him in his stead!” shouted a voice.  “He wanted you to be matched with a rider of your stature and skill!”


Shaking his head in anger, the young officer glared at Mr. Murdock.  “Is this what you rebels have to offer?  Savage children?  Very well, let the savage ride!”  Turning on the man in green, he snarled.  “What are you waiting for?  Start this blasted race!”

“Go!”  The fat man shut his eyes, aimed the pistol in the air, and pulled the trigger.  In a flash of powder followed by a resounding crack, the pistol burst out flame and the race was underway.  

Ash barely had time to figure out what to do with his feet, which were well short of the stirrups, when all at once the horse stood on its hind legs and screamed in fury.  Only diving for the horse’s neck and hugging it tightly kept the boy from falling off.  The other three horses were already racing away, kicking up dirt and dust behind them.
Screaming once more in anger, the black crashed back down and took off in pursuit.  His black mane flying in Ash’s face, the proud stallion ate up the ground in great strides.  Sleek muscles quivering, it was clear this horse did not like losing.  

Ash’s body flopped and bounced painfully on the back of the stallion, yet somehow he managed to stay low and somehow keep from being flung off.  Wind tore at his newly shorn hair, burning his eyes.  Soon these were shut tight.  Mud, dirt, and pebbles pelted his face, arms, and legs.  Every jounce felt like a thundering blow on his body.  His thighs clamped desperately against the saddle and soon his face resembled this name.  
From the edge of the crowd, Jon’s heart nearly leapt from his chest as he watched the boy fly in all directions astride the giant of a horse.    

“He’s putting on a good show,” Pearce mumbled.  “How often does he ride?”

“This is his first time he’s ever been close to a horse,” Jon squeaked.  “Oh, I’m so glad that Susie isn’t here to see this.”

In the lead after the first turn was a spotted gray mare.  Her rider was a small young man with a brown pony tail that flew behind him like a tail.  Whipping the horse furiously, he desperately urging her onward, but it was obvious for all to see that quickly the gray was tiring.  The large bay ridden expertly by the young British officer took the lead on the back stretch.  The other horses fell back…except for the black.  Spurred by a deep desire to be the greatest horse, the black stallion thundered into second place.  Ash did nothing but to hold on and scream in either delight or fear.

Jon covered his eyes as the last turn was taken with the bay a full length in the lead and Ash barely keeping from being tossed by the black.  

“Look at him!” screamed Pearce, beating at Jon’s head.  “He’s marvelous!”  

Cracking his fingers, Jon saw in amazement that the black had caught up with bay.  Everyone was shouting now.  Hats waving, fists pumping, the entire crowd surge forward to see the finish.  Caught up in the moment, Jon also screamed.  He screamed for Ash to slow down.

Instead of slowing, the black flicked a final glance at the laboring bay and kicked it up a notch.  Carrying hundreds of pounds less than the bay helped, but the black blasted past the bay.  The young officer stared incredulously at the back of the brown-skinned American who crossed the finish line two horse lengths ahead of him.  Then he kept going.  Ash didn’t know how to stop the horse.

Hats were tossed in the air and somebody began the cry of “Huzzah!”

Mr. Murdock dashed after the black waving his hat.  “You can stop now, lad!  Come back!”

“He’s taking a victory lap!” shouted a voice.  “Victory lap over the bloody British and all her loyalist friends!”

Leaping off the bay, the young officer cursed and kicked the ground.  Stomping to the plump officer, he jerked his head for the town.  One of the soldiers ran to gather the bay and in seething silence, the British left the racetrack with their tails between their legs.  
Jon barely saw them leaving as he dashed from the crowd and started sprinting across the field.  Pearce hurried to keep up.  No longer feeling sore or tired, Jon only wanted for the stupid horse to stop and let Ash off.  No way did he save the boy from certain death of a war club to be trampled by some dumb horse!

“He doesn’t know how to stop!” shouted Jon as he and Pearce desperately tried to cut off horse’s path.  

Even with no other horse running, the black still wanted to race.  Full of energy and passion, he thundered around the track with no sign of stopping.  Ash barely hung on and still miraculously kept hold of the reins.  Bathed in sweat, the horse ran for the pure pleasure of it.  Zigzagging all over the track, he turned the corner.  Slumped in the saddle, Ash looked ready to fall at any moment.  

Jon reached the edge of back stretch and froze.  Coming at him full speed was the black.  

“Whoa!  Whoa!”  Pearce leapt in front of the horse and waved his hat. “Stop there, boy!  Stop there!”

Veering away, the horse shrilled in defiance.  Then he reared again on his hind legs.  This time Ash couldn’t hold on and went flying.  As the horse crashed his front feet in front of Pearce, splattering him with mud and stone, Ash crashed in the middle of the hard pack path.  Landing on his back, he flipped on his stomach and went still.  

“NO!” screamed Jon.  Running forward, he knelt beside the boy and gathered him up in his arms.  

Blood ran from Ash’s nose, mixing in with the blood from multiple cuts on his cheeks and arms.  Dirt and bruises seemed to cover his entire body.  Red sores were also visible on his thighs.  Still, a faint smile played on his unconscious lips as slumped against Jon’s chest.

“He’s breathing okay,” Jon said in relief. 

Pearce managed to grab the reins of the black and soothe it under control.  Glancing at Jon, he nodded back toward where they came from.  “Take him with you and go back to the hay.  I will meet you there as soon as I’m able.”

“What are you going to do?” Jon asked, looking back where the crowd was hastily moving toward them.

“Put on the performance of my life.”  Pearce grinned.  “My name is Ben Johnson, the humble servant of Ricardo and Diego Martinez…Diego is none other than the youngest son of a Spanish nobleman who grew up in the wilds of Florida, living with savages…you’re his elder brother.  Dressing like a commoner and savage is something your family enjoys.”

“Never mind,” Jon muttered.  “I’ll see when I see you.”  Shifting Ash to his arms, he lifted the boy and hurried away before the crowd arrived.  

Bowing, Pearce gripped the reins firmly and then turned to his audience.  
Chapter 14: Having a Ball

Susie stared at the wire cages and then at Belinda.  Belinda was the young servant assisting her kill herself by dressing in the most ridiculous outfit ever.  The wire cages were called panniers and were meant to go on her hips underneath her numerous petticoats.  Sweaty and nursing a splitting headache, Susie was ready to shove the wire on top of Belinda’s curly topped head.

“Hurry, miss.  Master Thomas will return soon and will want to see you ready for the ball.  I still have to tighten your stays.”


“Tighten my stays?”


Belinda pointed at Susie’s middle.  “They are much too loose for the ball.”


“I think it’s your head that is too loose,” growled Susie.  But what could she do?  Jon was gone and all she had was the annoying Thomas to rely on.  Sighing, she submitted herself to cruel and unusual punishment.  When I see Jon, I’m going make sure he wears what I’m wearing, she thought darkly.  


“Once we get on the dress we still have the makeup and wig to powder…”


Henry slipped in unnoticed and hurried to retrieve the wine bottle.  Lifting it, he was shocked to find it entirely empty.  Then he noticed the bedpan full of wine.  Muttering to himself, he practically ran from the room.    


Closing the door behind him, he clearly heard the young Susie ask, “Belinda, what year is it?”  After so much wine one could forget anything, the servant thought.  
When Thomas returned to his friend’s house, he found Henry waiting for him at the front door.
“Ah, Henry,” he said sourly.  “You no doubt wish to hear of the infamous horse race.”

The servant held up the empty wine bottle.  “Sir, this is from the lady upstairs.”
“Very good of her, Henry.  I do so need a drink!”  Grabbing the bottle, Thomas’ face reddened.  “This is empty, man!”

“Precisely, sir.”

“Precisely?!”  

“The, um, lady Susie—”

“Has she finished dressing for the ball?  That would be the first good news in a while!  I simply must see her.  After what I just witnessed, a drink of beauty is just as good as a drink of wine.”  Slamming the empty bottle on a table, he raced from the room.  

“She finished the bottle, sir.” Henry said to an empty room.  Thomas was on the stairs.  “She’s a raging alcoholic who is low class and probably is dying,” he finished.  


Struggling to breathe, Susie stood by the door and would not let Thomas enter.

“I-I can-not se-see you now,” she choked.   The stays were indeed tightened.  Now breathing was practically impossible.  And her hips stuck out two feet in both directions.  Even worse, grease covered in white powder lathered her face, neck, and hands.  A powder wig hid all her hair and caused her scalp to itch terribly.


“But you look so radiant!” exclaimed Belinda excitedly.  “A golden dream come to life!”

“I feel like death.”

“Do not fret, Lady Susie,” Thomas said through the door.  “I much rather see you at the last possible moment, when we depart for the ball.”

“I feel l-like I’m go-ing to depart from life…”

“I do love your sense of humor…it’s just what I need at this moment.  You would not believe what I just endured.”

“Tr-try me,” muttered Susie.

“At the horse races, a most extraordinary turn of events occurred.  You remember I told you of the rebel horse?  Well, no rider dared come forward…until a small near naked lad jumps from the crowd, leaps onto the horse and races to victory.  I pox on him—a pox on him and his brother!”
Susie nearly did expire.  Her heart thudded against her chest and all at once she paid rapt attention to Thomas’ voice.  

“Th-this boy,” she choked, “you say he had a brother?”
“Yes, yes, two Spanish brats, they were.  Strangely, they ran off and left their windy servant to collect their reward.  I understand they’re sons of a Spanish nobleman who owns sugar plantations…they’re up on a trip to tour the Americas or some rot…”

“Tell me about them,” Susie demanded.  
“Oh, I don’t know a whole lot more…I know Mr. Mayfield extended an invitation to the servant for them to show up at the ball, but I would dashed if they come.  Mr. Mayfield was drunker than a Frenchie at Christmas.  Although, the servant did say what excellent dancers they were…Oh, the British would love to get their hands on them, though.  A dashed sum of money and pride were lost during that race…Mine included…”

Susie yanked open the door.  Leaning on the other side, Thomas tumbled into the room, falling at her feet with a yelp of surprise.  

“I’m ready for the ball now,” she said sweetly.

Eyes popping, Thomas could only gape and nod his head.  Standing above him was the most gorgeous creature he had ever seen.

Ash had just begun to stir by the time Pearce returned whistling a jaunty tune while carrying a bulging sack.  
“I have with me all that we require,” he announced triumphantly.  

“Great,” yawned Jon, carefully rolling the boy off his chest and into the hay.  “I’ll take a cheeseburger and fries.”  Getting stiffly to his feet, he rubbed his sore back muscles.  For almost an hour he and Ash lay in the hay pile awaiting Pearce.    Darkness now covered much of the town and sparkling diamonds were appearing in the giant sky above.  Faint dusky light was all that remained of the day.  At his feet, Ash groaned softly and tried to stand.

“That’s what you get for showing off,” growled Jon, helping the boy get painfully to his feet.

“In all respect, Jon, this boy is the sole reason I have all that we require.  I was not even required to use the coin collected in winning that spectacular race.  Mr. Murdock and his companions were most helpful in providing everything without a single charge.”

“Wonderful…so, where’s this ball?”

“First,” Pearce said, covering his nose, “you two need to bathe.  All I smell is horse sweat and…”

Jon shrugged.  “Ash still is learning to be potty trained…I think during race, he got a little excited.”

Walking toward town, they found a small stream.  Ash happily lay in the cool water and relaxed his aching muscles.  Jon was content to just splash water on his hands and face.  After his last swim in the strange time period, he decided to never again step foot in water until he was back in his own time.
Pearce finally announced it was time to dress and started handing out clothes from the sack.

Surprisingly, Ash came willingly from the water and did not put up a fuss when Pearce shoved a long scratchy shirt over his bruised body.  

“The boy is shivering,” Pearce exclaimed.  “I fear he may be coming down with a sickness.”

“Good,” grunted Jon.  “That’ll tire him out some and keep him from doing anymore crazy stunts.”  He pulled a similar shirt over his dirty t-shirt.  No way did he want to leave his normal clothes behind.  
“Now, er, Ash, step into your breeches…no, not your arm, your foot.  This one, boy.  Oh, dash it, just stand there and let me do all the work…”  

Jon cleared his throat.  “Uh, Pearce, um, how do these pants go?”

“Oh,” groaned Pearce, “not you too!   Are you sure you’re not French?  Only they would be so daft!”

Minutes later, a handsomely dressed servant led two sparkling dressed boys into town.  The streets were mostly empty as most townspeople were early to bed.  Few candles burned in the windows of the many houses.  Yet, for the first time in years, the streets were cast in a great light.  A path of flaming torches lined both sides of the road.  Watched by attentive servants, these torches were specifically placed to guide the way toward the ball.  Even though few people walked the streets, the roads kept busy.  Carriages pulled by well groomed horses provided a steady flow of one way traffic.  
Pearce was content to stay off the roads and in the shadows as far away from the torches as possible.  The servants, keeping their eyes on the carriages rumbling in front of them, paid no attention to the lurking trio.  Walking in silence, the three headed deeper into the loyalist town.  The further they went into town, the closer Ash started leaning into Jon.  The boy constantly tugged on Jon’s coat and gripped his sleeve as if back on the stallion all over again.
Squirming himself, Jon kept looking around.  Like the boy, he also felt danger closing in with every step.  The hairs on the nape of his neck were acting up again.  It was like the windows of the houses they passed were eyes watching their every move…waiting until they were trapped.  What lay before them, he did not know and it terrified him.  

Putting and arm on Ash’s back, Jon was surprised to feel in trembling.  For the first time since they met, the boy showed fear.  He swallowed his own and tried to stand up straighter.  “Don’t worry,” he whispered softly.  “We’re just going to get Susie and then…”  And then what?  “And then we’ll go someplace safe.”

Hidden eyes, very much alive, watched everything.  
Maysfield’s Mansion was by far the largest and most spectacular building in town.  Susie got her first look at the magnificent structure from the window of Thomas Durnwall’s carriage.  Just before turning the corner at the church, she looked out and gasped.

At the end of a large open field, lined on two sides with finely trimmed trees, stood a finely built brick house ablaze with light from several torches and candles.  Every window had a light and there had to be close to fifty windows.  Elevated on a slight hill, the large house had three stories and was encircled by a formidable brick wall.  Ornamental gates of polished metal were open to allow occupants of several carriages to enter.  Already a long line of carriages extended from the house to the length of the field.

Thomas, sitting across from Susie, chuckled at her expression.  “Quite lovely, is it not?”

Susie only nodded.  Light from the river of torches set on the side of the road bathed the inside of the carriage with a cheery orange glow.  “It’s amazing,” she breathed, squirming uncomfortably.  By sitting up straight, she found it easier to breath but was still very uncomfortable.  The wide wire panniers filled her entire half of the carriage.  How did women live like this?  And this was supposed to be fun for them…
“Now, tell me, Lady Susie, who were you originally intended to accompany to this ball?”

‘Er, uh, what did you say?”

“Mr. Maysfield is a good loyalist and loves our country, but he also loves a grand time.  I understand he sent a great many invitations to all the wealthy in the area…including some rabble who support the dashed rebels.  I just fear you may be victim of their charms…surely, judging by your most enchanting accent, you are a visitor from a great distance.  Tell me, which most fortunate man asked you to accompany him on this night?”  
“Why, er,” Susie could barely think, “I, I—”

“Oh, it’s of no real consequence!  Please don’t be upset!  I only wish to know who I may offend on this night!”  Thomas laughed throatily.  “Because you are now my guest and no man shall take you—be him rebel or be him loyal to the King!”

“Wonderful,” wheezed Susie.  “Uh, Thomas…you are right, I am from a place far away…and this is my first ball…um, what do I do?”

Thomas stared at her and then slapped his thigh.  “Why, Lady Susie, you dear, dear creature!  Your first ball and its in America?  How wonderful!  I imagined a lady at your age and beauty would have been to hundreds of such engagements in the finest castles of Europe!”  Grinning at her, Thomas proceeded to tell Susie all about the lavish dinner planned and then the superb dancing afterwards. 

Susie barely kept from hyperventilating and passing out.  

Jon grabbed Pearce’s shoulder and nodded down at Ash.  “I really don’t think he’s well…any chance we can stop and eat something before getting to the ball?  Uh, do you guys have fast food yet?”
They had just past a tavern, one of the few places still open after dark.  The smell of roasted meat and vegetables still hung in the air like an enticing perfume.  

 Pearce paused and looked down where Ash leaned weakly against Jon’s side.  His thighs were rubbed raw from his ride and walking proved difficult for the boy.  

 “I don’t suppose the young fellow has the most impeccable table manners, does he?”
“Uh, no…I don’t either,” Jon confessed.  The smell of food caused his stomach to growl.  
“Dash it!  I so looked forward to the lovely dinner…  Mr. Mansfield is well known for having the greatest cook in town and hosts the best dinner parties.  Oh, well.”  He sighed forlornly.  “And the bloody British even sent a supply wagon ahead with loads of beef for the occasion, a reward for their loyalist traitor friends… Jon, you are quite right.  Eating at the tavern before going to the ball is the right idea.  The Spanish are always late anyway.”   

“Yeah, well, sorry…we can get it to go.”

“Sometimes your strange sayings muddle my head, Jon.  Hmm, if you two come in, you may arouse suspicions.  Are you sure you do not speak Spanish?”

“Just the few words I told you.”

“In that dreadful accent…I tell you what, wait out here with young Ash and I will get some food and drink and bring it out.”
“That’s what I said, get it to go.”  

“What?”

“Never mind.  We’ll wait, just hurry up.”  
Shaking his head, Pearce backtracked past a stack of split firewood and entered the tavern.  

Jon found a wooden bench in the shadows on the side of the tavern and sat Ash next to him.  The poor kid immediately leaned his head on Jon’s shoulders and started to tremble.  

Sighing, Jon leaned away.  Not having siblings or even any cousins made him unsure how to act with the quiet boy.  “Ash, be honest with me,” he said after a moment.  “Do you understand English?  Do you know what I’m saying?”

Ash said nothing.

“I think you do, Ash.  Something tells me that you know more than you let on…and what about that guy who helped save us?  The one who spoke English?  Do you know him?  Ash?  Are you listening?  Ah, forget it.  You’re stuck here just like me…but once we find Susie we’ll be okay.  Right, Ash?”

The boy leaned away from Jon and now rested his head on the edge of the bench.
“Whatever…”

Loud marching from the road jerked Jon to attention—especially when they stopped in front of the tavern.


“Is this where they are?” asked a forceful voice.


“It is,” a muffled voice answered.  “They went inside, I’m sure of it.  I heard them speak of treason and when I ran to fetch ye…the tall one, he is for sure the rebel spy.  The children, they know nothing.  Ye give the boys to me and I will take care of them.”


Jon’s blood ran cold.  He recognized the voice…Murdock.  Trembling, he dug his nails into this arm.  

“All will be arrested,” growled the first voice.  “Once they are questioned and if they prove as ignorant as you say, then you can have them.”
“The young savage—the boy.  He is nothing but a mute slave.  Ye must give me him.”

“Very well, for your troubles you can take the slave.”

Jon struggled to control his breathing.  What should he do?  Somehow he had to warn Pearce and at the same time not get caught.  He glanced over at Ash, but saw nothing.  Inwardly Jon said a word not worth repeating.  The boy had vanished from the bench.  

“Lads, we march in to the tavern and grab our man and then we march out.  We want no trouble with the locals, understand?  Do not cock your muskets.”

Rising from the bench, Jon slipped off his painful leather shoes.  In feet covered in stockings, he crept to the edge of the tavern and peered around.  It was much worse than he expected.

Four British soldiers carrying muskets and wearing tall bushy hats lined up in front of the tavern’s door.  A fifth soldier wearing a cocked hat stood next to the door with a pair of white gloves in his hand.  It was the plump officer.  Dressed in a very fancy uniform, he looked to on his way to the ball.  

A dark figure stood in the shadows behind the officer.  This had to be Murdock. 

“I’ll follow ye and grab the boy,” Murdock hissed.

“I just better not miss my dinner,” the officer said tersely as he patted his ample stomach.
Jon stopped breathing.  He had found Ash.  Dressed in dark breeches and a dark coat, the boy had crawled behind the pile of fire wood, blending almost perfectly in the shadows…not four feet from the nearest soldier.  Crouched in a ball, he seemed to be waiting for something.


What was the little guy up to now? Jon thought.  Sweat dripped into his eyes.  The night was growing hotter.


“Alright, lads, let’s go to it!”


The nearest soldier grabbed the door handle.  Banging the door open with his knee, he stood back and lowered his musket.

“Forward march!” snapped the officer.  Just as the soldier marched through the open doorway, Ash leaned from the pile of wood and threw a log at the soldier’s feet.  


The other three soldiers also had their muskets lowered and eyes peeled forward.  Following right behind the first, nobody noticed the boy or the log.


“By the order of—” The first soldier’s foot struck the log and he stumbled forward.  Immediately, the other three soldiers plowed into his back and all four sprawled into the tavern.  Muskets clattered as bodies thumped on the hardwood floor.  It was not the best moment in British military history.

“What is this?” spluttered the plump officer.  Stepping forward, he walked straight into a chunk of wood thrown by Ash.  Striking his hat, the wood skittered into the dark road.  Stumbling back from the blow, the officer lost his balance and fell awkwardly on his ample rump.  His hat and wig tumbled from his ringing head.  


“What’s happening!” roared Murdock.  Reaching the doorway of the tavern, he tried to yank up one of the soldiers.  Thinking he was being attacked, the soldier threw an elbow and shouted in alarm.  Clutching his stomach, Murdock stumbled from the tavern, falling on his side.


The officer was pulling himself to his feet while trying to grab for his wig and hat at the same time.  Ash kept him down by grabbing pieces of wood and flinging them with efficient accuracy.  

“Good job, Ash!”  In the confusion, Jon raced behind the corner of the tavern to join the boy at the wood pile.  Shouts arose from inside the tavern.  “Get out of there, Pearce!” yelled Jon.  Turning to the tavern, he banged on a glass window. “The Brits are coming!”  Then he got an inspiration.  Picking up a log, he turned to Ash and grabbed the boy around the middle.  “Time for us to go!”

Lifting the boy, he scooted backwards.  Once on the road, Jon let go of the boy and took a step toward the tavern.  Raising the log, he flung it as hard as he could at the window.  Glass shattered and more screams were heard from the tavern.  

“Ye bloody scoundrel!” thundered Murdock.  Lurching to his knees, the dirty man charged at Jon. 
Chapter 15:  Caught in Danger
“Uh, oh.”  Jon tried to run, but his stocking feet stubbed the brick walkway. 

Murdock’s strong arm closed around Jon’s waist gripped tightly.  Rotten breath blasted in Jon’s face as Murdock wrapped his other arm around his chest and started to squeeze.  

“Can’t…breathe…” choked Jon.

“That’s the whole idea,” chuckled Murdock  

“What have you there?” barked the officer, now on his feet.  The soldiers also had righted themselves and were busily checking their muskets.  

“I got one!” crowed Murdock.

“But not the spy,” observed the officer.  “Lads, quick in the tavern and find that man! I want him alive!”  Mopping his bloody forehead, the officer went to Murdock.  “Who is this you have?”

“No-body!” wheezed Jon.  “Let go of me!”  
Murdock only chuckled and squeezed harder.

Only a few feet in front of Jon was one of the torches that lining the road to the ball.  Just beyond the glowing light, a sharp cry of pain was heard and a tussle.  

“Bite me one more time and I’ll crack yer arm, ye wretch!”  Moments later, one of the servants in charge of the torches appeared with his arms full of a writhing, biting, and spitting boy.  Jon’s face fell as he recognized Ash.  “Here be another of them, yer lordship.  I saw him throw the wood at yer and ran him down”

“Dare me,” blustered the officer.  “What is this?  Put that boy down at once!”

“With pleasure!”  The servant, a large man bearded man with clean clothes that didn’t match his dirty expression, threw down Ash at the officer’s feet.  

Rolling to his feet, Ash turned and glared at the servant.  The officer’s arms grabbed the boy’s shoulders before he could do something rash.  “Stop there, boy.  Don’t struggle!  Why, this isn’t a savage!  He’s dressed as a gentleman…why, he’s the lad who rode the horse in the race that beat Captain O’Neil!  The only thing we would want him for is to perhaps blister his hide for making us look like fools.”

“Ye be daft, that’s a savage!” snarled Murdock, still holding Jon tight.  

“You are talking to an officer in the King’s army!” snapped the officer.  “Watch your tongue!”  Without his wig and his hat, he had short hair clipped close to his scalp and appeared more like a professional soldier.  Turning Ash so the boy faced him, he peered closely at his face.  “If this boy is a savage, then I shall eat my sword.  If fought in the war against the savages under Braddock…this lad is European. ”   
“Spanish, actually.”


Pearce stepped boldly into the torch light and dipped his head in a bow.  Carrying a bundle under one arm and holding a pitcher, he appeared from around the back of the tavern.  In his free hand was Jon’s shoes.  

“I’m Ben Johnson, servant to Ricardo and Diego Martinez, these young lads here.”


“Bullocks!” cried Murdock. “That’s the rebel spy!”


Seeing Murdock, Pearce’s eyes widened.  “Oh, blast it, you’re here?  Come, boys!  It’s time we’re off!”


“Lads, he’s out here!” cried the officer.  “The spy is here!”  He dropped a hand from Ash and reached for his sword.


Still wearing his shoes, the boy promptly kicked the officer’s shin and then shoved the soft middle backwards.  Yelping and hopping on one leg, the officer collapsed in a heap.


When Pearce had appeared, Murdock had briefly relaxed his grip on Jon’s chest.  Jon used this moment to struggle closer to the torch.  


“Ye aren’t going anywhere!” growled Murdock, now squeezing Jon’s chest all the tighter.  “Give up, Pearce!” he shouted. “Or I’ll squeeze this boy dead!”  His head turned to toward the patriot.  

His breath leaving him and feeling a burning sensation in his chest, Jon reached forward with all his might.  His fingers grasped the bottom of the torch stuck in a slanted hole in a wooded post.  Pulling it free, he lifted his feet as high as he could and brushed the burning pitch covered stick against Murdock’s legs.  


Shrieking, Murdock let go.  Tumbling painfully to his knees, Jon managed to still hold the torch out in front of him.  Turning, he flung it at Murdock’s face.  Then he ran.    

“This way!” cried Pearce.  Ash was already at his side and the young patriot hurried down the side of the road away from the tavern.  Jon quickly followed.  Behind him, he could hear the four soldiers burst into the street.

“Halt in the name of the King!”


A loud crack and flash erupted in the night.  Then another.


“They’re shooting at us!” screamed Jon.


“Don’t worry,” puffed Pearce.  “Muskets couldn’t hit a mountain from a valley, especially in the dark!”


Another crack and a burning sensation ripped across Jon’s sleeve.  “Ow!” he yelped.  


“Quit firing, you blundering fools!” cried the officer’s voice behind them.  “You’re in a civilian town full of loyalists!”


Pearce ducked down a side street and led them away from the lighted road.  Turning down another street, he turn suddenly stopped next to a darkened store and dropped Jon’s shoes.  Grabbing the front of Jon’s shirt, he bent low.  “Have you been hit?” he asked worriedly.


“N-no, just almost,” wheezed Jon.  Ignoring the burning sensation on his right forearm, he slipped on the painful shoes.  

Ash clung to Jon’s coattails and the teen could feel the boy trembling like a leaf…at least he thought he could.  Jon was trembling himself.  Only in computer games had he been shot at before.  Real life, he decided, was nothing like computer games.  His arm still burned, but could move without hindrance.  


“What do we do now?” he asked shakily.


“Why, that’s easy!”  Pearce had amazing carried the sack of food and pitcher of water the whole time. Pushing these in Jon’s arms, he reached behind in his coat and produced two crushed hats.  “First we eat, then,” he beat the hats against his thighs and placed one on Jon’s head and one on Ash’s head, “we go to the ball like planned.  I found your hats at the bench after I escaped out the back.  Seeing the British soldiers fall in, I thought it would be best to leave…only, I never thought Murdock would be behind it all.  That man is really annoying me.”


Flabbergasted, Jon dully held the food and drink.  “You still want to go to the ball?”


“Yes, of course.  That’s the least likely place they would expect us to go, and I sincerely doubt the news of a patriot spy being on the loose would be announced to the guests of a ball.  Eat up and we’ll be on our way.  You’ll find your lady friend and I’ll find my papers.  And nobody shall find us.”


A sudden tug on the back of Pearce’s breeches convinced him otherwise and he yelped in surprise.  The threesome had been most efficiently surrounded.   


The most interesting dinner had been complete and the guests were now cheerfully drifting into the dance room.  Hundreds of candles lit up the space, many hanging from chandeliers from a high ceiling.  The music of the violin flowed gently through the chatty guests.  Well-dressed servants in powder wigs deftly maneuvered among the crowd carrying with trays of wine which they offered continuously.  It was hard for the guests not to be in a good mood.    

“Are you quite sure you feel okay, Lady Susie?  The way you ate, I’m sure you cannot be feeling yourself.”  Thomas looked at Susie worriedly as the two moved into the large open room.  

Using her dress as a battery ram, Susie pushed her way to stand next to the wall just inside the doors.  Vigorously, she fanned her face with her hands.  

“I am quite stuffed and burning up,” admitted Susie, “but I feel fine.  The food was actually really good.”  At first suffering at the long table full of chattering guests, sitting in a most uncomfortable manner with her stupid panniers sticking out, she forgot her discomfort when the food arrived.  Meats, pies, breads, vegetables, puddings, soups, and more were brought by a never ending line of servants.  While many people stared at her, none but a few tried speaking to her.  By nodding and smiling, she avoided conversations and focused solely on eating.  Avoiding anything that she didn’t recognize or smelled funny, she managed to stuff herself quite well.  Drinking only water, now she felt better.


“Perhaps you would like the powder room?” Thomas suggested.  


“Powder room?  No, I’m fine, really.”  She refused to even consider asking for the bathroom.  Already she made that mistake with Belinda just before departing for the ball.  After finally getting her wishes known to the servant—who never heard of a “bathroom”—she just about burst before Belinda directed her to the round pan.  It was the same one she had dumped out her wine in.  Twenty embarrassing minutes later, she vowed to hold anything and everything until gone from this horrible time period.  Thankfully, Belinda had the decency to leave for most of it.    

 
“Very well, dear lady, then you will allow me to have the first dance…and the second…”  

Susie started to look very ill.


“Excuse me, but may I have the first dance?”  A gaudily dressed young English officer pushed Thomas aside and bowed to Susie. Grabbing her right hand with a pure white gloved hand, he gently put it to his mouth and kissed it.  Susie did her best not to flinch as the sandpaper lips lingered on her skin.  “Allow me to introduce myself.  I am Captain William O’Neil, at your pleasure.”  Rising, he bowed stiffly.

“Captain, I am Thomas Durnwall, I—”


“Young man, I am speaking to the lady.  Do yourself some good and go off to find refreshment.”  


Face going red, Thomas looked at Susie and then at the British captain.  “I’m sorry,—”


“No apology is needed.”  Captain O’Neil waved a gloved hand dismissively at Thomas and smiled at Susie, revealing white teeth that were obviously false.  His other hand was still wrapped around Susie’s fingers.  “My close companions call me Will.  It would give me the finest pleasure if you would consider me to be a companion.  Call me Captain Will, if you like.”


Rubbing her two very dry lips together, Susie smiled slightly and promptly dropped her gaze to the shining oak floor.  Not daring to speak, she withdrew her hand and clutched it tightly to her stomach.


“For one so beautiful, you are too shy.”


Thomas hadn’t moved.  Eyes narrowing, he stared hard at the British officer.  “Captain Will,” he said thinly, “are you not the man who lost the horse race to a mere boy who rode with practically no clothes?”

 
Captain O’Neil’s face grew the color of his coat.  Eyes flashing, he turned to Thomas.  “I believe, sir, I told you to find refreshment.” 


“Yes, Thomas,” whispered Susie, hoping to sound as British as she could, “I’ll go with you.  I need water.”  Eyes still lowered, she grabbed Thomas’ arm and dragged him farther into the room.


Captain O’Neil stood stiffly, turning to watch them go.  His eyes never left Susie.    


“The English twit,” muttered Thomas.  His eyes twinkled, though.  “You may not believe this, but he’s not the only one.  Many eyes have been on you this whole evening.”


“I know,” Susie whispered.  “Why?”


“Isn’t it obvious?  Your dress by far out shines all other garments of the ladies, and that, my dear, is the least attractive part about you.”


“Is that why all the women are glaring at me?”

“Women glaring and men staring, oh, yes—that is the world in which we live in.”  Thomas chuckled.  “You should have seen the faces of the ladies when you ate all your food on your plate!  Ladies are only supposed to pick at their plates before the dance, you know.  They only eat like pigs in private.”  Thomas laughed as Susie groaned.  “Do not fret, I find you most refreshing as you are gorgeous.  Now, let us prepare to meet our hosts.  Mr. and Mrs. Mayfield shall arrive at any moment.  They arrive last to the dance.  At the moment they are consoling poor Ms. Thompson.  Did you know that she had her dress stolen?  Stolen by the same ruffians who attacked you on the road, I would hazard to say.  The same who waylaid you, undoubtedly.”

Susie gasped. “What?”

“Yes, yes.  I’m sorry to bring up the painful reminder.  I meant to ask you all about it tomorrow after the ball…but I came upon you after being attacked—”

“Did you say somebody had their dress stolen?”

“Yes—oh, here they come now!”

The last of the guests had entered.  Now the door closed and then reopened.  Two servants decked out in gaudy yellow coats and well powdered wigs stood at each door and bowed.  “The honored hosts, Mr. and Mrs. Mayfield accompanied by her lady Thompson!” announced one of the servants.

“I’m so stupid,” groaned Susie.  “And so dead.”
An older gentlemen looking quite wobbly on his feet entered the room with a plump women in an emerald green dress at his side.  Gasps of admiration and murmurs of approval came from the guests as they viewed Mrs. Mayfield up close.  All visible parts of her body were layered in powdered grease and powder fell like snow from a thick wig piled high on her head.  Ghastly white cheeks each had a single red in the center.  Rolls of skin quivered when she walked.


Susie vaguely remembered a history class when her teacher talked about colonial society viewing beauty as having white skin and plump bodies—only the poor worked in the sun and lost weight, or something.   

“Most beautiful,” Susie heard a woman murmur in admiration.  

“Er, quite so,” her husband agreed, looking her way.

Then behind the Mayfield couple entered a young woman with black curls covered partially by a white bonnet.  She wore a simple blue dress and no makeup.  Her tan face looked troubled, but still lifted before the watching crowd.  Scanning the multitude before her, her eyes fell on Susie and she audibly gasped.  

Susie tried to melt back in the crowd, but Thomas had her arm in a tight grip.  Thankfully, Ms. Thompson’s face composed and she looked away.

Soon after, the music picked up and the dancing commenced.  

Complaining of the heat, Susie quickly retreated from the floor and took refuge on a seat in the corner close to the main doors.  Sitting with the panniers was nearly impossible and proved to be a form of art.  By the time Susie managed it, the wires were quite bent under all the cloth.
“I do hope you will be well enough for the next dance,” Thomas said sincerely swooping after her.  “I had a servant sent for water.  Are you sure wine is not to your liking?”

“I’m not twenty-one,” Susie snapped.  “My mom would kill me.”  Gasping for a breath, she shifted uncomfortably in her chair and kept a sharp lookout out for Ms Thompson.  Thankfully, the young woman whose dress Susie most assuredly had on was nowhere in sight.  
“Er, yes…well, do you find the music pleasant?  It’s the latest tune from England and most popular over there, I’m told.”

Susie looked up at him with raised eyebrows.  “It’s, um, great.  Very nice beat…”  The only thing she thought the music was good for was putting people to sleep.

Yet, almost everyone else was dancing.  Forming lines, raising arms, and stomping feet, they were performing moves Susie never saw at any of her school dances.  Just as well…all the powder worn by the women and men flew off sweaty bodies and swirled around the room until it looked like a blizzard.  

Susie wished a real blizzard would hit.  The temperature had to be near ninety degrees inside and only getting hotter.  All her horrible layers…  Oh, why couldn’t Jon and Ash be here?  
“Oh, blast!” whispered Thomas.  “Here comes that Captain O’Neil again!”
Chapter 16:  Urchin for Trouble
Cradling the pitcher full of water under an arm, Jon pulled half of a roasted chicken from the sack and held it up in the moonlight.  “I think they may want this,” he said grimly.

Pearce, his face hidden in the gloomy shadows, nodded.  “You are most certainly right.”

Appearing from the shadows as silent as wraiths, a gang of children encircled the trio and slowly started to slowly close in.  Appearing almost as shadows, they were all thin, dressed in rags, and looking very desperate.    

“What do we do?” Jon asked, biting his lip.  The oldest couldn’t have been a few years older than Ash.
“By all means, we should listen to their silent demands…war orphans, I suspect.  Hold young Ash there…” Pearce cleared his throat.  “I imagine you all would like to eat,” he said loudly, his voice developing an edge.  “We have provisions we are happy to share with you, but first take us to your home…where you sleep at night.”

“This be our ‘ome,” a boy growled.  

“You make your bed on the road?” Pearce drew back in mock surprise.  

“No,” said a younger voice, “we sleep in the stable, over there.”

“Hush, Cork!” snapped the first boy, who appeared to be the leader.  Slightly taller than the rest, he stepped forward in front of Pearce.
“We are friends!” Pearce said firmly.  “Take us to the stable and we’ll give all we have…plus some coins.”  Shouting from the main road was heard drawing closer.  “Quickly now, like good boys and girls.  Mean soldiers are coming!”

Either spurred by the thought of gaining coins or the threat of meeting soldiers, the children rushed off the road, dragging Pearce, Jon, and Ash with them.  


Going behind the store on a narrow path, they moved to a large abandoned stable.  Entering through a broken wood door, they turned left and came to a large open space full of damp smelly hay and various dirty and torn blankets.  A single stub of a candle lit the space.  
Silently, the children moved into the hay and found seats on blankets.  There were six in total, two girls and four boys.  All looked grubby, underfed, and much neglected.  The biggest, a scrawny lad only to Jon’s shoulder remained standing.  
“Whar’s our food?” he demanded.  

Pearce nudged Jon.  With Ash hugging Jon’s coattail, the three stood solemnly by the room’s entrance.

“Here, take it,” Jon whispered.

Greedily, the boy grabbed the half chicken and the rest of the sack.  Turning to the others, he lifted up the treasure.  “This night, we eat!”

Like ravenous wolves, the children fell on the food.  No talking was heard, just chewing, swallowing, and grunting.  The smallest boy grabbed a hunk of chicken and bread and stood up slowly.  Walking hesitantly to Jon, he held up the food.

“Uh, no thanks—I’m really not hungry,” Jon said, holding his empty stomach.  “Thanks, though.”

Not moving his feet, the boy offered the food to Ash.  Without a word, Ash snatched the food and started cramming it in his mouth all at once.  

Smiling, the boy went returned to feasting.

In moments, after the last of the food was gone and the entire pitcher emptied, the children looked to their leader.  Bellies still growling, they pleaded for more food with large, hollow eyes.

Shaking his head, the boy looked up at Jon.  “No more, aye?”
”No, more” Jon said.  “That’s all we had.”    

One of the girls whimpered.

“It was the first bite we ‘ad all day,” the boy explained.  “’Name is Jimmy,” he offered after a moment.  “Thanks to yer.”  

Pearce pursed his lips and rubbed his chin.  “Jimmy, I just may know a place where we can find plenty of food for all of you…”

“A pleasant scene of dancing, isn’t it?”  Ignoring Thomas, Captain O’Neil stood before Susie and bowed smoothly.    

“Yes, it is,” Thomas said loudly.  

Eyes narrowing, Captain O’Neil never rose from his bow and stared hard at Susie.  “Your great beauty is only matched by your great mystery, my dear.” 

Susie stared down at his gleaming boots and said nothing.

“The lady is feeling rather ill,” Thomas said icily, stepping between her and the British captain.  

“How unfortunate.  Perhaps I am bring distressing news, then.”  Straightening, Captain O’Neil folded both arms behind his back.  “You see, I am not here strictly on pleasure.  Word has fallen into our hands that there is a rebel spy in attendance.  A spy that may have important information about British troop movements…”

“How utterly revolting,” Thomas said with feeling.  “This is a formal ball and should not be marred with such matters of war and spies.”

“I wholeheartedly agree.  Tell me, Thomas, how is that you have this angel in your presence?  I call her an angel, because what else could she be?”

Thomas looked puzzled.  “What do you mean, sir?”

“I have enquired about the Lady Susie among the guests…not one person knew her name before this night and nobody has even seen her before this night…” 
Thomas contorted his face and clenched both hands tightly before him.  “Sir!  Do you dare suggest that this lady is the spy?”

“I suggest nothing, Thomas Durnwall.  You see, I asked about you as well.  I’m told you are loyal to the crown.  That is fortunate.  I merely state facts.  Now allow the lady to speak.  Tell us, Lady Susie, just who are you?  And where do you come from?”  

Susie, her face as pale a handkerchief, could only sit and struggle to breath.  Her corset squeezed against her lungs shut and the heat from the room rushed to her head.

“Gentlemen, what are you doing cornering my dear cousin in such a fashion?”  Face brightened in a smile, Ms. Thompson appeared at Captain O’Neil’s side and expertly swept past the officer stand before Susie.  “I am so glad my invitation arrived in time for you to attend the ball, cousin.  I wrote of all the chivalrous men you would find here…please, allow me to take you to them.”

“Lady Thompson, my—my pleasure to see you,” Thomas extended his foot and bowed to her.  “I assure you, I harbor nothing but good feelings toward Lady Susie.”
“I do believe you, Mr. Durwall.  My cousin is a shy creature.”

Captain O’Neil frowned and crossed his arms.  “This is your cousin, is it?”

“Yes, my dear cousin from up north.  Please, excuse us, gentlemen.  We shall visit the powder room to touch up our faces and then we shall visit the dance floor.  Please, look for us there.”

“I’ll be sure to look for you there,” Captain O’Neil said snappishly.

“As I will, also,” Thomas said hurriedly.  

Susie said nothing as she allowed herself to be dragged by Ms. Thompson through the crowd.  She could feel Captain O’Neil’s eyes boring into her back.  Could this night get any worse?

Slipping from the shadows, Pearce led Jon and Ash into the open field ablaze by the line of torches leading to the ball.  Walking hurriedly while trying their best to look like they belonged, they approached the gate of the brightly lit house.  Two servants stood guard and stared at them disdainfully.
“We should have brought a carriage,” Pearce mumbled to Jon.  

“Halt!” cried one of the servants when they stepped onto the road in front of the gate.  “What business do you have?”

  Pearce stepped importantly forward.  “I am the humble servant of the noble Ricardo and Diego Martinez, brothers newly arrived from Spain and who received an invitation from Mr. Mayfield himself!”

“Indeed, sir?  Step forward into the light!  No, not you, the other two!”  Both servants were of the same build and were dressed in extravagant yellow coats and breeches with lots of frills.  
“Oh, yes.  Of course.”  Moving aside, Pearce waved for Jon and Ash.

Ash gripped Jon’s coat and refused to budge.  Shivering, the boy looked to be sick and very frightened.

“Come on, Ash.  We need to find Susie…this is the only way.”  Jon shuffled forward with Ash in tow behind him.  Standing before the gate, he did his best to look noble…whatever that meant.

The servants snorted and shook their heads.  

“They’re children!” 

“Why, yes, of course, but Mr. Mayfield—”

“I recognize you!”  The other servant stepped forward, taking off his large black hat. “You’re the ones at the horse race!”

Pearce bowed low.  “Yes, indeed. That is when we were invited.  Now, let—”

“Lord Mayfield was full of rum when he made that invitation!” the servant said rudely.  “I lost my wages for a month because of you lot!  If you come a step closer I’ll have those kids over my knee!” 

“You will not be attending the ball,” the first one said stiffly.  “Leave these gates immediately!”

Behind the servants, the gates were wide open.

Pearce sucked in his breath, but then shrugged and bowed.  “Very well, we will take this insult back to the Lord Martinez.”

“You do that…never liked the high minded Spaniards.”  

“Of course…but, if will not allow us to attend, why do you allow those urchins in without challenge?”

“What’s that?”  Both servants turned to where Pearce pointed.

Down the road where the brick wall around the Mayfield house ended, a host of small shadows were seen swarming over into the Mayfield property.

“Hey!” shouted the first servant. “Halt over there!  Come down from that wall!”

The other servant raced inside the gate.  “They’re already over!  They’re running for the kitchen!”

“We must stop them!” shouted Pearce.  “Quickly, men, before they interrupt the ball!”  He rushed across the road and through the gate.  After the merest of hesitations, the servants followed.

“Come on,” Jon said to Ash.  “Let’s go get Susie!”  Jon led the way through the gates, but came to a standstill just below the steps leading to the great house.  Another servant stood in front of the door and did not look to be budging any time soon.  


“This way,” hissed Jon.  Grabbing Ash, he slipped into a line of manicured bushes on his left.

“Who goes there?” challenged the servant.  “I have some intruders in the bushes!” he yelled in a shrill voice.  “Come quick!”


A shout answered from the back of the house.  “Stay your post and do not let any urchins in the house!”


Jon poked through the other side of the shrubbery and spotted an open window.  Grabbing Ash, he pulled the boy into the lawn and to beneath the window.  Several feet off the ground, Jon would have jump to reach the opening.  

Ash felt hot and Jon could feel his heartbeat racing under his sweat soaked coat.  Sore from the horse ride and not used to so many clothes, the small boy looked miserable and moved stiffly.


“I’m going to push you up there, and then climb right after, okay?”  


The boy only stared up at Jon blankly.  


“There they are, under the window!”  Two servants came around the house and started for them.  “Stop, you two!  Stay right there!”


“One day I’m going to find out if you understand a word I’m saying, but not today.”  Bending low, Jon grabbed Ash around the waist and without ceremony lifted him up.  Taking a deep breath, he slid his arms to the boy’s legs and tossed him up through the open window.  Then he jumped up, catching the sill with both hands.  Scrambling his feet against the brick wall, he just managed to climb through before the servants reached him.


“You lowly dogs, get back out here!” 


Left knee scraped and stinging, but feeling elated, Jon stuck his head out and yelled back.  “Ha!”  Then he slammed the window shut.  Turning, he froze.


Ash, looking quite ashen, knelt trembling on a hardwood floor.  A large servant stood over him, glaring at Jon.  They were in a small room lit by candles containing shelves of books and a single desk.  Through and open doorway, Jon could see a brightly lit hall.  


Jon swallowed.  “Um,…”

The servant wore a white waistcoat over a blue shirt.  White breeches and blue stockings completed his outfit.  Instead of a fancy yellow coat, a blue coat matching his waistcoat lay on back of a chair by the desk.  

  
Suddenly, he sighed.  “This is not my bloody ball,” Jon heard him mutter.  Then the servant snapped to attention.  “May I take your hat?”


“Huh?”  Jon’s eyes widened and then blinked.  


“You’re hat, young sir.”


“Oh, er, sure.  Thanks.”  Jon bent down and picked up the black hat that fell on his entrance through the window.  Puzzled, he placed it in the outstretched hand of the servant.  


“You may find the ball to your left.  If you find Thomas Durnwall, tell him that his servant wishes for a raise and is ready to depart at any moment.”


“Uh, okay…Come on, Ash.  Let’s go.” 


Ash rose with difficulty and winced.  Looking at Jon and then at the servant, he shrugged off his jacket.  Next, he kicked off his shoes.  


The servant’s eyes widened, but he said nothing as the boy gave both his jacket and shoes to him. 


By the time Ash joined Jon in the hall he wore only his loincloth and looked much happier.


“Ash, you are something else,” Jon muttered when seeing the boy.  “Let’s go and get out of here as soon as possible.”


By the time two servants in yellow coats burst into the library, they found Thomas Durnwall’s servant Henry sitting at the desk with an open book alone.  

“Did two Spanish lads climb through this way?”  One burst out.

“Absolutely not,” Henry said, raising his eyes from the book.  “I can assure you of that.”   


If the servants moved further into the room, they would have spotted on the other side of the desk a pile of clothes and two hats.  Instead, they backed out with a curse and ran down the hall.  Their heels pounded the wood floor like thunder.  

Henry shook his head and snapped the book shut.  He had a feeling it would be a good time to ready the carriage for a quick departure.  

Susie exited the powder room with a dazed expression.  Ms. Thompson followed behind her with a cautious look over her shoulder.  “The British have their spies too, so be on the sharp lookout,” she whispered in Susie’s ear.


The teen only dumbly nodded.  In the powder room, Mr. Thompson had been very kind.  After asking Susie how she was enjoying the dance, she suddenly gripped her by the hands and peered into her eyes.  “You are not the one I’m supposed to meet, are you?”

Susie only shook her head with frightened eyes.


“You poor dear have no idea what you have gotten yourself into.  Lady Susie, or whoever you are, I am the rebel spy the British are looking for.  You are wearing my dress that is hiding plans inside.  A contact is somewhere at the ball who is to meet me.  How you got the dress, I don’t know, but I am very happy you did.”


Swallowing, Susie squeezed her eyes shut to hold back tears.  This could not be happening…


“Now, do not look distressed.  This is a ball, you need to be joyful…let me powder you up...”  The two were in the farthest corner from the door.  Excited women crowded behind them to reapply powder washed away by sweat.  The room lit by several burning candles, felt like a small furnace.  Susie fought hard to keep her composure.    “There, there,” Ms. Thompson said with approval, “that’s much better.  The plans are hidden in the hem of the dress.  I was supposed to have them ready to give out, but that will be difficult now...” she sighed.  “This is all because I boasted of having the best dress for the ball…you know, when it was first stolen I was quite certain I had been discovered and would be dragged away and hung.  I guess this is better…but be very careful.  Captain O’Neil is already suspicious.”  She looked at Susie and smiled.  “At least I can be happy about one thing…my dress is certainly the most gorgeous dress.”


“What do I do?” Susie now whispered before they reentered the dance.  


“We’ll have to find the contact and let him know to abandon the mission.”

“What about the Captain…?”

Ms. Thompson smiled grimly.  “Stay close to Thomas Durnwall.  He’s a tory loyalist, but also a good man.  Don’t worry.  I’m sure something will happen to get us through the night.”  Her face twisted in worry.  “At least I pray something happens.”
Chapter 17:  Huzzah!

Jon crouched down around the corner of the narrow hall.  A single candle stand stood before him just in front of a suit of armor holding a sword.  At first Jon thought it was a person and nearly had a heart attack.  Now he crawled to hide behind it.  Peering around the metal legs, he saw the hall open into a well lit room with two large wooden doors.  Two servants dressed in yellow coats leaned against the closed doors looking bored.  Faint violin music could be heard from behind them. 


Turning, Jon hissed softly.  “Ash,” he whispered, “come on!”  


The boy, petrified, crawled to join him.  His eyes darted in all directions.  When Ash reached Jon, he happened to look up and see the suit of armor.  Gasping, the boy jumped back, thumping against the hard floor.


“What was that?” a servant asked, standing up straight.


“Some of the carriage servants, no doubt.” His companion yawned.  


“Are you sure?  I heard tales of this house being haunted…”

“Don’t be daft,” snorted the other.  “Do you think that empty suit of armor made the noise?”


Jon had turned sharply when Ash panicked.  Doing so, his right shoulder hit the armor in the leg.  “It’s not real, Ash, calm down!  See?”  He nudged his shoulder.  All at once, the suit of armor started to shake.  “Oh, no…”


First the leg buckled and then the entire suit collapsed in a loud crashing wail.  


Ash shrieked and scrambled to run the other way.  Two servants burst around the corner.  “Got you, you little buggers!”


“This way!” shouted Jon.  Leaping to his feet, he reached down and picked up the sword.  Surprisingly heavy, he grabbed it with two hands and charged toward the two doors.


The two servants standing guard had both jumped and knocked their wigs askew when the armor collapsed.  Seeing the figure appear from the shadows with a brandished sword, they cried in fright and fled from their posts.

At the same time, loud shouting was heard from the front of the house.  “The urchins are in the house!”


Jon stumbled to a stop in front of the large doors.  The heavy sword fell with a clunk in front of him.  A blur of brown crashed into his waist and hung on tightly.  Two out of breath servants staggered after Ash.  “Halt!”


Looking at them, Jon grinned.  “Yeah, right.”  Grabbing the closest door, he yanked it open and slipped inside with Ash attached to his side.


Sweltering heat blasted Jon’s face as soon as he stepped inside the well lit room full of dancing bodies.  Immediately, he realized that he had made a terrible mistake.  


Before him, two lines of well dressed men and women were facing each other in the middle of a dance.  On the edges of the room were more guests watching the dance.  Servants were entering and exiting small side entrances to the room carrying trays of drinks.  It seemed as if everyone stopped all at once to stare at him.  Nobody even remotely resembled Susie.     

The music faltered and died as the lines of dancers froze.  Several ladies gasped.  The entire floor seemed to shift and everyone gathered to get a view.    


Jon clenched and unclenched his fists as all eyes were directed his way.  Then everything went crazy.


“Jon!  Jon!”


A golden beauty flew from the crowd and nearly bowled Jon over. 


Ash ran from behind Jon when seeing the woman.  

“A savage!  A savage!” shrieked a woman.  Nearly everyone started to yell and scream at once.  Several ladies fainted. 
“We’re being attacked by savages!” 

Ash, his chest heaving and face panicked, didn’t know where to go.

Jon could only stare in horror as the young beauty wrapped both her arms around him and squeezed tightly.  “I can’t believe you’re here!” she exclaimed.

“Su-susie?  Is that you?”

“Of course it is, you idiot!”  Susie stepped back and beamed at Jon.  

“You’re, you’re all white!  And you’re hair…”

“Grab the little monster!” scream a burly man in a pale green suit.

“Never mind me,” snapped Susie.  “Rescue Ash and then let’s get out of here!” Then she gasped.  “Oh, I can’t breathe…”

Both doors thundered open, nearly knocking into Jon.  “The rebel spy is here—why, they’re right there!”  Murdock stood just in the doors and pointed at Jon and Susie.  “Ye can’t get away now, ye scum!”

“Ooohhh, this is too much…” Mrs. Mayfield collapsed in a dead faint into Mr. Mayfield’s arms.  Groaning under the weight, Mr. Mayfield fell with a sold thump and was swallowed by a mess of petticoats.  

“Seize them!” shouted Captain O’Neil, striding forward with an angry look. 

“It’s not possible!” shouted Thomas Durnwall, rushing to Susie.  


British guards led by the plump officer, sporting a dark bloody bruise on his forehead, filed from behind Murdock and level bayoneted muskets at Jon and Susie.   .

Guests shrieked at the sight.  


Knees shaking, Jon desperately looked from Susie to the guards.  “This was not part of the plan.”


“I, I really can’t breathe…”  Susie gasped for a breath.  “Help, Jon!”

Ash had disappeared behind a drape over a window.  


“Huzzah!  Get them, boys!  Now!”


High-pitched battle cries rang from one of the side entrances and led by a flying bottle of wine, a small army attacked the stunned occupants of the ballroom.


“Take no prisoners, all wine must be emptied!” shouted Pearce, leading the attack.  

Urchins, dressed in filth rags, fell upon the well dressed guests with great enthusiasm.  Armed with sacks of bread and hunks of meat, and carrying bottles of wine, the children wrecked havoc with great delight.  

Thick green wine bottle glass shattered on the floor.  Meat flew through the air, with chunks landing on wigs, coats, or, in some cases, faces.  Servants carrying trays of wine were pelted and quickly pushed to the floor.  Red liquid spilled all over the floor and covered many fine clothes.


“I’m bleeding,” screeched an overstuffed woman, grabbing the front of her dress in horror. I’ve been stabbed!”


“Beatrice, it’s only wine,” her husband shouted at her.


“Only wine?  This dress is worth more than my life!”  Beatrice slapped her husband soundly on the cheek.


Panicking, the besieged guests rushed to exit the room.  Bodies were soon being crushed.  Musicians, using their instruments to fend off missiles of bread and meat, quickly joined the flight.


“Hold your line!” bellowed Captain O’Neil.  “Stand fast!”


No one heeded his words.  The soldiers were forced to raise their muskets; otherwise they would be impaling the town’s elite.  Slowly, but surely, they were forced to the doorway.

“Stand your ground!” screamed Captain O’Neil as a large woman shoved him out of the way.  


Murdock roared and started bodily lifting guests out of the way.  “I’ll get ye!”


“Lady Susie, come this way, quickly!”  Thomas grabbed Susie’s arm and dragged her through the foray, bravely warding off a piece of roast beef with is shoulder.  


Jon grabbed her other arm and followed.  “Where are we going?” he shouted.


“There’s a small servant entrance in the corner.  I suggest we exit this ball at once.”  


Nearly slipping in a puddle of wine, they finally managed to reach the corner of the ball room.  


Thomas crouched next to the wall and found a hidden lever and yanked open a small rectangular door painted the same color as the wall.  

“It’s an entrance designed for servants to carry in large casks of wine,” explained Thomas.   “Also proves jolly useful for escaping boring balls…I used it often before the war.  Come, Lady Susie, you go first.  Be careful, there is a drop.”

“Need…Ash,” wheezed Susie.


“Right.”  Jon turned back to the melee and cupped his hands.  “Ash!  Come here, Ash!”  

He expected the little brat to be in the middle of the melee.  Instead, from the brown boy launched from the drape by the nearest window and practically flew into Jon’s arms.  


“Whoa, there, Ash…man, you’re burning up!”  Scooping the boy up, Jon held him in his arms.  The brown skin was hot to the touch and the tiny heartbeat was thumping wildly.  “I guess you rather be out of here, too.  Don’t worry, I got you.”

“Jon!  You found your lady friend!  But wait for us!”


Turning, Jon shifted Ash so the boy lay against his shoulder.  He saw Pearce hurrying from the back of the crowd with a young girl in his tow.  “Pearce, you’re a genius!  Perfect timing on your attack!”

Grinning ear to ear, Pearce shrugged.  “Hungry children given food are quite obedient…especially when it comes to causing trouble.  I do believe we overstayed our welcome, though.”


“How many spies are there?” Thomas cried.  “Hurry up, before we’re spotted!”  Susie had already left through the small entrance.  The young woman with Pearce went next.  Jon shoved Ash through.  Pearce gripped his arm before Jon could crawl out next.  

“Let’s not forget Jimmy and his lot.  It is due to them that we may come out of this alive.”

“Uh, sure.”

Putting his fingers to his lips, Pearce whistled shrilly.  “Jimmy, it’s time!” he yelled.  “Come this way!”
“Follow me!” cried Jimmy to his tribe of followers.  “Take your leftovers and follow me!”  

Soon six very happy urchins, covered in grease and crumbs, and smelling like an open wine bottle, rushed to the corner and slipped through the opening.  

“They’re getting away!” screeched Captain O’Neil, finally spotting them.

Murdock screamed in fury, but was blocked by an onslaught of panicked white-faced women.  

The ballroom resembled the grisly remains of a gory battle.  Pieces of meat lay among red puddles.  Fallen wigs and blobs of mushy bread were strewn across the floor already covered by white powder.  Bodies of swooning women and flabbergasted men lay among this in disbelief.  With wigs askew and coats crumpled, a few shaken servants were hastily dousing candles before they set the whole house in flames.  It cast the room in a dim view.  By the doorway, the screams and shouts of the fleeing guests continued as they crushed the doorway trying to leave the scene.  It would be a while before Captain O’Neil or Murdock would be freed.    
Jon followed the last urchin out into the fresh air and soon Pearce and Thomas joined them.  


“Cut…my laces,” wheezed Susie.  “Now.”


“Huh?”


Susie responded by tearing at her dress, her breath coming in great gasps.


“Do you have asthma?” Jon asked dumbly.  


The young girl who came with Pearce quickly understood.  Grabbing Susie’s arms, she dragged her behind a row of bushes.  


“Should you not wait for a more proper moment?” asked Pearce, staring nervously up at the house.


“No,” snapped Ms. Thompson.  “This will take but a moment.”


“Wot should we do now?” little Jimmy asked.  His clothes, like his companions, were bulging with stolen food and he carried a sack with him.  Faces flushed with victory, the children waited expectantly for their next orders.

 
“Go to the garden,” Thomas immediately answered.  “Escaping by the front gate is impossible at the moment.”  


Pearce nodded.  “Jimmy, take your companions and wait for us there.”


A loud gasp of relief was heard from Susie behind the bushes.  “Finally,” she exhaled, “I can breathe!” 


“Just give me your dress and be off.”


“Take it!  I never want to wear it again!”


Jon exchanged glances with Pearce.


Thomas cleared his throat.  “I suppose we all should head for the garden.  The ladies will join us there.”


Jon looked to where Jimmy and the urchins ran and drew in a sharp breath.  Ash had kept by his side and tightened his grip on Jon’s sleeve.  Both had spotted it.


“Susie,” Jon exclaimed.  “The blue light!  It’s here!”


“Where?”  Susie appeared from the bushes wearing only her petticoats and loosened corset over her normal clothes.    


Both Thomas and Pearce stared uncomfortably toward the sky.


“Right there next to those kids!”  Jon pointed excitedly.  

Just before the entrance of the garden, the six urchins froze in amazement.  Right on the path was an oval orb of brilliant blue light shimmering in the blackness of night.


“Unbelievable,” she murmured.  “Now it comes.”

“What are we waiting for?” Jon asked.  “Let’s go!”
 


“Wait!”  Susie turned to Thomas.  “Thank you for everything, Thomas.  Really.”


Swallowing hard, Thomas looked her way and bowed.  “It was my pleasure to serve such beauty.  But where are you going?”


“I have to leave now…um, who are those kids?  The ones who helped us back there?”


Thomas shrugged.  “Street beggars, by the look of them.”


“They’re war orphans,” Pearce said, “Children who lost their parents or their way due to the fighting.”


Jon’s eyes widened.  He looked down at Ash and then at Susie. “You’re not thinking of taking them with us, are you?” he asked dubiously.


Susie ignored him.  Looking at Thomas, she cleared her throat.  “Will you do anything for me, really?”


“I, I still support the King, lady,” he answered carefully.

“Fine, then two things!  First let Ms. Thompson and, er—”


“Call me Pearce,” Pearce said, looking gratefully at her.


“Whatever.  Let them escape. Then, I want you to take the children and care for them.”


Thomas looked at her incredulously.  “You want me to do what?”


“Make sure they have a place to stay and lots of food to eat,” Susie said.  “You’re rich, right?”

“Er, yes,…I suppose I can do that…beats betting on horses…”

“Is that you, sir?” called a voice from the road beyond the brick wall of the Mayfield estate. 


“Henry!”  Thomas looked over to where the shadow of the top of a carriage could be made out.  “Prepare to leave at once!”


“The carriage is right here, sir.  Horses are ready.”


“Excellent!  In that case, come and assist me in collecting the children.”


Henry audibly gulped.  “Sir?  Children?”


“Yes, er, we have some children who will be accompanying us.”


Pearce had already whistled for Jimmy.  The cries inside and from the front of the house were growing louder.  “We must hurry.  Henry, wait there like a good man and we’ll pass the children over.”


“If I was like a good man I would not be here,” Henry said with a sigh.  “Very well, sir.”


Jimmy and the other children tore their gazes from the mysterious blue light and hurried to meet Pearce by the wall.  In workmanlike fashion, Pearce and Thomas sent the children over and into the carriage. Next, carrying a thick square of paper, Ms. Thompson went over.  Thomas turned to Susie.  “What about you, Lady Susie?  Surely you will come too.”


“Sir,” groaned Henry.  “The carriage is already full…”


“We’re leaving another way,” Susie said hurriedly.  “I’m only fifteen, anyway.  It would have never worked.”

Jon tapped her shoulder.  “What about Ash?  Shouldn’t we send him with the other kids?  He’ll be looked after then—ow!”


Ash dug his nails into Jon’s skin and seethed fiercely at him.


Susie glanced at the boy and bit her lip.  “I-I don’t know…”

“Ye dogs!  Come here!”  Murdock’s head stuck from the entrance of the house.

 
Susie screamed.  

Soldiers with muskets poured from around the corner.


“Run for the light!” Jon yelled.  Pulling Ash, he already started in that direction.


Pearce heaved himself up on the brick wall and leapt onto the carriage next to Henry.  “Come on, man!” he yelled to Thomas.


“Where are they going?” Thomas asked in wonder.


“To the future!” Pearce cried, “Now, let’s go to our future!”


In a daze, Thomas hoisted himself up and also went on top of the carriage.  “Right,” he said.

“Sir, it’s quite packed up here,” Henry said.


“Yes, you’re quite right.”  In flabbergasted amazement, Thomas watched Susie, her petticoat flying behind her, race across the cool grass toward the most peculiar blue light.  A young lad and small nearly naked boy followed close behind.  Shouts for them to halt by chasing British soldiers went unheeded.  A large man roared, brandishing a pistol.


Flashes and cracks of pistol and musket fire filled the night.  


Then the girl and lads were inside the blue light.  A loud sparkling hiss was heard, followed by a blinding flash of light, and then nothing…they had all vanished.


“To my house in the country,” whispered Thomas.  “Hurry.”


“Y-yes, sir…”


Confused British soldiers uncovered their eyes and blinked.  Hastily retrieving their dropped muskets, they desperately looked for sign of their quarry.  

Cursing, Murdock went to where they were last seen and knelt at the scorched ground.  He watched in fear as tiny blue sparks danced beneath his hand…

Chapter 18:  Home Away from Home

“Jon?...” groaned a faraway voice.  “Jon?”


“M-mom, is th-that you?”  Jon stretched his stiff, sore body, but didn’t open his eyes.


“No, you idiot.  It’s Susie.  I’m afraid to open my eyes…are we home?”


Blinking away sleep, Jon sat up with a gasp.  Instead of the walls of the cafeteria, the saw a blank wall of dirt.  Instead of being in his soft bed, he was sitting on hard packed clay.  Moaning, he fell back and struck his head on stone.  “Ow!  No, we’re not home.”


“I knew it…”  Susie lay a few feet from Jon.  Rolling over, she got awkwardly to her knees and looked around their surroundings.  “At least we’re not stuck in the American Revolution any more.”


“Yeah, instead we’re stuck…”  Jon opened his eyes again and stared up at a dirt ceiling.  “We’re stuck in a cave.  Great.”


“Ash is still with us.”  Susie nodded to where the boy lay on his side with one hand flopped over his head, the other stretched toward Jon.   He still appeared unconscious. 

“Wonderful,” sighed Jon.  “He should have gone with other kids back there…he would have been much better off.”


“Maybe…”  Susie ran a hand across her grimy face still covered in grease and powder.


Looking at her, Jon chuckled.  “I won’t tell you what you look like…like a vampire just sucked out all your blood.  Be honest, was one of those men at the dance named Edward.”


“Very funny,” Susie said ruefully, rubbing her cheeks vigorously with both hands.  “I can’t believe the girls back then…they cover their faces with all this gunk after nearly choking themselves with stupid corsets and million pounds of dresses.”


“Don’t forget the white wigs,” teased Jon.  “I thought you looked very nice with white hair.”


Susie shook her head.  “And of course, they had to be fat but then weren’t supposed to eat at all during dinner. How stupid they were!  I bet they spent hours getting ready for that stupid ball and all they did was look utterly ridiculous.”

Jon rolled to his stomach and leaned on his elbows.  Immediately, he winced as pain flared from his left arm.  Biting his lip, he shifted his weight.  “Not much has changed, you know.  I guess back then girls tried to look pale and fat.  Now it’s all about being tan and thin.  Instead of wearing tons of clothes, it’s all about wearing the least amount as possible.  Still, it’s all for the same reasons.”  He grinned.  “I bet girls spend the same amount of time as back then just getting ready for school.”
Listening, Susie started to frown, but then her eyes widened slightly.  “Jon, you know, you’re not as stupid as you look.”

“Gee, thanks.”  He looked down at his own clothes.  “Guys aren’t much better, I guess.”

Susie struggled to her feet.  “And even farther back, I guess everyone dressed like Ash and wore practically nothing.” 
“The circle of fashion…”  Jon also got to his feet slowly.  A dull throb came from the arm where he remembered being clipped by the musket when running from the tavern.  “This time traveling is getting dangerous…  Where and when do you thin we are now?”  
Susie’s face fell.  “I don’t know and don’t care, yet.  But I’m not leaving this cave until I look normal again.  Do you still have your old clothes?”

“Everything but my sneakers…I left those buried in a stream.”


“And mine are at the field where we first came…” she sighed. “They cost almost two hundred bucks.”


“Some farmer will but them to good use.”  Jon was pulling off his colonial breaches to reveal his sticky, very dirty jeans that were rolled up to his knees.  .

“Wherever we are now,” said Susie, eyeing him with distaste, “I hope they have a Laundromat.”  Suddenly, she took a deep breath.  “What happened back there, Jon?”


“Back where?”  Now sitting, Jon kicked off his uncomfortable shoes and was busy pulling of his stockings.  

“You left me.  I was getting that horrible dress on and all of a sudden woke up in some strange house.”


“Yeah, well, you didn’t want me there, remember?”


“I wanted you close enough to help if I got in trouble!  Didn’t you hear anything?”


“No, I, uh, got into some trouble of my own…You know Pearce—”


“I don’t know Pearce,” Susie snapped.  “All I know is that I was abandoned by you and that we almost all died because of it!  And now we’re not even home!”


“Well, excuse me!” Jon flashed, his face growing red.  “You don’t know all the trouble I went through to find you again!”


“I’m sure it was much worse than nearly being hung for being a spy!”

“Yeah, it was!” 

Susie and Jon glared at each other for a long moment.  
“You’re such a boy!” Susie finally said.

“Oh, I guess you wish that your big strong boyfriend was here instead of me, huh?”

Susie frowned.  “What are you talking about?”

“That big guy who was with you at the school when you kicked my science project…I bet he couldn’t have found you like I did!”

“That’s because he never would have left me like you did!”

“That’s not true!”  Jon tried to fling off his jacket in anger, but ended up crying out in pain.

“What did you do?” Susie said coldly, “pull a brain cell?”

“No, my arm…I think it got scratched by a bullet.”

Susie rolled her eyes.  “You boys, always imagining the worst.”  

Peeling off his left sleeve, Jon showed her triumphantly the blood spattered shirt underneath.  “You call that imagination?”

“Oh!”  Susie rushed to Jon’s side and examined the wound.  “It’s not deep,” she said after a moment.  “Just a scratch.”

“That’s what I said.”  Jon pulled his arm free.

“Well, don’t be a baby about it.  And keep it clean.”

“I will!”
“Good, now go away!”

“What, now you want me to abandon you?” Jon asked sarcastically.

“No, I want to take off these stupid clothes without you nearby!  Go and explore the cave…and keep it down so you don’t wake Ash.”

Jon stalked angrily toward the back of the cave.  

While Susie struggled to get out of her petticoats, Jon kept seething as he explored more of their surroundings.  Over eight feet high, the cave proved much larger.

What is wrong with her? Jon thought. She thinks I’m a little boy like Ash.  Thinking of Ash, Jon felt a twinge of concern.  Ash had remained lying on the ground without stirring while they argued.  Time traveling seems to affect him more harshly because of his age, Jon thought.  


Maybe it affected Susie too—made her lose her mind.


Sunlight poured from the front of the cave and allowed good visibility for over fifteen feet.  At that point, the cave’s floor sloped down sharply before ending in a large pool of cool water.  Stalking down the slope, Jon could only think of proving to Susie he wasn’t a little boy.

His bare feet splashed in the water before he realized what he discovered.   


Excited, Jon knelt down and tasted some with a finger.  Soon he was greedily scooping up large mouthfuls.  It was the freshest, purest, and sweetest water he had ever tasted.  His thirst quenched, he pulled off the colonial shirt.  Underneath, his old t-shirt stayed glued to his skin.  The scratch on his arm was tender, but not deep at all.  Scooping water onto the colonial shirt, he gently washed his wound and soon felt much better.  


Let Susie be angry, he thought.  Just wait until she discovers how I found water.


“Jon, come here, quick!”


The fear in Susie’s voice caused Jon to abandon everything and run back towards the entrance.  “What is it?”


Susie was bending worriedly over Ash.  She had a stuffed sack in one hand while her other hand swept dark, damp hair from the boy’s forehead.


“Ash, he’s burning with a fever.”


“Oh, man…he was getting sick back…there.”


“What happened to him?  He bruises all over, his hands have a burned, and his legs…they’re rubbed raw.”


“Uh, he rode his first horse…”


“Poor kid…”  Susie sounded choked up.  


“He’ll be find, trust me.  I found fresh water back there, I’m sure once he has a drink he’ll feel fine.”


Susie nodded and held up the sack.  “And I found this under him…it’s a sack full of food.  I think he took it from one of the urchin kids…”


Jon’s eyes lit up and he grinned.  “That sounds like Ash.”


For the remainder of the day Susie hovered over Ash. Together, she and Jon had moved the boy down next to the pool of water.  Soaking the colonial clothes in water, she constantly bathed his warm skin and kept trickling handfuls of water down his dry lips.  The boy never gained full consciousness and continued to burn with fever. 


Pacing, Jon spent the time trying to figure out what to do.  Poking his head out of the cave once, he saw they were on the side of a hill just at the foot of a large mountain.  This worried him for a time…so far they hadn’t moved in location, only time, so he thought…but when was there ever a mountain where they lived in Virginia?  Large plants were seen in the distance, but no sign of life.  The air was very dry and still.  Nothing encouraged him to venture out further.  


The only time Jon and Susie spent any length of time together was eating.  In the sack Ash had taken there were hunks of bread and meat.  Susie and he shared a quarter of the portion and saved the rest for later.  Dipping some of the bread in water, Susie tried to feed Ash as much as possible.  To the left of the pool was a narrow path that pointed into the deep shadows and didn’t seem to have an ending.  This area was deemed to be the bathroom area.    


By nightfall, not much had changed.  
Susie lay next to Ash on the hard clay.  As the sun dropped, the air turned much cooler.  The boy was now wrapped in Jon’s colonial coat and covered with Susie’s petticoats.  Jon was lying closer to the entrance of the cave…just in case something decided to enter during the night, he said.


Susie only rolled her eyes at this announcement.  Without a fire, Jon and Susie ate a small supper from the tiny stash a food and decided to call it night.  The only problem, sleep was hard to come by.


“I feel like I’m sleeping on rock,” grumbled Jon, shifting his body uncomfortably.


“You are,” Susie said.  A moment passed.  “Jon, do you think…is Ash going to be okay?”


“Yeah, of course…it’s just a bug…I think because he’s smaller time traveling is harder for him…and he had a hard time back there.”

   
“Time traveling…Jon, I’m sorry for getting angry earlier.”

“Really?”  Jon sat up in the dark.


“Yes…I just sort of…lost it.  You know, I thought for sure that when we made it to the blue light and everything went black…I would wake up back in school and everything would be back to normal…”


“Yeah, well, I was hoping for the same…I actually dreamed about my mother…”


Susie continued.  “Did I tell you I had a little brother?”


“No, not really.”


“I do.  His name is Luke.”  Susie’s voice caught in the darkness.  Jon was almost sure she was crying.  “He-he’s about Ash’s age…a little older.  Did you know I promised never to abandon him?  I did.  I’m all he has.”  Definitely, Susie sniffed back tears.  “Our father left us two years ago…he found another woman.  Now my mom just sits at home and drinks.  Sometimes she has a boyfriend, but mostly she has a bottle.”  Her tears suddenly went hard and her voice turned bitter.  “Only my dad’s checks keep us going…poor Luke.  He never understood.  He thinks both our parents hate him…I told him, no matter what, I would never ever leave him.  Ever.  And now look at me…I’ve left him completely!  I vanish right before his eyes and might never see him again!”


“Susie—”


“You don’t understand.  You don’t have a brother.  Whenever I see Ash…I think of Luke…Oh, I’m such a failure…I hate life sometimes.”

Jon thought of something good to say…something to comfort her.  Opening his mouth, he took a deep breath.  “Is that why you have a macho boyfriend?”


“Leave Todd out of this!” Susie’s venom made Jon flinch.  “You know nothing about anybody or anything!  Okay?  Nothing!”


Jon remained silent for a while.  Then he cleared his throat.  “Maybe you’re right,” he said softly.  Sitting with his legs crossed, Jon leaned back his head.  “Do you know a lot of people think I’m a science whiz?”


“A real whiz,” sniffed Susie.  “You got us stuck in this stupid time machine trap.”


“No I didn’t, not really.  I’m…I’m a fraud.”  Only the sound of Ash’s breathing was heard for the next several seconds.  “Only one other person knows this, but I know just about nothing about science.  It’s my friend Jack…he’s the one who does all my work for me.  I cheat off his tests.”


Susie’s breath drew in sharply.  “Are you serious?”


“Yeah.  Ever since the sixth grade we both have been in the highest science class together.”


“You’re disgusting.”


Jon winced.  “You would think so…but do you know why I did all that? I did it for my parents.  I know you think your family is messed up, but at least you have a family.  My family died when I was seven.  Both my parents blew up in a science accident.  Nobody ever tells me anything about them.  All I have is a picture taken a week before they died.  Everything else was thrown away or hidden from me…everything except the science project.”  Unbidden, bitterness crept in Jon’s voice.  “It was sent to me a week after the funeral…all it came with was a note saying that it was what my parents were working on during the accident.  For years I tried to guess what it did, what it was for.  Nothing ever came to me.  Then, when I learned one of the guys judging the science fair worked with my parents I decided to surprise him.  My whole science fair project was nothing but the thing my parents worked on.  When I showed the guy…well, you know what happened.”


“No, I don’t know what happened.”  Susie sounded more perplexed than angry. “You said your parents died in an explosion.”


Jon’s voice dropped.  “Yeah.”


“Then how did their project survive?  Wouldn’t that have been destroyed too?”


“Uh, I don’t know…it could have been a back up model or in another room away from the explosion…”  

“Whatever.”


Silence and again only Ash’s shallow breathing was heard. 

Jon swallowed hard. “He’ll be fine, Susie.  You’ll see.  He’ll get better.”  He thought the conversation was over when Susie sniffed.


“You’re right.  I do wish Todd was here instead of you.  He’s a lot of things, but at least he’s not a cheater and a liar.”  Then the conversation ended.  

It was a long, lonely night that struggled to pass into morning.

Chapter 19:  Death Trap

Susie’s shrieking awoke Jon.  


Rolling to his side, blinking blearily in the dull light, he stared stupidly.  “What is it?”


“That!” screamed Susie.  “Are you blind?” She knelt three feet from Jon and pointed at the cave’s entrance.  


Turning, Jon jumped to his feet, suddenly very wide awake.  “Keep back!”


“No kidding!”


Its monstrous head sniffed the cave as a long red tongue flicked from its toothy mouth, tasting the air.  Male or female, neither teen knew.  All they knew was that a dinosaur was right now deciding whether or not to have them for breakfast.


Over six feet tall, the beast had dark brown skin over a pale yellow underside.    Short stubby arms ended in sharp claws.  Its long slender body stretched and leaned deeper into the cave.  Bright yellow intelligent eyes over a long lizard-like snout swept the area.  Finally, its mouth opened and squawked loudly.  From behind the beast, there were answering squawks.


“It’s definitely a meat eater,” Jon whispered.  “Toss it the sack of food.”

“There’s not a lot of meat left,” Susie said tightly.  Her eyes wide and round, she held the sack of remaining food with tightly clenched fists.


“It’s either that, or we’re the only meat,” Jon hissed.  “Just throw it!”


Before she could do so, Ash suddenly snarled from behind them and threw a stone.  The boy leapt from the back of the cave and moved past Jon and Susie before they realized what happened.  


The rock struck the dinosaur in the cheek, just below the left eye.  Screaming in surprise, the beast leapt back, hissing.


“Ash, no!” yelled Jon.


The boy paid no attention.  Bending so low he was almost on his hands and knees, Ash growled from the back of his throat.  His feverish eyes stared into the brilliant yellow eyes of the beast and never wavered.  Moving closer, both his hands gripped another stone.


Seeing the new creature before it, the dinosaur ducked its head to the boy’s level and sniffed.


Ash simply reared back and unleashed another stone.  This one struck right on the nose.


Howling, the beast retreated back to the cave’s entrance.  


Ash threw his last stone and bared his teeth.


The beast hissed back.  

From outside, there suddenly came a thunderous roar that shook the entire cave.  Squawking, the dinosaur gave one last look at Ash and disappeared from sight.  


Jon shook off his fear and rushed to grab Ash.  “Are you crazy?” he cried.


Another thunderous roar vibrated through the cave.  Loose dirt and stone fell as the ground shook below them.   


Hands covered ears as the three dropped to the ground to lay flat on their bellies.  Something very large and not very happy was right outside.


Nobody moved for a long while.  The earth floor beneath them trembled as a large beast stomped past.  Then there was silence.


Jon breathed a sigh of relief, still holding Ash.  The boy was breathing hard and was sweating profusely.  Eyes burning bright, he face was deeply flushed.    

Susie crawled to join them.  “How is he?” her voice tried to sound strong, but shook.


“Not good,” grunted Jon.  “I think he used all his strength for that crazy stunt.”


“It saved us,” Susie pointed out.


“For now…instead of breakfast, we’ll be lunch.”


Jon dragged Ash back to the pool.  Lying down, the boy’s teeth began to chatter and his body shook.  Susie quickly bundled him in the colonial coat and petticoats.  Forcing water down his throat, she shushed him and rubbed his forehead.  In minutes, the boy was in a restless sleep.

“I don’t like this,” she said worriedly.


“Neither do I…we’re not getting anywhere close to home…we’re going backwards in time!”  Jon pressed his chin on his knees and struggled to keep calm.  “I never liked dinosaurs.”


“I mean Ash…do you think we did the right thing taking him from his time?”


“If we didn’t he would already be dead,” Jon reminded her glumly.


Susie sighed.  “When people die in history books it’s not that big of a deal…but watching Ash…I can’t bear it.”


“Ah, my young ones, you do seem like you need assistance.”


“You!”  Jon leapt to his feet and didn’t know whether to cry or anger or leap for joy.


Gasping, Susie went to her knees as if in prayer.


Bathed in a blue light and standing quite nonchalantly, was the man who first appeared to them.  Still holding a pipe and odd gray ball, he kept his face expressionless as watched them through hooded eyes.  

“Yes, it is me.  Looking around the cave, the man clicked his tongue.  “I see your circumstances have not improved very much since our last meeting.”   


“You said we’ll be home!” Jon cried.  “Instead we ended up in some colonial nightmare!”

“I said for you to leave the boy behind,” the man said coldly, his expression remaining the same.  “Yet, I still see him with you.  The time machine takes a lot of power…by adding the boy with you, it sucked up all the power and the machine was forced to dump you before reaching its proper destination.”


“What about now?  What are we doing here?”


“That does not matter, Jon.  What matters is getting you back home, correct?”


“We need to go now,” Susie said, indicating Ash.  “He needs help.”


Shaking his head, the man stared at Jon and then at Susie.  “Leave the boy behind and come with me now.”

Susie’s face went white.  “We can’t do that!”

“Yes you can.  The boy does not belong here or in any other time.  He is an anomaly that should have been already destroyed.  Leave him and let him go without pain.  In a few days you will forget about him entirely.”


Swallowing, Jon jerked a glance at Susie and then at the man.  “We can’t to that…”


“Never can we do that!” cried Susie.  “Are you crazy?”


“I’m only trying to help you.”  The man pursed his lips.  “I do owe you both a wish, though.  I have not forgotten.”

“Good, we wish to be sent back home with Ash with us!” Susie snapped.


“The wishes,” man continued, ignoring her, “are not what you think.  As of now, you both are stuck in time.  To help you find your way back, you may each bring one person to assist you…Yes, that should do the trick.”  The last part, the man seemed to say to himself.  

“What do you mean?” Jon asked with a frown.


“Simply what I say.  Wish for a person to join you and whoever that person is will come.”


“You’re crazy!” Susie cried.  “We’re not going to wish for anybody to get stuck with us!”


“You don’t have a choice in the matter.”  He held up the gray sphere.  “As soon as the energy light hits this room, you are to think of the person in your head that you most want to see.  Then that person will simply come.  Choose wisely.”  

Jon shook his head.  “Huh?  How is that supposed to work?”


“Just watch, Jon.”  The man squeezed an unseen button on the orb.  At first nothing happened.  Then, in the air directly in front of Susie shimmered and a blue pillar of light appeared.  Swirling, it suddenly expanded and shot beams of energy in two directions, hitting Susie and Jon all at once.   


They both thought of two people at the same time.  
Chapter 20:  Trouble in Twos
Todd sat down with a loud squishy thump, directly on his remaining hotdog.  Just as a bawling Luke plowed into his stomach.


“Ooff!” gasped Todd, falling in the bleachers.  Luke rolled off and crashed next to him.  

His sister had been there one moment, and then was gone the next.   


“Where is she?”  Luke screamed, growing hysterical.  


“I don’t kn—oh, man!  My hand is glowing blue!”


“Not again!” screamed a terrified parent.  Everyone in the gym covered their eyes.  

Down at the cafeteria, a circle of bewildered, frightened faces looked down Jon’s science project.

  
“Where did Jon go?” Jack squeaked, nervously running a hand down his blue blazer.  Gel mixed with sweat dripped from his brow onto his sleeve.


“A pox on all technology,” rasped Dr. Zepple.  


“Somebody turn on the lights!” Uncle Rob shouted.  “Now!”

“If this is one of your tricks,” Mr. Lewis growled, aiming a hard stare at Jack, “I promise—”

Then the project started to glow blue again.  
With a cry of despair, Dr. Zepple toppled over in faint.  Mr. Lewis shouted in alarm, falling away from the terrifying science project.  

Jack screamed as blue sparks flew into his face.


Just as quickly as it appeared, the blue light fizzled and went out.  Feeling suddenly weak and dizzy, Jon and Susie collapsed to their knees.   

“What happened?” Jon whispered.  “Is anyone coming?”
The man in the blue light nodded slightly, a grim starting form on his stoic face.  “Here they are…”

A blue spark erupted in front of the cave’s entrance.  Sizzling and dancing in midair for several seconds, it all of a sudden started to grow.  Rapidly it expanded in every direction until all at once it burst and unleashed two bodies that toppled to the ground.  On hit the hard clay and lay still.  The other, much larger, stumbled forward and then righted itself.  

“What the heck, man…where am I?”  Todd stood drunkenly on his feet, looking around with a dazed expression.  “Man, my head hurts…”

“What is he doing here?” Susie asked in shock.

“I-I thought that was who you called,” Jon stammered.  

“No, I thought of Luke!  Luke!”  The other body was a young boy dressed in a soccer uniform—red shirt, black shorts, and long red socks to his knees.  Lying on his face, he appeared unconscious.  Susie rushed to his side and totally ignored Todd.

Jon groaned and clapped both hands on his face.  “I don’t believe this.”

“Hey,” Todd said, lifting his head to stare at Jon.  “I know you…you’re that science nerd who likes my girl!”

“I thought you were thinking of your boyfriend…”  Jon scrunched his face mournfully. “I thought of your boyfriend thinking that you thought of him, so the time machine must have read my thought and brought him…Oh, I’m so stupid!”

“Luke, are you okay, sweetie?  Lukie?”

The man in the blue light stared at the two new arrivals and shook his head.  “This is what happens when you rely on teenagers,” he mumbled.  “They mess everything up!”

Jon, his lips trembling, looked up at him.  “What’s going to happen now?” he whispered.
“Now, Jon…I’m going to get angry.  You see, you disappointed me too many times, Jon.  I told you to get rid of the boy…and yet, there he lies.  I told you to bring somebody here who would help you get back home…and you brought this?”  

Todd stared blankly up at the man and then back at Jon.  Then he moaned and fell to his knees.  “I feel sick,” he muttered.

“Dr. Zepple,” whispered Jon.  “I should have brought Dr. Zepple.”

“Yes.”  The man nodded, almost sadly.  “It’s too late now.  Do you know what this means?  It means you’re totally useless to me, Jon.  It’s time you joined your mother.”

“What?”  

Shrugging, the man pressed a button on the globe.  “This is goodbye, Jon.”

“Hey!  What do you mean it’s time to join my mother?”

“Simply put, you’re going to die now.  Goodbye, Jon.”

“You twisted jerkwad!” screamed Jon.  Reaching down, he picked up a chunk of rock and flung it at the man in blue.   

“Uh, oh,” the man hastily pressed the ball in his hand and in a brief but brilliant flash of blue he disappeared…but not before the rock passed right through his forehead, clattering off the wall of the cave.  In the silence that followed, Jon couldn’t draw a breath. The man was nothing but a hologram.

Todd broke the quiet getting on his hands and knees and vomiting.  Partially digested hotdog spewed from his mouth, forming a mushy of dead meat.  
Susie refused to talk to Jon.  Sitting with Luke still asleep lying on her lap, she kept bathing Ash’s pale face in cool water.  Todd, recovering quickly from the effects of time travel, sat next to her and kept rubbing her shoulder while throwing dark glares at Jon.  After being told the basics—being trapped in the past, he called Jon a list of bad names and kept close to Susie.  Every so often he would growl an insult towards Jon.

Hugging his knees, Jon sat above the slope and stared miserably out the cave’s entrance into the land of dinosaurs.  He felt like walking out there and meeting the largest hungriest beast he could find and say, “Want lunch?”  Sighing, he pressed his chin between his knees.  It felt as if a cold heart fist was clenching his heart, squeezing tighter and tighter.  In any moment, it would shatter.  Everything he hoped for in his life had become one horrible fail.  All I wanted was to know about my parents, he thought miserably.  That was it…  Instead, through his self-absorbed ambition, he managed to trap himself and four innocent people in a tomb far away in space and time without any hope of help.  

“Good job, hotshot,” Todd snarled softly. “You go tinkering around with stuff you don’t understand and look how much you hurt other people…hope you get a good grade on your project, man.”

Jon bit his lip.  Shifting his body, he glanced at Susie from the corner of his eye, but the girl never looked up.  She seemed content to let her big tough boyfriend rub his face in the dirt.

“We have, like, no food…no water…”  Todd continued, rumbling from the back of his throat.

Well, Jon said to himself.  I’m not going to die. Not yet, at least.  Looking at Todd, he rolled his eyes.  “We have water.  What do you think your girlfriend is using?”

“Leave her out of this!  Don’t even look at her!”

“Oh, because she’s your girl, right?”

“I’m going knock your stupid face backwards if you don’t shut the—” 

“Stop it!” Susie yelled.  “You’re waking up my brother.”
Luke moaned and struggled to sit up.

“No food,” Todd said in a low voice, glowering at Jon.  “Just barely enough for a snack.”

“If you want more food, try eating your hotdogs again,” Jon  mumbled.  “You got some more on your backside…or is that your face?  It’s hard to tell sometimes.”

Todd’s eyes widened and he looked ready to jump up and clobber Jon, but Susie stopped him by reaching out and brushing his arm.  Todd looked at her and relaxed.  Watching, Jon scowled.  
“Todd,” Susie said, oblivious to the tension.  “Where did those hotdogs come from?”

“My stomach!  I barfed them up.”

“No, I mean, where and when did you eat them?”  She had stopped washing Ash’s face and was now staring intently at Todd.

“What do you mean?  At the soccer game!  Your little bro was playing, remember?”

“Yes, but that was a couple of days ago.”  
Todd made a face and put a hand to Susie’s forehead.  “Huh?  Are you okay, Susie?   That was just, like, now.”

Luke sat up and broke into a smile when seeing his sister’s face above his.  “Susie…what happened?”

“Luke, you’re still in your soccer uniform still, and you’re all sweaty.”

“Uh, yeah, I was just playing, wasn’t I?”

“Susie, are you, like, alright?  We were just at the soccer game when you disappeared and almost right after we got sent here…felt like somebody hit my head with hammer, or something.”  

“I’d think it always feels like that to you,” Jon said dryly.

Susie stared at Todd incredulously. “You mean no time passed since I left from when you came here?”

“Like a minute, maybe.” 
Jon scrunched up his face.  “That must mean time is slowing down while we’re stuck in the past.”

“Shut it!” commanded Todd, finally acknowledging his presence.  “Stay out of this!”

“But what does it mean for us?” Susie asked, ignoring Todd’s outburst and turning to Jon.

 “Well, for one thing, it means if we survive until present time we wouldn’t have aged very much.”

Susie actually smiled.

Luke raised his eyebrows from his sister’s lap.  “Is somebody going to tell me what’s going on?”  

“Yeah,” growled Todd.  “Jon isn’t going to survive the day if he doesn’t shut his big mouth.”

“Oh, cut it out, Todd.  Of course, Luke.  Here, come sit next to me while give Ash more water.”
“Who is he?”

“I think it would be better if we started from the beginning.”  Having Luke awake and healthy seemed to have lifted her spirits.  While tending to Ash, she started telling everything what happened.  When Jon broke in and told what happened to him, she listened just as intently as Luke.  

Todd provided the only interruptions.  “You two woke up together?” he barked.  

“Todd, grow up!  We were unconscious!”  
“Yeah, well, you said you were there overnight.  Where did you sleep at night?”

Jon repeatedly hit his head on his knees.  “You are something else.”

“Ash was with us!  We rescued him from being killed by the—”

“Indians, yeah, I know,” grumbled Todd. 
“Actually, they’re not Indians,” Jon said.  “They’re not from India.”  He and Susie shared a smile.    
“In any case,” Susie said hurriedly, as Todd glared at Jon, “we ended up taking Ash to the Revolutionary times.”

“And that’s where he got sick,” Luke said softly.

“Yes, he did…I think he’s getting better.” Susie stared down at the brown face and pursed his lips. “His head feels a little cooler.”  

Jon got up and moved to look.  Todd made to block his path, but then huffed and made sure he stood between Susie and Jon.  Jon didn’t care.  Looking down at the sick boy, his heart squeezed tightly.  Ash looked much worse.  Sunken eyes and pale cheeks made him appear almost lifeless. Only his slow raspy breath releasing from his parted dry lips prove him to be alive.    


Taking a large swallow, Jon looked at Luke.  “How did you know he got sick in the colonial period?” he asked.  


Luke bit his lip and didn’t look up.  “We’re learning about that time in my history class.  My teacher said that a lot of the Indians died from sickness carried by Europeans…if he came from a tribe, then…”


“He would be susceptible to all the sickness!”  Jon stepped back with a horrible feeling.  Just by breathing near Ash he could have been killing him.


“What can we do?” wailed Susie.


“I suggest you go quietly.”  


It was the man’s voice.  Susie shrieked and Jon whirled around.  Nobody was there.


“Do not worry,” said the disembodied voice. “I won’t be coming to watch this…I abhor violence…especially against the young.”


“Look!” Luke cried.  The boy pointed up where a single spark of blue glimmering near the cave’s ceiling.  Suddenly a flash of light fired from the spark 


Todd’s mouth dropped open. “What the—”

A thundering roar erupted and a fierce bolt of blue energy fired from the spark, striking just before the slope of the cave.  A large box of wavering blue light formed and from this, two figures stepped easily through, entering the cave.  


Susie and Jon both gasped in unison when seeing the terrible sight looming over them.  


 “It’s good to meet ye again, boy.”  One of the figures was Murdock, looking just as he did the night Jon and Susie escaped.  Wiping his eyes as if waking from a dream, he leered down at Jon.  “I’ll be dealing with ye first and then I’ll take ye slave.  The savage can take ye companions.”

Next to him, standing all too frighteningly real, a young warrior narrowed his eyes as he took in his surroundings.   Wearing a loincloth around his muscular waist and carrying a quiver of arrows on his back, he held a bow and a large stone knife.  The angry warrior blinked when he recognized Jon and Susie.  Stepping boldly forward, his sharp eyes swept the area until resting on Ash.  A small smirk formed in the corner of his mouth.  The hand holding the knife tightened.

“Man, he’s ripped!” Todd stared at the warrior in amazed admiration.  “He must work out more than I do.”
“Uh,” Jon squeaked, finding his voice. “That’s the guy who tried to kill us…we’re so dead.”

Snarling something in his language, the warrior waved his knife and strode for Ash.
“Ye filthy savage, leave the boy te me!”  Murdock reached out and caught the warrior by the long black hair.

Whirling around, the warrior lashed out with the knife.

Murdock jumped back and barely missed losing a hand.  “Ye watch it!” he cried.

“Todd, what do we do?” screamed Susie.

“Leave them to me!”  Lowering in a football stance, Todd charged the warrior and planted his shoulder right in the small of his back—just below his quiver.

His attention on Murdock, the warrior never saw it coming.  Grunting in surprise, he flew forward, stretching out both arms before crashing face first into the hard clay.  His bow shot from his left hand, but his right still held the knife.  Todd landed on top of him.

“Look out!” cried Jon in warning.  


Murdock stood over Todd’s head and raised hit boot.  The large teen bucked up his shoulder while reaching out to grab Murdock’s plant leg with both hands.  Yanking forward, he grunted in satisfaction when the large dirty man fell backwards with a yelp.


“I’ve been all-state in wrestling for two years!” Todd cried.  “Come on and try to take me!”


Jon motioned for Susie to move behind him.  “Go back in the corner and see how far back the cave goes!”  


“I can’t!” sobbed Susie. “I won’t leave Luke, or Ash!”  

Luke sat on his knees with a shocked expression spread across his young face.  Eyes glazed over, he seemed oblivious to his sister’s efforts to get him to move.  


By then, the warrior took Todd.  Pushing up his back, he tossed the all-state wrestler to the right and threw back a left elbow that struck Todd in the ribs.


“Ooff!” The teen rolled off the warrior with a groan.


Twisting to his feet, the warrior pressed his left hand hard into Todd’s chest and raised his right hand holding the knife. Todd’s eyes nearly popped from his head when he saw sharp death about to plunge upon him.

By this time Jon had found a hunk of rock.  “You!” he cried to the warrior, gaining his attention.  Throwing the rock, he charged after it.

Using the arm holding the knife, the warrior blocked the stone and stared contemptuously as Jon.  Planting a knee in Todd’s midsection, the warrior opened his arms to meet Jon’s attack.

Jon tried to recreate Todd’s textbook tackle, but failed miserably.  Football was something he mostly watched on television.  Just as he was set to strike the warrior’s chest, a powerful force knocked into his right side just as a fierce burning pain ripped through his left arm.  Flying sideways, Jon crashed into the wall of the cave and fell in a heap.  

A dull roar filled his ears and his arm felt like it was on fire.  He was vaguely aware of Susie screaming.  Shaking his head, Jon tried to figure out what happened.  Looking up, he saw the warrior stand by pushing himself up on Todd’s chest.  His black eyes staring with contempt at Jon, the warrior’s mouth twisted in a sneer.  His knife clenched in his right hand was marred with red.
Bile filled Jon’s mouth as he realized the truth.  He had been stabbed.

Todd rolled to his knees to renew his attack on the warrior, but Susie’s screams drew his attention.  Murdock had risen to his feet and was coming at the blond girl with a twisted grin across his ugly face.

Yelling an oath, Todd dove and grabbed Murdock’s legs.  Roaring in rage, Murdock kicked Todd aside.

“Stand aside, ye—”

“Leave us alone!” screeched Susie.  Like a storm of fury, she launched herself at the larger Murdock and tore at his eyes with her nails.

Stumbling back, Murdock tripped over Todd, sending Susie flying over him.

Meanwhile, the warrior looked down at Jon and spat.  Then he turned and started for where Ash lay in a helpless state.  Out cold and wrapped under colonial clothes, the boy was oblivious to the danger.  Next to him, Luke remained frozen with fear.  Seeing the warrior come at him, he fell back, but did not retreat from Ash’s side.

Gritting his teeth, Jon tried to push himself up, but pain shot from his arm and stabbed his brain.  Flashes of white filled his vision.  Breathing deeply, he lay back.  Even if he did get up, what could he do?  Looking wildly for help, he saw Murdock grabbing Susie’s foot with one hand while trying to choke Todd by the throat with his other.  Then to his left he spotted the warrior’s bow.  Jerking his gaze to the warrior, he saw him stand over the young boys and raise both hands as if in prayer. His back muscles rippled and the quiver of arrows shook as he threw back his head and spoke words of a strange language.

Taking one more deep breath, Jon held his left arm limply to his side and pushed off the wall, lurching to his feet.  A bolt of pain warned him that this was a dumb move, but he ignored it.    

Whimpering, Luke scooted back until his hands were in the water.

The warrior completed his strange chant and looked down.  Pointing his bloody knife at Ash, he spoke softly.  Luke cried out.

Then so did the warrior.  Bellowing in pain, the would-be murder buckled at the knees and throwing up his arms, he dropped the knife.

Jon had moved behind him, deftly slid an arrow from the quiver, and then slammed the sharp point into the right shoulder blade of the warrior.

“Grab the knife!” he yelled to Luke.  His right hand gripped the arrow tightly and he started kicking the warrior’s legs.

Turning in a terrible rage, the warrior slapped Jon in the face and kicked in the chest.

Falling with a gurgle, Jon stared past at Luke.  “Keep…knife away…”  

Briefly hesitating, Luke reached with his foot and slid the knife back towards him.  

Hissing like a snake, the warrior whirled to face the boy.  Blood seeped from his shoulder and his eyes blazed with something bordering insanity.

Crying out again, Luke turned on his side and kicked the knife with all his might, sending it flying into the pool of water.  In a tiny splash, it was gone.
Roaring, the warrior leaped on top of him.  Grabbing Luke by the shoulder, he shoved him headfirst into the water.

“Don’t you dare touch my brother!” screamed Susie.  Ripping her foot from Murdock, she kicked the man in the face and then hurled herself down the slope at the warrior.  From her pocket, she pulled out her cell phone.  Turning it on, she hit the ring tone and flung it at the warrior.
To the sound of an old love ballad ring tone, the warrior yelped in fear.  Shoving away Luke, he turned in a crouch and swung his knife at the cell phone.  Nails extended, Susie then leapt at his face.  
Jon watched it wall with a dazed expression.  He wanted very badly to get and up and help Susie but his body wouldn’t let him.  It felt like a row of spikes were stabbing into his ribs and his arm throbbed as if it wanted to explode.  Without even looking, he knew blood covered his entire left side.  Was this how it all ended?  They would die by a crazed warrior and colonial cutthroat stuck in the cave during the time of dinosaurs?

Dinosaurs?  

Dimly, Jon heard a loud squawk from the front of the cave.  A beastly face lined with sharp teeth poked inside the cave.  Brown and yellow, the face opened to reveal a long, pink tongue.  Eyes widening in anticipation, the terrible lizard jumped at Murdock with extended claws.  Another beast, very similar to the first followed close behind.

“Arghh!”  bawled Murdock as the beast pinned him to the ground.  Struggling to reach his belt, he yanked free his long knife and rammed it into the dinosaur’s chest.  
Screaming, yelling, and lots of roaring filled the cave.  Jon shook his head.  He just wanted to sleep.  The ring tone suddenly died.  
Turning to lie on his back, he looked up and sighed.  This felt better…

Luke’s worried face appeared over him.  “I-I didn’t know what to do,” the boy stammered.

We were never properly introduced, Jon thought.  How unfortunate.  Raising his good arm, he awkwardly patted Luke’s shoulder.  “Good job,” he whispered.  “You got rid of the knife….You saved Ash’s life and my life.”  Why was Luke crying?  The warrior must have taken care of Susie and then got Ash…it was all so useless…

Bam!

A thundering boom shook the cave.  Jon’s eyes flew open.  A wounded dinosaur staggered past him and collapsed. Dirt, rock, and clay were pouring from the ceiling.
“Jon!  Get up and let’s get out of here!”  

“D-dad?”  Why did he say that?  But the man…he looked just like dad in the one picture he had…

Jon passed out.

The warrior staggered back from Susie, fear filling his face.  Slipping, he fell in the water with a splash.  Deep scratches from Susie’s nails lined his cheeks and chest.  An arrow remained sticking from his right shoulder.  

Gun smoke and the echoes of a loud blast filled the cave.

“Jon!  Get up and let’s get out of here!”

Turning, Susie saw a handsome man carrying a rifle squatting the in the middle of the earthen floor.  Dark hair cut short, and bright green eyes, the man looked amazingly like an older version of Jon.

To the left of the man, Todd struggled free where Murdock and a dinosaur were locked in fierce combat.

“Who are you?” Todd cried.  

“Jon’s father!  You have to help me get him out of here!”  Looking up, the man stared at Susie.  “Grab the boy and move out!  One more shot might bring the whole cave down!”

“My brother—”

“I got him!  Now move!”

Susie rolled Ash free of colonial clothes and lifted him into her arms.  The boy felt light and cold.  His limp body gave no sign of life.  Fear leapt in her chest.  Nothing else mattered to her but saving the boy.  Staggering upwards toward the cave’s entrance, she barely noticed passing the struggling dinosaur lying in a heap.  Everything seemed in slow motion.  In front of her, Todd carried Jon like baby.  Red stained the front of Jon’s t-shirt.  The man claiming to be Jon’s dad had Luke by the arm.  His free arm leveled a rifle in her direction.

“Run!” he cried.  

Looking back, Susie saw the warrior burst from the water, spraying droplets in all directions.  Gleaming back eyes stabbed into her as he lifted up his right hand.  The warrior had found his knife.

Screaming in fright, Susie broke into a stumbling run.  

On the other side of the cave, Murdock finished off the dinosaur and scrambled free.

All at once, the entrance of the cave looked so very far away to Susie.  That was when the wounded dinosaur, shot by Jon’s father, twisted to its feet and attacked the warrior.

Chapter 21:  Happy Recovery

The first words Jon heard sounded very foreign…Spanish.  Then he was sure he heard Susie…talking to a man that sounded so strange, yet so familiar.

“We can’t stay here forever,” Susie said.  “What happens when they start asking questions?”


“Relax,” the strange man answered.  “This is Mexico.  Unfortunately, it’s not uncommon for strange people with knife wounds to end up in hospitals and then suddenly vanish.”


Susie gasped.  “You mean you’ll use your time machine again?”


Time machine?  Jon opened his eyes and tried to sit up.


“Quiet, I think he’s waking up!”  


“Oh, Jon, lie back!”


“I’m starving,” he groaned.  “Is it lunchtime?”  Falling back on a stiff pillow, he tried to remember what happened.  Stuck in the corner of a poorly lit room portioned off with curtains, he was lying in a metal frame bed with crisp white sheets.  A faint beeping noise to his left came from an assortment of monitors and an IV was attached to his right hand.  For some reason, he couldn’t move his left arm.  

Susie was peering worriedly down at him.  She stood next to a young man who looked impossibly familiar.  
“You’re okay, Jon.  That’s the important thing.”  The man broke into a smile and sounded very relieved.

Susie snorted.  “Typical boy.  All you think about is your stomach and food.  Don’t you want to know what happened?”  Despite her harsh tone, tears filled her eyes.

“I don’t know…do I?  Wait—where’s Ash?”  

The man smiled.  “He’s in the bed just behind the curtain.  Don’t worry, he’s fine.  The nurses had to give him a sedative…he keeps jumping out of bed and trying to climb out the window.”  

His mouth felt very dry.  “And who are you?”
“I’m your father, Jon.”

“Okay…” Jon croaked.  He had knew the answer already but had to hear it.  “I want to know what happened.”

“I’m going to go check on Ash,” Susie said, slipping smoothly back.  “I’ll see you later, Jon.”
Mr. Banks sighed, running a hand through his short dark hair.  Since leaving the present day, he no longer was a scientist or a doctor.  He was simply a mister.  Wearing faded jeans and a green polo shirt, he resembled more of a college student.  His smooth face had a faint trace of a thin mustache and his green eyes sparkled with humor.  Everything was just like Jon remembered—just like the man in the picture he had at home.  The only difference, his dad now only stood several inches instead of several feet taller than Jon.  
“It’s a long story, Jon.”

“Well, I don’t think I’m going anywhere for a while,” he said dryly.  “Where’s everyone else?”

“Todd is out keeping an eye on Luke.  It seems like Luke always wanted to learn how to play soccer, so I got him into a soccer camp for the week.”

“Week?”

Mr. Banks looked at his son with a faint smile.  “How long do you think you’ve been here?”

“Uh…a day?”

“Try eight days.  After leaving the cave you were just about gone from blood loss and Ash just about done for by scarlet fever.  Not to mention, there were still two very desperate men trying to kill all of us.  I had to rush you to my camp as fast as possible.  That’s where I have my time machine.  Knowing I needed to find proper care without causing too many questions, I chose a hospital in Mexico.  We arrived in the middle of the night, so nobody saw us.  Todd carried Ash and I carried you.  Going straight to the emergency room, I put you in as brothers.”

“That’s why we’re in the same room…do you speak Spanish?”

“Fluently…I took three years not too long ago.  There’s a lot you can do with a time machine.

“Uh…okay, maybe it’s best if you now start from the beginning.”

Mr. Banks found a chair by Jon’s bed and proceeded to tell his son everything.

It was true that Jon’s parents were scientists working late in a lab, but it wasn’t true that they died in an explosion.  That part was faked—faked by a very evil man.

Mr. and Mrs. Banks were both working on a government project trying to develop a cure for cancer.  However, their funding was going to be cut and very soon they would be out of job.  Out of nowhere, a private donor stepped in and entirely funded their research.  Neither of them met this donor, but his name was simply Mr. G.  

After a year, when Jon was six, Mr. G. began growing very impatient.  Sending messages and then strange men to the lab, he started demanding results.  The Banks couple started to grow worried.  Working in the same lab was Uncle Rob and Dr. Zepple.  They were there when a group of toughs showed up and demanded the Banks clear out—they were fired.
“Rob isn’t your uncle, by the way.  Once we knew Mr. G was a dangerous man, he asked him to take care of you if anything should happen to us…he agreed.”

His left armed throbbed, but Jon barely noticed.  Swallowing, he nodded.

Mr. Banks looked at him with concern.  “Are you sure you want me to continue?”  

Jon nodded.  Closing his eyes, he leaned back on his pillow and allowed the rich voice of his father fill his mind…
Everything changed when cleaning out the lab that night.  Deep in storage, a strange crate was found.  Covered in dust and unmarked, the crate turned out to be holding not one, but two time machines.  With them were a set of directions.  Not believing it, Mr. Banks grabbed one of the controls—a gray sphere.  Immediately, a blue light flashed from one of the machines.  Unbelievable, but true, the machines worked.  That first night, Mr. Banks made a test tube disappear.  And then reappear.  

It is the mind that controlled the time machine.  By thinking of a year and imaging whatever you wanted to be sent back, the blue light would obey.  Frightened and at the same time excited, the Banks knew they had found something special.  So did Mr. G.  Some of the goons stayed behind and witnessed the machine work.  They told their boss that very night.

Suddenly the money tripled and the Banks kept their jobs.  Rob wanted nothing to do with it, but Dr. Zepple joined the team.  A computer expert, Dr. Zepple managed to create a computer program that connected with the time machine.  Muddled thoughts were dangerous, but the Dr. Zepple’s program focused into an exact year and exact person or object to be sent.  

Several months passed and then on the fateful night, Mr. G. visited the lab.  Asking for a demonstration, he watched Mr. Banks send a tomato into the fourth century.  He wanted a real demonstration.  Could it work on people?  Nervous, the Banks we’re not ready.  Mr. Banks also informed the boss that he thought they needed to start finding out where the machine came from.  Mr. G. pretended to drop the subject.  It was all a setup.  Secretly, he had secretly hired Dr. Zepple to come to his house and teach him how to use the time machine.  That night, he asked to see Dr. Zepple’s laptop, which contained the program.  He then sent the husband and wife in a place they could never bother him again.  He sent them six hundred years into the past.

Thinking he had gotten rid of the Banks, Mr. G. had what he needed.  What he did not realize, Mr. Banks had the second time machine with him.  And the time machine he had could do more than moving into the past.  More sophisticated than the other, this time machine could move in different locations.  Not only that, but the two time machines were connected.  When one was used, the other would blink blue and for a brief time a communication line would open and the machines acted as a phone.

This was all found out much later.  At first, neither Mr. nor Mrs. Banks knew what happened.  They work up in a strange world with an Indian staring at them.  An outcast to his tribe, this Indian adopted the strange man and woman as his family.  The Banks were in a whole new world.
Meanwhile, Mr. G. wanted to use the time machine for himself.  Blowing up the lab, he faked the deaths of the two scientists.  Dr. Zepple had no idea of the man’s intentions but knew if he opened his mouth, he would be the next victim.  Forced to work under Mr. G., Dr. Zepple taught the man all he knew about the time machine.  Rob knew none of the details, but suspected foul play.  Becoming Jon’s guardian, he became very protective.

“Why didn’t you come back?” Jon suddenly interrupted.  “Why didn’t use your time machine?”

Mr. Banks sighed deeply.  “As soon as we knew we had it, that is what we intended.  But there was a major problem.  Mr. G. was desperate to be rid of us.  Having us basically killed in our time meant that if we reappeared there would problems…he threatened to get you, Jon.  By sending a letter back into time where we were, he wrote that if we came back, you were going to die.  He even hinted Rob was under his control.  Not only that, but your mother…she was pregnant.”

Jon’s eyes snapped open.  “What?”

“Yes…thankfully, we had Sam with us.  Sam, he is what we eventually called the Indian who helped us, protected us and gave us a home.  I suspect he has, er, had a mild case of autism.  He appears slow and awkward, but his mind and heart, it’s the biggest I have ever seen.  You know, he learned English from us?”

“Uh, I think I may have sort of met him…”  Jon remembered the large warrior who carried the supplies and helped them escape.

“He’s a good man. It’s because of him your brother and mother lived through birth.”

“Brother?”

Mr. Banks’ eyes twinkled.  “I told you, Jon.  I entered you and Ash as brothers.  I try never to lie, especially to a hospital.  His actual name is Aaron Jordan Banks.”

  Jon’s head spun.  “Then, where’s Mom?”

A shadow covered the face of Mr. Banks.  “There’s a lot we don’t know about the time machines, Jon.  As I said, it somehow connects with the user’s minds and can do extraordinary things.  Mr. G. learned that if he used the machine again I would know about it.  Even better, during the time the machine is in use, I can even manipulate whatever is being sent back and control it…or him.”  His eyes briefly gleamed.  “The next subject sent back through time was one of Mr. G’s goons.  The poor man was quickly returned to the present after I sent him to the middle of the Atlantic Ocean.  Since then, Mr. G. hasn’t tried going back to the past.  Instead, he spent all his time finding ways of destroying me or at least my time machine.  Somehow he managed to project himself through hologram back into time, but that is it.”

“I don’t understand…”
“It is hard—not even I understand.  The machines are extraordinary.  In time I realized Rob was the real deal and was protecting you.  Still, we couldn’t return.  Your mother had your brother to take care of and Mr. G. was doing everything he could to destroy us.  Mr. G. didn’t know about your brother and I needed to keep it that way.  Time travel, as you must realize, can be taxing on the body.  Moving your mother and brother could have been fatal to both of them.”  He took a deep breath.  “So, with Sam promising to look after them, I moved myself.  Once I used the time machine, Mr. G. knew this.  Of course, he thought it was just me and my mother moving.  Over the next several years, I moved often in a random as possible pattern.  Only a few times did I visit your mother and young Aaron…but I always knew how they were doing.”

“What do you mean?” whispered Jon.

“When we went back into time…a connection between your mother and I formed.  No matter where I went, I could always sense her in my head and even read her thoughts at times.  She could do the same with me.  I think this connection was very powerful because we were husband and wife—but it only formed by using the time machine.  I do not have a connection with your brother…but I do with you.  When you came back into the past I felt it immediately.”

“How did I go back into the past?”

“Mr. G.,” Mr. Banks said grimly.  “He had a copy of the time machine given to you right after our fake deaths.  Rob examined it and found it to be worthless and let you keep it as a memory.  Years later, one of Mr. G.’s men snuck in and switched the copy for the real machine.  Then he waited for you to use the time machine and turn it on.”

“But how did he know I would ever do it?”

“He learned how to be patient and was willing to wait and see.  After all, he kept the main controls—the gray ball.  He could still use the machine as long as he was in range.   The controls work the machine from a radius of about a half mile.”

Jon groaned.  “If only I never even looked at that thing…the science fair ruined everything.”

“You probably would have taken it out eventually, Jon,” his father told him kindly.  “In any case, once it switched on, Mr. G. had it lock on to the first person who touched it.”

“But, wait…that was Susie!”

“Yes, so the machine was confused.  She must have barely touched it, though.  You were the first to really hold it…but Susie had to make quite an impression on you.  The machine read your mind and found Susie all over it.  Not knowing what to do, it sent you both into time.”

Feeling his ears burn red, Jon hurried to ask the next question.  “But why did it bring us where it did?”

Sighing, Mr. Banks ran a hand over his face.  “Your mother,” he said quietly.  All of a sudden his eyes grew sad.  “Mr. G. found out about your mother.  I visited them one too many times and Mr. G. guessed at what I was doing.  After I left your mother and Aaron for the last time, he sent a terrible thought into the past.  You see, by this time he had found a way not to just send people and items into the past, but also thoughts.  Don’t ask me how, but these thoughts were to kill your mother…they hung in the air quite invisible… Oh, I really don’t know how he does it.  Only a very weak mind distracted by a powerful emotion would pick up on these thoughts and believe they were natural and born of their own free will.  In any case, a very angry young man found these thoughts and followed them.”  For moment there was a lingering silence.  Mr. Banks, his lips trembling slightly, continued.  “Do you know that Aaron understands English perfectly?”

“I-I guessed it…but I never heard him speak it.”

“Aaron hasn’t said very much ever since he saw his mother murdered in front of him.”

Tears filled Jon’s eyes.  “Wh-what happened?”

“I was asleep, but woke up screaming.  I immediately knew my wife…your mother…was dead.  I feared Aaron also was killed at the same time.  Thankfully, Mr. G. did not know about him then.  I won’t go into how I felt or acted…Soon after, though, Mr. G. did learn of his existence.  The murderer’s mind had connected to Mr. G.’s thoughts and together they planned Aaron’s demise.  Finding out about Aaron, Mr. G. started planting a whole new set of thoughts into the past.  These thoughts were picked up by the tribe who your mother lived next to for many years.  We befriended them and helped care for their sick.  When your mother was found dead, they were sick with sorrow and in their grief they terrible blamed Aaron…they thought he had been possessed by an evil spirit and killed his mother.”

“Wh-what happened?”

“Sam took the child and ran.  He found a group of Indians from another tribe.  Throwing himself at their mercy, he begged them to take the child.  He volunteered to be their slave if they agreed.  The leader of this group was actually the chief’s brother on a hunting trip.  Taking a liking to Aaron, he not only agreed, but decided to make Aaron his own son.  That night, though, Aaron ran away.”

“I…I don’t understand.  Why?”

“Sadness was a part of it, for sure…but also, he was looking for you.  Your mom told Aaron all about you, you know.”  His voice growing husky, Mr. Banks smiled at Jon.  “She kept telling him that one day you would come and take him to his real home.  Her last words before dying were…go find Jon.”

Silence filled the hospital room.
Jon squeezed his eyes shut, feeling warm tears trickle down his cheek.  “That’s when I went back,” he said, his voice husky.

“Yes…Mr. G. sent you into that time…thankfully, right where Aaron was.”  He cleared his throat.  “His original plan was to have me come to rescue you…and then have us both killed.  Aaron finding you complicated the issue.  Mr. G. tried to trick you into getting him killed first.”

Jon shook his head.  “I was so sure the first warrior guys were going to kill Ash—er, Aaron.  I mean, they treated him so bad.”

“It’s just their way…treating somebody with toughness is a sign of respect.  After Aaron ran from them, they did want to lose him again.  I believe your little brother impressed them…at least, all of them but one.”

Jon nodded slowly.  “I almost left him behind.  I-I didn’t want him to go with us.”

“Not your fault, Jon.  Mr. G. is a very smart enemy.  When I didn’t come to the past, he was going to send you back to the present and hold you for ransom.  That’s where I finally stepped in.”

“What?”

“It was I who sent you to 1780, Jon.  You were already on your way to Mr. G, so I had to act fast.  I could feel your presence so knew when you were in the gravest danger.”

 “Wh-what about the dinosaurs?”

“I did that as well.  I didn’t send you directly to me, because Mr. G. would send his killers to find both of us.  I put you in a cave I knew about that was about a day’s journey from my current home.  I set off to find you as quickly as I could.  Somehow, Mr. G. found you first and managed to send some killers after you.”

“How-how do you know all this?”

 “For one, I went to visit Sam shortly after you left.  While I was there, I found some of Mr. G.’s thoughts floating around…The thoughts connected my partially with his mind.  Thankfully, I don’t think he realized this yet.  To be on the safe side, though, tomorrow I plan to send us somewhere else that is much safer.”

Jon’s head hurt.  “I just don’t get it…you’re alive, mom’s dead, and I have a brother?”

“Life is full of happiness and hardships…your life just got it all at once.  At least I’m here for you, Jon.  I will never leave you again.  I promise.”

“How come you still look young?”

“In the past, you stop aging…that’s what Mr. G. is so interested in acquiring.”

“Huh?”

Sighing sadly, Mr. Banks clasped his hands together tightly.  “Mr. G. is a rich powerful man who can pretty much buy anything he could possibly want except for one thing.  What’s the one thing you can never have too much of?”

“Money?”

“No, Jon.  It’s life.  No matter how much power and money you get, one day you will die.  You see, Mr. G. is suffering from cancer.  He’s dying.  Unless something happens, he will not live much longer.  The hologram you saw of him?  That’s what he looked like when I last saw him.  I visited his mind, Jon.  He’s a very sick man right now. In more ways than one.”  All at once, he stood. “I told you a lot and you’ve been through a lot.  Get some sleep and I’ll see you in the morning.”  

They had been talking for hours and out the window darkness had settled.  Jon wasn’t sure, but he thought he saw tears in his father’s eyes.    Bringing up the past was resurrecting bad memories, he thought.  
“Okay…Dad…thanks.”

“I love you, Jon.  I’ve waited a long time to say that.”

Father and son hugged each other briefly and then Mr. Banks left Jon to ponder all that he just heard.

Sleep didn’t come.  At some point, a nurse came by with a tray of food and checked on Jon’s comfort.  Smiling at him, she said something in Spanish and removed his IV.  After bandaging his hand, she left and Jon tried to eat.  He quickly realized Mexican hospital food ranked below school food and just above dog food.  Feeling weak, he drank a cup of tepid red juice and slowly sat up.
Getting stiffly out of bed, he stood on shaky knees and waited for the dizziness to pass.  His left arm was tightly bandaged in a sling but he didn’t feel any pain. Using his right to guide and support him, he moved around the curtain and to the next bed.

Ash…Aaron Jordan Banks, his brother, lay in the bed in deep asleep.  Under the hospital gown, his thin, bony chest gently rose and fell in a steady rhythm.  For the first time, Jon really looked at him.  His nose…mouth…hair…eyes, it all looked like their parents.  Only Susie had seen it before.   
“I have a brother,” Jon whispered.  “Sorry, Ash, for trying to leave you behind…I can be a rotten older brother, huh?  I’ll try to make it up to you.  Goodnight, little bro.”

Chapter 22:  Goodbye for Good
When Jon woke up the next morning, he turned to see Susie sitting in the chair his dad had occupied the previous night.  

Sun light flooded the window and bathed her in gold light.  Wearing a clean Mexican t-shirt and a pair of new jeans, she looked absolutely stunning.  Jon’s heartbeat quickened.  He had forgotten how beautiful she looked when clean.  Looking down at his flimsy hospital grown, he frowned.

Then he heard Susie whimper.  The girl was crying.

Jon coughed slightly. “Susie?” 

“Oh, Jon!  You’re awake!”  Brushing a hand across her eyes, Susie tried to smile.  “You look much better than before.”

“Yeah,” Jon said dryly, “this wonderful gown is all the latest in fashion, I hear.”

“In this place, it is.”

“What are you doing here so early?”

Susie looked down uncomfortably.  “I, uh, actually never left.  I slept in the chair next to Ash…he’s still sleeping…I, uh, heard everything your dad said last night.”

Jon’s face grew warm.  Taking a closer look, he noticed all of Susie’s clothes were wrinkled as if slept in and her golden hair was quite rumpled.  “I never saw you when I visited Aaron,” he protested.  
“I, uh, was under bed…I dove under when I saw you getting up.” 
Jon’s mouth dropped open.  “Are you serious?”

“Yes, I…I didn’t know…oh, I’m so stupid!”  All at once she started crying again.

“Hey, Susie, it’s okay, really.”

“It’s not that!” Susie said, wiping her eyes.  “It’s not that at all!”

Jon stared helplessly.  “Is Luke okay?”

“He’s having the time of his life…he always wanted to learn soccer.”  More tears ran down her face.

“Then what is it?  You said that all you cared about was Luke and as long as you were together everything was great.”

“I know I said that!  It’s just…I still feel—oh, I’m just too selfish, okay?”
“Susie—”   

“I use Luke as an excuse to hide from everything.  Do you know that Todd is my first boyfriend?  And that we haven’t even kissed yet?”

Jon’s face grew red.  “Er, Su—”

“I have never been to a dance in my life until the ball in 1780!  All my friends are really nice, but none of them understand!”

“I don’t understand—”

“Of course not!  You’re a boy!”  Susie glared at Jon.

Swallowing, Jon nodded.  “Okay…I mean, I think you woke up Aaron.”  He could hear thumps and squeaks from the bed behind the curtain.  

“I don’t care!” sobbed Susie.  “Don’t you get it?  I’m a selfish idiot!”
“Look, Susie, you may be a lot of things, but you’re not selfish…or an idiot.  Listen, if anybody knows about being selfish, it’s me.  My friend Jack does all my work for me and I have yet to invite him to my house.  Uncle Rob gives me everything and is always looking out for me, but I barely act like he exists most of the time.  All I think about is what I want.  I’m the one who’s the selfish idiot.  For years I waited for the stupid moment to stick the time machine in Dr.Zepple’s face and see how he reacted.  It’s my fault we’re stuck in the past…and, uh, it’s my fault you’re here.  If I hadn’t, uh, thought about you, uh, you probably wouldn’t have been zapped with me.”

    Somehow this made Susie sob even harder.  Covering her face with her hands, her body shook.
“Susie…I’m sorry, really.”

“Jon, Jon, you are an idiot…going back in the past was the best thing for me, don’t you understand?”

“Huh?”  Jon stared at her like she was crazy.  “No…I don’t…”

“I got to meet Ash…and have adventures…go to my first dance…but I also nearly lost Luke and saw you nearly killed!  See how selfish I am?”

“Susie, without you I would have left Aaron with the crazy Ind—er, guys who wanted to kill him.  You saved his life so many times!  And you saved…my life.”
Susie stopped crying and stared uncomfortably at the floor.  The embarrassed silence soon ended in flash.  

Aaron ducked his head around the curtain.  Blinking away sleep, he stared at Jon sitting up in bed and all at once broke into a grin.  Taking a running start, he jumped onto Jon’s bed and started bouncing.

“Hey!” cried Jon.  “Watch it, Ash—I mean, Aaron.  Didn’t mom teach you not to jump on beds?”

Ignoring him, Ash started to yank off his hospital gown.

“No, buddy!  You keep that on—Susie, help!  I only have one arm!”

Tears turned into laughter, Susie moved to grab the squirmy boy.


“They’re all awake!” cried Luke, running around the curtain.  

The corner of the room quickly became crowded as Todd and Mr. Banks followed Luke.  Mr. Banks carried a box of donuts and had a bulging backpack over his shoulder.   


“Hey,” demanded Todd to Susie. “What are you doing by his bed?  Aren’t you supposed to be with the kid?” 


“The kid is right here,” Luke said, rolling his eyes slightly.  “His name is Aaron.”  Somewhere, the small soccer player had found a new confidence. He moved to stand by Jon.  


“Besides,” Mr. Banks said innocently, putting down the box of donuts on the foot of Jon’s bed, “every morning I come in here and find Susie sitting in that chair by Jon’s side.”  


Susie pulled Aaron off Jon’s bed and handed the boy to his father.  Her face was a bright red.

Swallowing, Jon looked at where Todd was glaring at him. “Uh, hey, Todd.  Thanks for saving my life…Susie told me how you carried me.”


Todd scowled but then shrugged.  “It was no problem—you’re so light…you being just a kid.”


“I’m fifteen,” Jon said testily.  For a moment, the two male teens eyed each other.  


“In any case, now that we’re all here, I brought breakfast and news.”  Mr. Banks took off the backpack.  “Today we’re moving on.  Jon, Aaron, I brought you some proper clothes.”  He tossed the bag between his sons.  “Why don’t you two get changed after grabbing a few donuts?  Take your clothes, but leave the bag.”


“Sure…” Jon stared at his father.  “Dad,” it sounded so weird calling the young man his father, “how do you know we’re safe here and Mr. G. can’t find us now?”


His father grinned.  “Just before we went to Mexico I used the time machine to send a few dinosaur friends to the last place the other time machine was used.  I doubt he sensed our destination.”


Jon frowned.  “Could the dinosaurs have eaten him?”

“No, I didn’t send them all the way through…just partially.  They only appeared for five seconds and then went back.  Besides, I sent only a couple of small plant eaters.  Just in case, though, it’s best that you change quickly.  I tried to read his thoughts last night, but couldn’t pick up anything.”


“If he has a mind left,” snorted Todd.  “That guy is bonkers.”  Grabbing a powdered donut, he bit it half in a single bite. 


After a quick breakfast of donuts and water taken from a sink by Jon’s bed, Luke closed the door to the room while Jon and Aaron changed in the bathroom.  After several minutes, Jon managed to appear with his brother in new clothes…mostly.  Aaron had no problem changing from his gown, but was not ready for jeans, socks and shoes.  When he finally did emerge from the bathroom, he wore a pair of Superman underwear and a t-shirt.  Jon shrugged his good arm.  


“He’s a work in progress.”


“Aren’t we all?” muttered Mr. Banks.  Sitting on Jon’s bed, he was pulling a familiar board from the bad.  The time machine.

Jon’s and Susie’s eyes lit up.  Todd frowned.

“Are, are we going home now?” Susie asked.  

“Yes, you all are going home.”

Susie sighed in relief.  Then she looked worried.  “Won’t we be knocked out or something?”

“I know at times you have been knocked out by time travel, but that’s only because I wasn’t able to get a good lock on you.  Since we’re so close and I know what you all look like, it shouldn’t be a problem.  Remember, we we’re all fine when escaping to here.  Just breathe deeply and focus on one thought.  You’ll have a headache, but shouldn’t lose consciousness.  Okay?” 

“When are we going?” Todd asked, moving to stand by Susie.

“Uh, how about now?”

Mr. Banks grabbed a sphere and pressed down.  Immediately blue sparks flashed and fired from the board.  Blue lights surrounded Susie and Todd.  Another light went around Luke.  All at once, they vanished.

Jon stared at his dad.  Next to him, Aaron’s eyes were wide and his mouth dropped open.

“What about us?”

“In a minute, Jon.  I’ll send you in a minute.”  His father sounded tired.  

Jon’s face froze.  “What about you?”

“Jon…I can’t.  Not until I know it’s safe from Mr. G.  I thought about it most of the night.  He’s still out there and won’t rest until he has what  he wants.”

“When will that be?” Jon asked bitterly.  “He can easily come after me—” He stopped.  “Is Aaron staying with you?”

“No.  I’m sending him too.  You’re right, Jon.  Mr. G. will go after you, unless…”

“Unless what?”

“Please forgive me, Jon.  I can’t stop this.”
“No!” screamed Jon.  “Stop what?”
“When I couldn’t read Mr. G.’s thoughts last night, I knew something was wrong.  He found us somehow…”

“Why didn’t we escape then?” cried Jon. “Why not last night?”

“I wanted to spend time with my oldest son…I wanted to say goodbye.  Mr. G. can sense you Jon…wherever you go in time, he will find you.”  

Aaron grabbed Jon’s shirt and held tight.  A lump formed in Jon’s throat.  
“What are you going to do?” he whispered.

Sighing, Mr. Banks stood.  “I’m going to give Mr. G. what he wants.  

The window next to the bed suddenly shattered.  Shards of glass flew into the room as an arrow clattered to the tile floor.

Grabbing Aaron, Jon dove to the floor.  

Another arrow flew through the window, striking the ceiling and holding fast.

Both watched in horror as their father went from the bed and grabbed the first arrow.  Holding it up, he looked down on the boys.  “You know, I can still sense your mother with me.  Life on Earth runs out, but there is an afterlife.  Boys, I’m going to see your mother now.  We’ll always be there looking down on you.”  

Suddenly he gasped and his body jerked.  A third arrow had come through the window and found its mark.  Falling to his knees, Mr. Banks bit his lip.  “I’ll be…okay, boys.”

Aaron buried his face in his hands. Seeing one parent die was already too much.

Tears falling from his face, Jon got to his knees and went to his father.  A feathered arrow stuck from the back of Mr. Banks.  Seeing the arrow, Jon’s face contorted in fury.  “I’ll find get him for this!”

“No,” gasped his father.  “Don’t be like him, Jon!  Don’ be like the warrior…He’s the one who killed your mother…he thought your mother killed his own mother…she was sick…your mom tried to help, but it was too late…the young man’s anger was used to commit a horrible sin…seeing Aaron alive reminds him of this sin, that’s why Mr. G…uses him so easily…he believes he’s on a spirit hunt…killing Aaron will wipe away his guilt…that’s why he’s not surprised by all the strange surroundings…whatever you do, don’t be blinded by anger, Jon…now go home…I’ll be in a good place…”

Jon held his father and could only cry.  “I just found you!  I can’t lose you again!”

Mr. Banks smiled.  His breath was quickly fading.  “You won’t lose me…I’ll be there.  Aaron will be in your room asleep on your bed…the journey will be hard for him and he’ll have a long nap…you…you look out for him…and Rob…thank him…I love you…”

“Dad!”

Mr. Banks pressed the controls one last time.  Then with his last burst of energy, he took the arrow and slammed it into the controls.

Jon saw the light covering him.  Ash cried out in deep pain.  There was a blinding flash as the sphere in Mr. Banks’ hand exploded.

Chapter 23:  Home at Last

The lights flickered on.    

Mr. Lewis gasped and nearly fell from shock.  

Moaning, Dr. Zepple sat up from the floor holding his head.  Suddenly, he blinked rapidly, opening and closing like a fish underwater.


Uncle Rob shook himself free from two burly fathers and straightened his shirt.  “Thank goodness, Jon!  Please explain that I’m not a kidnapper!  You seemed to have vanished and everyone started to accuse me of kidnapping you!”


“The false beard,” spluttered one of the fathers, “and your fake mustache!”

“Just a hobby,” muttered Uncle Rob.

Blinking, Jon stared from behind his science project and promptly fled from the table.

 “Young man, you go too far!” barked Mr. Lewis, waving a fat finger at Jon.  “Your practical joke is not to be tolerated during the science fair!”

“Fail me!” Jon yelled over his shoulder.  “I don’t care about stupid science anymore!”
“Consider it done!”  Mr. Lewis scratched his head.  Wasn’t Jon wearing different clothes just moments before?  Surely he wasn’t wearing the bright yellow Viva Mexico! t-shirt when he arrived…and the bandage on the left arm—that wasn’t there before, was it?
Nobody noticed Jack standing guiltily at the back of the cafeteria near the judges table.  His back had assumed an odd rectangular shape.  Watching Jon leave, he looked flicked his gaze over at the time machine.
With murmurs and mutterings about the wildness of youth, the science fair slowly resumed.  

Shocked and confused students, parents, and judges returned to the cafeteria.  The terrible practical joke was laid aside in their memories.  Later, Mr. Lewis planned to give Jon the lecture of his life.  Uncle Rob thought the same thing as he hurried out to look for his adopted nephew.  Muttering to himself, Dr. Zepple did his best to quickly judge the fair.  The first three projects he viewed received first, second, and third in that order.  None of them noticed the brightly dressed student quickly pack up his project as well as the project next to him and quietly slip out the back door of the cafeteria.  By the time Dr. Zepple thought to retrieve the time machine, it was too late.  Moments later, he realized his laptop had vanished.   

Jon skidded to a stop outside the gym.  His heart pounded in his chest and breathing was difficult.  After the long stay in the hospital, he felt weak.  Leaving the sling behind, his left arm hung limply at his side and started to throb.  Wiping sweat from his forehead, he didn’t care.  

A whistle blasted in the gym to start the second half of the indoor soccer game.  Opening the gym door, he slipped inside and immediately began scanning the bleachers.  Susie was easy to spot.  Sitting in her wrinkled clothes, the beautiful blond teenager smiled as she leaned next to her companion.  “Let’s go, Luke!  Show him what you got!”
Todd wrapped an arm around her shoulder and bent to whisper something in her ear.  Susie laughed.
Neither one saw him.  

Ears burning, Jon groaned and collapsed in a seat by the door.  What was he doing?  Susie didn’t want to see him now…not after that happened.  She looked so happy with Todd.  Why ruin everything by telling about his father?  
“Are you seeing this?” he heard an amazed mother say behind him.  “After all those lights blinked and flashed, it looked as if those kids were glowing in the dark!  My eyes are playing tricks, because I thought for sure all three vanished for a time!”

“Yeah, Shirley, and that boy was with them!  That little one who was so afraid of the ball…now look at him!”  

“Apparently it was some joker at the science fair playing a stupid joke,” growled a father.  “I don’t know how he did it, but, man, I would like to get my hands on him and shake him good!  People like that need a strong father.”

Jon lowered his head and bit back tears.  Wiping them away, he watched as Luke stole the ball and dribbled the length of the court before nailing a laser line drive in the top right corner for a goal.

“Some halftime speech the coach gave him…it looks like he’s been to soccer camp and back during the break.”  

“Amazing…”

In awe, the sparse crowd watched as the game abruptly turned.  The red team, down by five at halftime, suddenly found a spark from the play of their smallest player.  Luke danced, passed, and the stole ball seemingly at will.  When the game ended, his team won 7-5.  Luke finished with four goals, three assists, and a big smile.  His teammates and coach could barely find words.  The other team and parents grumbled of sneaking a twin brother in during halftime—a twin brother that played professionally.
When Susie rushed to give her brother a hug, Jon was already halfway home.

Reaching his house, Jon ran straight up to his bedroom.  Maybe it was all a dream, he thought.  Only his bandaged arm told him otherwise…that and the small boy he found sleeping on his bed.  Just as his father said, Aaron had been sent home.  He lay snoring softly, covered in a blanket.
Sitting softly next to his brother, as not to disturb him, Jon sighed.  His parents were dead.  Not too long ago, they were both alive.  All he had left of his family was Aaron—proof that it all really happened.  Feeling utter exhausted—his arm hurting, and mind spinning—he slid slowly off the mattress and onto the floor.
 He realized he would probably never see Susie again.  He didn’t know her last name…never asked for her number…and hadn’t a clue even which high school she attended.

Closing his eyes, he tried hard not to cry.  I never even saw my mother, though.  Hot tears came splashing down on his cheeks as all the emotions of all that happened to him finally surfaced.  His parents really were dead now, just not how he ever expected.  The science fair project really was a failure:  all he wanted to happen was for somebody to tell him the truth about his parents.  Instead he found that his mother was murdered and then he witnessed his dad die in order to save him.  For all those years, his parents had been alive…one evil man’s greed destroyed them.  Instead of feeling anger, Jon only felt a deep ache of sadness.   Finally sleep overtook his tired body and he slowly relaxed.
Aaron’s smelly foot waving in his face woke him up.

“Hmmph, hey!  You need a bath!”  Jon spat and pushed away the filthy, smelly foot.

Laughing silently, Aaron jumped over Jon and onto the cluttered floor.  Landing lightly on his feet, he turned with a large grin.  Waving his right hand in the air in front of him, he stared pointedly at Jon.

“What?” Jon asked with a frown.  “You want something?”

Nodding, Aaron waved his right hand in the air more vigorously.  

“Something to write with?  Did Mom teach you how to write?”

Aaron shrugged and then nodded.  The smile never left his face.   

“Sure, okay…”  Getting to his feet, Jon searched for a pen and paper underneath one of the stacks of books at his desk.  He expected Aaron to be an emotional wreck.  Anything to keep the poor guy happy...   
Aaron stared around in wonder at the messy room.  Drawn to the dresser, he started touching the test-tubes and beakers.  

“Careful,” warned Jon, grabbing a uncapped pen and old envelope.  “They’re—” Aaron dropped a test-tube onto a beaker and both shattered.  “fragile,” finished Jon.  He grinned when Aaron jumped back in fright.  “Don’t worry, they’re nothing important.  Science is no longer my subject.  I think history will be my new favorite.”

Turning, Aaron saw the pen and paper and rushed to grab them.  Broken glass fell in his wake.
“Whoa, Aaron!  You could say thanks or at least offer to pick up the broken glass. What’s the rush?”  He watched as the boy squatted on the floor and started to furiously write.  When finished, Aaron beamed and help up the envelope, now covered in boyish scrawl. 

“Uh, okay…”  Jon stared at it and swallowed.  

When sleep, see Mom and Dad.  Happy.  They tell you and me be happy.
“Do you mean you dreamed you saw Mom and Dad?”

Aaron shook his head and got up.  Going to the bed, he showed how he was lying down when somebody came and put the blanket on him.  His parents had tucked him in…

“But you arrived asleep,” Jon said.  “You—” he stopped.  If Aaron had been asleep the whole time, then who did cover him with the blanket?  A warm breeze surrounded him.  “Mom…?” he whispered.  “Dad…?”

It is okay, Jon, the wind said softly in his ear.  We’re in a very happy place watching our two boys grow up.  Do not fret about the past…worry about the future.  We’ll always be with you now…
No way…  Jon’s face paled and he looked at his younger brother. 

From the bed, Aaron solemnly nodded.

All at once, the two brothers grinned at each other.

From down the stairs, a loud bellow quickly evaporated the sentimental feeling. 

“Jon?” called Uncle Rob.  “Who are you talking to up there?”

Gulping, Jon stared at Aaron.  How was he going to explain having a little brother all of a sudden?  Easy.  He wasn’t.  Not yet, at least.  

“Quick,” he hissed.  “Hide in the closet, he’s coming.”

Aaron went in the near empty closet just in time.  As Jon closed the door, Uncle Rob entered the room.

“Jon, what’s going on?”

“Um, nothing. Why?”

“I could have—you were talking to somebody up here, weren’t you?”

“Why would I do that?”

Frowning, Uncle Rob gave Jon a hard stare.  “Never mind…uh, where did you get that shirt?”

“Oh, um, I just changed and, er, I got this a while ago from a friend.”

“Right.  Jon, what you did at the science fair, that was—”

“I know, Uncle Rob.  It was bad and wrong.  I’m sorry.”

“No, I wasn’t going to say that…I was going to ask, how in the world did you do it?”

“Oh, uh, long story.  Uncle Rob, I just want to say how much I love you and appreciate everything you do for me.”
  
“Okay, now I know there’s something wrong with you.  Jon…I know you’re probably thinking rather low of me right now.”
“Huh?”

Uncle Rob sighed.  Moving to the bed, he glanced curiously at the blanket curled in a small ball.  Picking it up, he sat down his large frame and turned to Jon.  “Since I started watching over you, Jon, I’ve been pretty protective.  Today at the fair, I-I, well, I dressed in that terrible disguise to sneak in.  I didn’t do it to invade your privacy, I did it so I could watch my nephew, who I think of as a son, present his project.  That is all.  What you did was very understandable and I deserved it.  I’m trying to say, I’m sorry.”

Jon blinked.  “Wait…you think I…faked my disappearance just to get you mad?”

“Well, yes…isn’t that what happened?”

“No!  Uncle Rob, I never told you this, but I am very glad you look out for me.  I know I’m fifteen, but I still need somebody looking out for me.  Trust me.”

“Oh…well…I, er, though teenagers, er—””  

The house phone rang shrilly from the downstairs.  A loud thump came from the closet.

Jon quickly banged his right arm into the door to hide it.

“Stupid phone,” mumbled Uncle Rob, “always ringing at the wrong time.  Oh, that reminds me.  Do you want your cell phone back?”

“That’s okay…after all I went through, I now know that I don’t really need it.”

“All you had been through?  Jon, I didn’t take it all that long ago.”  The phone continued to ring.  Another thump came from the closet.  Uncle Rob frowned.  “Is there something in your closet, Jon?”

“Uh, no...My foot, I have an itch on it and kicking the door helps it.”

“Oh.  Right.”  Getting up, Uncle Rob gave Jon one last puzzled look and then went to the phone.

“Jon, it’s for you!” he hollered a moment later.

“Don’t move,” Jon hissed at the closet.  “I’ll be back.”

“It’s a girl!” Uncle Rob said.  
Jon raced to the phone in record time.

“Jon!” gasped his uncle when handing him the phone.  “What happened to your arm?”

“Tell you later.”  Grabbing the phone, Jon cupped the mouthpiece.  “Hello?”

“Jon!” screeched Susie’s voice.  “What happened?”

His heart leapt into his throat and became stuck.  Jon found himself speechless.

“Jon?  Are you there?”

“I’ll go check upstairs for something…,” mumbled Uncle Rob, rolling his eyes.  “Guess I’ll give you some privacy…”

“Yeah, uh, Susie,” wheezed Jon. “I’m here…how did you get my number?”

“Lots of searching in the phone book and calling wrong numbers.  I finally got a girl who is in your class and had your number.”

“Uh, she’s not my girlfriend,” Jon said quickly.

“What?  Jon, why didn’t you come find me at the gym?  I waited and then after the game, I looked all over for you at that science fair.  I never saw you once!”

“Oh, uh, I thought, er, I had to get home to see Aaron.  Tell Luke, great game.”

“Oh, yeah.  How do you know Luke had a great game?”

Jon winced.  “Just guessing.”

“Never mind that.  Jon, what happened in Mexico?  I searched the internet and found an article about that hospital from ten years ago…an explosion in room 313 destroyed the entire room and killed all the occupants…but only one unidentified body was found.  Room 313 is the same number you were in.  That can’t be a coincidence.  Jon?  Jon…?”

“Yeah….” Jon rasped.  “I’m…here.”  He then told her everything that happened. 

“Oh, my gosh…Jon, no…Jon, you have see me tonight.”

“Okay, yeah…”

“Come to my house at 7:30.  My mom has a date then and I’m babysitting Luke.  Bring Aaron together and we’ll baby-sit together.”

“Uh, sure—”

“Good.  Here’s my address.”  

Jon memorized her address. “Got it.”

“And my number, just in case.”

“Um, let me write that down…”  He found a pad and pen that his uncle kept near the phone for such occasions.  Listening intently, he wrote the number down as Susie told him.  It was a number he never wanted to forget.

“Got it.”

“Bye, Jon.”

“Bye.”  Susie had already hung up.

“Jon?” called Uncle Rob from the stairs. “I think you have a squirrel in your closet!”
“Yeah, uh, okay…can you drive me to a friend’s house tonight, around 7:30?”

Silence.  “Is your friend the girl from the phone?”

“Uh, yeah…we’re, uh, babysitting her brother…and another kid.”  Instantly Jon squeezed his eyes and grimaced.  No way would his uncle approve of that.

“Until what time?” Uncle Rob spoke evenly after a brief moment.

“Um, say 11:00?”

“At night?”

“Of course!”  Jon’s voice broke.

“Okay…but I’m giving you your cell phone back.  And I mean to check up on you.”

Great.  Now how was Aaron supposed to get to Susie’s house?
Chapter 24:  Following Trouble

Aaron ended up hiding in the back seat under an old blanket.  After leaving the house through a back window, Jon led the quiet boy to his uncle’s red mustang.  So far it was a miracle that Uncle Rob hadn’t discovered Aaron’s presence.  During a hasty dinner, with Aaron tucked away in Jon’s closet, there were several bangs and thumps from up the stairs that Jon had to hide by dropping his plate of hamburger casserole on the floor.  It served the little punk right when Jon scooped up the meal and later gave it to Aaron in a cup.  Not that the boy minded, sitting in the closet, he sucked it all up and wanted more.  Jon promised more once at Susie’s house...if they ever made it that far.  

“Here, the door opens like this…climb in and lie low.  Uncle Rob is a great guy, but he can’t know about you yet, got it?”


Nodding, Aaron’s eyes glittered with fear and excitement at seeing the sleek car.  Jon was sure the boy was instantly in love.  “Who says there’s no love at first sight?” he mumbled.  Then he drew in a sharp breath.  “Quick, get in!  Here comes Uncle Rob!  And next time, wear some pants!”  

The boy still sported his blue Superman underwear and t-shirt.  His feet were, of course, bare and stinky.  Sliding in the back, he obediently curled his slender body behind the seats and lay still.  Covering him with the old blanket, Jon tossed in his book bag full of snacks on the seat behind him.  


“Jon?  Who are you talking to?” demanded his uncle, staring at him quizzically as he reached the car.

“Uh, er, I was practicing what I would, uh, say when we, uh, get there…”

“Oh.  Right…hey, how did you get out here before me?  I’m sure you were upstairs and I was by the front door…oh, never mind.  Teenagers,” he snorted.  “Okay, climb in shotgun and let’s get this baby on the road.”


When the engine roared to life, there was a loud gasp from the back.


Jon hastily flipped on the radio.  A familiar love ballad came on as Uncle Rob gave Jon an odd look.  “You don’t have something alive in your backpack, do you?”


“No!  Can you hurry, please?”


“Right…”


The drive felt like hours, even though it only lasted three and a half love songs.  
When the car finally slid to a stop by the curb in front of Susie’s house, Jon’s heart was beating a mile a minute.  The whole way there, on every turn, Aaron had nearly blown it.  The boy he kept squirming and biting down screams.  Only Jon’s impromptu singing saved them in the end.


“You’re really nervous, aren’t you, Jon?”


“Uh, yeah.  Thanks, Uncle Rob.  Jumping out of the car, he flipped the seat forward and grabbed his backpack.  Now the hard part.  “Uncle Jon, what’s that light over there?”  Talking loudly, Jon pointed across the street with his good arm.  With his bandaged arm, he tapped the blanket.  


“Huh?  Where?”

Squirming, Aaron quickly crawled under him and into the shadows.

“Go around back and find Luke,” Jon hissed.  Earlier, after a quick dinner, Uncle Rob gave Jon his cell phone back.  Going to the bathroom, Jon had called Susie’s number and got in touch with Luke.  Together, they formed this plan.  


“What’s that, Jon?  I don’t see any light, and go where?”


“Uh, nothing.  Nothing.  Thanks, again!  I’ll call you when I need a ride home.”


“Yes.  Right.  Definitely.  I’ll be home checking your closet and room for squirrels, is that okay?”

“Uh, yeah.  Sure.”

“Okay.  Um, Jon?”


“Yes?”


“Good luck.”


He was going to need it.

As his uncle’s car pulled away, Jon wiped his face and sniffed his armpits. When unconscious in the hospital somebody had bathed him, but that was hours ago.  Now sweat was starting to drip down his skin.  Susie lived in a medium size two story house lined with brightly lit windows.  Taking a final deep breath, he went to the front door.  Ringing the doorbell, he nervously looked around for any sign of Aaron.  He saw nothing.  The boy was like a ghost.    He did notice that the neighboring houses were mostly dark and quiet.  Something about it gave Jon an eerie feeling. Why did it seem like Susie’s house was so alone?  

After a brief moment, the door opened to reveal a middle-aged woman with deep-set eyes sunk in a blotchy red face.  Dressed for a night out, she wore a long black dress and high heels.  Wavering slightly, the woman, wearing heavy makeup, blinked blearily at Jon.  Skinny like Susie, she had long legs, stooped slightly from age or tiredness, and a pretty face marred only by early wrinkles forming around her eyes.  Moving aside, her lipstick coated lips parted in surprise when seeing Jon.  “You’re not her boyfriend,” she finally said.  


“Ah, no…,” Jon said stupidly.  He stepped inside and awkwardly twisted his hands in front of him.  “I’m Jon.  I’m helping Susie baby-sit.  Uh, my, uh, little brother is here, too.  He’s about Luke’s age.”  

“Really?  Where is he?”


Jon slipped off his sneakers and put down his backpack.  “Ah, he went around back to meet Luke.”  

“Well, okay…I’m Susie’s mom, you can all me Charlotte.”  Her eyes went up and down Jon. They looked slightly glassy.  Turning, she hollered up a flight of stairs in front of the door.  “Susie!  The boy is here!”  She smiled at Jon.  “I’m glad you’re here.”  It was as if Jon had passed some kind of test.  “I was afraid I would have to, you know, worry about leaving Susie alone with a, uh, her boyfriend.  You look very nice, though…and your poor arm.  Please come out living room and take a seat on the couch.  How old are you, thirteen?”

“Uh, thanks…I’m fifteen.”  His face burning, Jon followed her to a soft carpeted room filled with couches and easy chairs placed between lamps.  A filled bookcase covered one wall and an old piano sat against another.  “This is, uh, nice.”

“Yes, well, you’ll have to thank my husband for that…Susie?!”


“Coming, Mom!  Please don’t scare him away!”


“My daughter doesn’t trust me very much,” Charlotte said almost sadly.  “I suppose I don’t give her much reason to…when her father left…oh, I’m sorry.  I’ll be gone until fairly late.  Susie knows all the rules, but if you need me, just give me a call.  Susie knows my cell number…do you know that girl lost her phone today?  That girl…”


The doorbell rang and Susie dashed down the stairs.  “Mom, that’s probably your date!”

“I know that!  I wanted to say goodbye to you before I left.  Tell Luke I love him and will give him a kiss before bed.”


“Moom!!  You have to go now!”


“Susie, okay, but I just want to say—well, one day you’ll understand better, but I do—oh, just be careful tonight.  Don’t end up—don’t do anything foolish.”


“Moomm, I know!”


“Oh, and all the neighbors are out.  The Hendersons are still in Europe, the Masons are on a cruise, and there’s a neighborhood block party down at the yacht club that is supposed to last past mid—”


“I know, Mom!  I’m the one who told you all of that!”  Susie turned to Jon looking exasperated.  “Some rich guy down the street threw a surprise party tonight for his wife’s birthday and invited the entire neighborhood,” she explained.

“Er, sounds nice.”


“I—we would have gone, too,” Susie’s mom said, wringing her hands, “but it came so unexpected and out of the blue.  I already had this…thing planned, and—”


“Mom, hurry up!  Your date is waiting!”


Tightening her face, Susie’s mom opened the door and quickly left before her date could even peer inside the house.


Watching them go through the window, Susie heaved a sigh of relief.


“She loves you, you know,” Jon said softly from the couch.  


Jerking, Susie turned around and glared at him.  Then she, slowly nodded.  “Maybe…Jon, I’m, I’m glad you came.  Come on, we have lots to talk about before Todd comes.”


“Toad—I mean, Todd is coming?”


“Yes!  Jon, don’t you realize?  Just because this Mr. G. has what he wants doesn’t mean he won’t leave us alone.  After all, we all know about him.”
 
“Yeah, but my dad…he said Mr. G. just wants to go into the past to live longer.  He has cancer.  Once he goes in the past, he won’t be here to bother us.”


Susie frowned.  “Well, just in case.  I think we all need to meet talk about it.”

From the back of the house, a door opened and Luke squealed with laughter.  “Aaron is wearing a flower on his head!”


“Luke!” cried Susie.  “Aren’t you supposed to be doing your book report now?  My brother,” she muttered, “always waits until the last minute to do his homework.”

Jon shrugged.  “At least he has a pretty good excuse for not doing it earlier today.”  Hearing Todd was coming and that Susie only wanted to plan for some unlikely scenario had ruined his night.  “Besides I’m the same way,” he added glumly.  “What book is it?”  He asked more out of wanting to say something rather than being curious.


“Some horrible historical book, actually.”  Susie made a face.  “It’s about a brother being killed in the Revolutionary War for stealing chickens, or something.  His own side hangs him for looting…and the chickens actually came from his farm.  Quite depressing…and it’s based on a true story.”  She swallowed.  “It’s even more depressing now that I visited that period…I could have been hung for spying.”


Jon grinned.  “I doubt that.  That Thomas guy would have married before letting that happen…then the book would be, My Sister Susie is Wed.”

Susie cracked a smile and started giggling.  The giggles turned into choking when Aaron ran in with his hair and chest covered in rich black dirt.  His shirt he had lost somewhere.  Wearing his modern loincloth, he started leaping onto the furniture, his eyes ablaze with delight at finding all the cushions to be soft.


“Hey!” cried Susie, after clearing her throat.  “You’re tracking dirt everywhere!”


Luke entered the room and shrugged his shoulders.  “He’s never been in a house like this before, has he?  He nearly wet himself when I turned on a light.”


“Just wait until he sees a bathtub,” Susie said grimly.  “Jon, I think it’s time you taught your brother how to bathe.”


Jon stopped laughing from where he sat on the couch.  “Are you serious?”  


Susie was serious.


It took an hour, lots of water, and extreme patience paired with brute willpower, but Jon finally managed to get Aaron somewhat clean.  


His front side of the shirt soaked from head to toe, he lay back on the couch in the living room and sighed.  “Never again,” he moaned.  “Aaron got soap in his eye and must have thought he was blind for life…”


“Was that what all the screaming was about?”


“Among other things,” Jon groaned.  “Later he tried drinking out of the toilet…that was when I started screaming.”


Susie hid a chuckle behind a hand.  “I think every towel in the house is soaked right now mopping up the bathroom floor.”


Jon grimaced.  “It was your idea, remember.  Your mom is going to flip, especially if she knew what type of water is soaking most of them.”


For a moment, they stared were lost in each other’s eyes.  Susie looked away first.  “You know, I almost miss being stuck in the past.  It was sometimes…fun.”


“Which part?  Almost being stabbed by the crazy Indian, or nearly being hung by the British?”


“He wasn’t an Indian, remember?”


The two grinned at each other.  This moment was ruined by Aaron racing through the room in a pair of Luke’s red Spiderman boxer briefs.  


Giving chase, Luke was waving a book at him.  Seeing his sister, he cried out.  “I tried to do my book report, but he stole my pen!  I think he wants to turn it into a hunting knife!”  Then the boys were off to back of the house.  The sound of furniture falling mixed with the cries from Luke for Aaron to stop.  

“Some babysitters we are,” Jon snorted.  He shook his head in either frustration or amazement.    
 
The doorbell rung and Susie leapt to her feet.  “Todd!” she squealed.  

Jon frowned and made no move toward the door.


It wasn’t Todd.  It was Jack.


“I called your house and spoke to your uncle,” Jack explained when Susie invited him doubtfully into the house.  Jon stared in shock.  His friend still wore the ridiculously bright and ugly outfit from the science fair.  On his shoulder was a large duffle bag.  “He told me you were here and then said you would love to see me.  He even picked me up and drove me here.”

“That sounds like Uncle Rob,” Jon said with a snort.  “Well, uh, how come you wanted to see me so bad?”


“I know where you went at the science fair, Jon.  I have the time machine with me in my bag.”


It took a long moment for the shock to wear off.  Both Jon and Susie stared stupidly at Jack.  


After a minute, Jack was ushered into the living room.  Jon lured the boys into the corner by opening his bag of snacks and introducing Aaron to the world of processed sugar.  The brown boy loved the granola bars immediately.  Sitting on the carpeted floor next to Luke, he eagerly crammed the snacks in his mouth.  

Meanwhile, Jack took out the strange board and a laptop.  Sitting on a large chair facing the couch, he turned on the laptop and started to explain.


“After you vanished, I was in shock.  Then a moment later, the board started glowing blue again and sparking.  Some of the sparks hit my face…and, I can’t explain it completely, but somehow I was listening to you, Jon. I heard everything in the cave…it was like I was floating in nothing and listening to you all…and then in Mexico, I heard it all…but it all happened in mere seconds…in any case, all of a sudden I was back to sitting in the cafeteria.  Nobody else had the same experience.  With the lights off, nobody noticed me either.  You came back and I got up and took Dr. Zepple’s laptop.  I knew he had one…I watched all the judges coming in and saw him carrying it.  Remember, Jon?  Your father said that Dr. Zepple had built a program to control the time machine.  I figured it would be on his laptop”


Looking up from opening another granola bar, Jon nodded slowly.  “Yeah, I remember…”  This was all too much.


Jack continued.  “So after taking the laptop, I also took the time machine, packed up my project and left.”


“Did-did you get the time machine to run?” Susie asked, her hands gripping tightly the ends of the couch she was sitting in.


“No, I did not.  Dr. Zendle didn’t put any locks on his laptop and I did find the program…however, there’s a password to get in.”

“So,” Jon said slowly, allowing Aaron his fourth bar, “it’s impossible for you to break in, then.  Right?”


“No, Jon.  Not impossible.  I know how to hack—how to break into protected computer files.  However, this program is protected very strongly.  Too strongly for me.    All I managed to find was a document giving a clue.”


“What’s the clue?” Susie asked, not sure if Jack was drawing out the suspense on purpose or not.

“An ‘o’, a dash and an asterisk, said Jack.  “It had the names of your parents on the file.” 
“Hmm, doesn’t make sense to me.”  Jon breathed in relief.  Aaron pushed another wrapped bar into his hands to be opened.  

Jack shook his head.  “It does to me.  What was the most important thing in the lives of your parents at the time of their disappearance?”

Opening the bar, Jon frowned. “I don’t know.”

Susie stared oddly at Jon.  

Jack took a deep breath.  “What’s your full name, Jon?  I’ve known you for years, but still don’t know your middle name.”

“Jonathan Solomon Banks.”

“Got it.”  Looking intently at the screen before him, Jack clicked a few things with the mouse and then started typing. 
J*Nathan S*l*m*n Banks
His eyes lit up after entering the code.  “Presto!  We now have control of the time machine.”

The board lying on the floor in front of him started to glow a bright blue.

Susie and Jon cried out at the same time.

Chapter 25:  Terrible Thought

“Relax,” Jack said.  “I can’t control it or use it for anything even if I wanted to.  What your father said makes sense…the time machine connects to people’s minds.  Right now the only person who could use the machine is you, Jon.  You’re the one who it latched on to, so it seems.  Nothing happens with me.”


“Are you sure?”


“I’m always sure, Jon.  Come over here and try it out.  Don’t worry, you’ll have to physically click on what date to travel back to and then you would need to type in a person or item to send back.”


“Right…”  Hands sweaty, Jon got up and approached the laptop.  “You know, I really know nothing about science…”

“Sounds perfect,” Jack said cheerfully.  “Science knows nothing about this time machine.”


“Reassuring,” Jon muttered.


Luke and Aaron watched him go, no longer hungry.  Susie bit her lip tightly.   


“Be careful,” she whispered.


“Hey, I’m always careful.  You should know that.”


Susie only groaned and covered her face with both hands.


Stepping around the glowing board, Jon sat next to Jack, who scooted over and passed the computer to his friend.  Running his hand, across the keys, Jon stared at the screen and murmured.  
“Amazing…”  Jon stared at Jack and frowned.  “Why are you doing this, Jack?  Why did you come and why do you care so much about he time machine?”


Jack squirmed.  “When you came back…you said you didn’t care about science anymore.”


“Yeah, and I don’t.  I promise, Jack.  I’ll never again cheat off your tests or have you do my projects or homework again.  Believe me, I learned my lesson.”


“Jon,” Jack said with a frown, “you’re my only friend I have.  If you don’t care about science…would you still, um, hang out with me?”  All at once, Jack sounded like a little boy.  
“Uh, of course!  Jack, I’m going to need all the help I can get in science!  Without you to study with, I’m sunk!  I don’t plan to flunk it, you know.”

“Okay…well, I just wanted to give you something to remember your parents by…I had this sudden thought—”


Jon jerked and almost dropped the laptop.  “You had this thought?”


“Yes, in the cafeteria.  It just came to me—”


“Oh, no!”  Susie gasped and shot to her feet.  “Mr. G.!  Jon, you’re using the time machine!” 


Face white, Jon trembled.  “It’s not me.  It’s Mr. G.—he can sense me through the machine.  Now that we have it on, he knows where we are.”


“Turn it off!” shouted Susie.


“Too late, he’s using his controls!”


Blue bolts of energy fired from the board, blasting the window behind Jon.  Glass shattered and the lights flickered.


Dazed, Jon stood slowly.  Staring out the broken window, he groaned.  “Well, our warrior pal is back.  So is Murdock.  They’re both standing by the road.  Isn’t that great?”

Shaken, Jack tried to work his mouth.  “S-sorry,” he finally said.  “I-I didn’t know…”


“It’s not your fault,” Jon told him grimly.  “I should have never let you turn it on.  We have to do something before they come and decide to stay for a while.”


Susie already was running for the kitchen.  “I’m calling for help.  It’s about time the authorities knew about this.”


Aaron rose to his feet and snatched up the pen he took from Luke.  Holding it like a knife, he wore a fierce scowl.


From the front of the house, a car came down the street at a high speed and, with tires squealing, swung into the front lawn.  It was a long, black limousine.


“That’s not the pizza boy, is it?” Jon croaked.


“I don’t think you or Susie ordered pizza, Jon.”  Jack pushed up his glasses.  “Besides, I doubt pizza boys drive limos and carry that many thuggish looking men.”

Susie wailed from the kitchen.  “The phone line has been cut!”

Reaching for his cell phone, Jon looked at it and threw it down in disgust.  “No signal from my phone.”   


“And all the neighbors are all away!” cried Susie.  “I bet it was Mr. G. who arranged that stupid block party!”  

“Not possible,” Jack said, his face going white.  “He couldn’t know which neighborhood you live in.  Although, there is a good chance that he knows about it.  I saw signs for it when coming here.” 

“Just perfect,” muttered Jon with a groan.  He had been so nervous on the way over that he hadn’t noticed much of anything.  “Now we’re really stuck.”

“They’re coming!” cried Luke shrilly.  Standing by the wall behind Aaron, the young boy stared through the smashed window in nervous fear.

Aaron grabbed Luke’s arm and jerked his head toward the stairs.

“Good idea,” Susie said, seeing them as she came from the kitchen.  “You two go upstairs and stay out of sight.  We’ll—we’ll just figure out something down here.”

The boys scampered to the second floor, leaving the three teens to face what was to come.

Jon looked out and licked his lips.  “That’s Dr. Zepple coming up first.  The rest seem to be holding back.”

Susie’s house was a small two-story dwelling with a brick foundation and aluminum blue siding.  A short driveway ended at a small garage and a walk went from there to the front door, placed at the center of the house.  The front door opened to a small foyer with the stairs just ahead.  To the right of the stairs was the living room and a spacious den was to the left.  In the back was the kitchen and eating area.  Windows lined the front walls of both the living room and den.  All in all, it was not the greatest fortification in the world.

“Push the sofa to the back of the room to form a wall,” Jack said.  Once they break through the windows and door we need a last stand.”

“Sounds great,” Susie said.  “Can’t we just run out the back?”

“Some of the guys form the limo ran there first thing,” Jon said gloomily.  “We’re stuck.”

“Well, it’s my house!”  Susie’s eyes flashed.  “If they want it, they’ll have to take it!  Jack, you’re good in science, right?”

“Yes…”

“Go to upper cabinets in the kitchen.  You’ll find my mom’s stash of alcohol.  Do something dangerous with it.”

“Got it.”

Jon struggled to move the couch with his injured arm while Jack hurried to the kitchen.  Susie started searching the area for weapons. 
“This is impossible, she muttered.  “We’re only three.”

“We definitely need help,” Jon grunted.  Shifting the couch, he stepped next to the time machine and brushed it with his foot.    

Immediately the machine spat blue sparks.  
“Oh, no…”

This time the blue bolts landed in the living room.  In a flash, they were no longer three.

Coughing and shaking his head, a man staggered toward Jon.  “I say, er, what happened?  Where—hey!”  His eyes lit up in recognition.  “Jon, my boy, what are you doing here?”

Jon’s mouth dropped open as Pearce clapped him on the shoulder.  It just about knocked him down.  Hair combed neatly back, tied in a tidy bow, the young colonial’s face wore a slightly haggard look.  Dressed in white military breeches, his feet covered in long black boots, he wore a dark blue coat of a soldier.  Belted around his waist was his sword and pistol.  On the back of the belt was also a black box used to carry ammunition. Otherwise, it was the same old Pearce, just as Jon remembered.  

Next to him—staring at Susie bug-eyed, was Thomas dressed in long gown and wearing a pointed nightcap.  Next to him was a large, dull looking warrior wearing only a loincloth.  He carried a bow, but had no arrows with him.  
“I believe,” the warrior said gravely, “you called us for assistance?”

“Um, yes, thank you.”  Susie found her voice before Jon and pointed to the front of house.  “We’re being…attacked.”

“Lady Susie,” exclaimed Thomas. “You’re dressed like a man!”

Susie was frightened and tired.  It gave her a short temper.  “And you’re dressed like a woman,” she snapped.

Thomas flinched.

“If she’s dressed like a man,” observed Pearce, “she’s the prettiest man my eyes have ever seen.”

Jon rolled his eyes.  Susie wore a simple shirt with jeans…but she did look very beautiful.

The doorbell rang.

Everyone froze.  

“I know you’re in there, Jon.”  Dr. Zendle’s muffled voice was clearly heard.  “You have my computer.  I want it.  With the time machine.  Then…you will be left alone.”

“Not likely at all,” Jack said, coming into the living room carrying an armful of filled bottles.  Caps off, the tops were stuffed with rolled paper.  “Sending so many people here in such a manner suggest the intent is to get rid us all.  Permanently.”

“Surely, you’re joking,” Jon said sarcastically.

“No, Jon.  You know I never joke.”

Pearce took a breath and pulled free his sword.  “Is the lady’s honor is at stake and your life is in danger, Jon, then I will gladly stand at your side.”

“And I, as well,” Thomas added.  “I may not be properly dressed, but I shall fight like a man.”

The warrior stared at both of them and shook his head.  Moving to the piano, he grabbed a handful of plastic flowers.  Testing the durability of the stems, he grunted.  “These work,” he said.  

Going to the broken window, he fitted one of the flowers in his bow and waited.

“What’s it going to be, Jon?” Dr. Zepple called.  “I managed to talk them out of killing you all first and just taking the time machine.”

“So you’ll kill us after?” Jon cried out.

Silence answered him.  Then Dr. Zepple spoke again.  “You should not have taken my laptop.  I never wanted anything to happen to you or your parents.  I’m sorry.”

Susie looked at Jon and then at the time machine.  “Jon,” she said slowly, “you don’t think…if anything bad happens to us, do you think you could go back in time and start this all over?  Before we turned on the time machine?”

Jon pursed his lips and then shook his head slowly.  “The less we use this, the better.  Besides, I rather not watch all my friends die over and over while I try to stop it.”

Susie’s face fell, but she nodded.   “You’re right…imagine having twenty of us all at once…history would be destroyed.”

Silence passed slowly.

Then Pearce frowned at Jon.  “Pardon me, Jon, but where’s the young boy who was with you?”

“Upstair—”
From outside there was the sound of water splattering, and Dr. Zepple suddenly yelled.

“Throwing toilet water on me is not helping!”

Then a came a thud.

“Ow!  Neither is throwing glass cups!”  More thuds and a sound of breaking glass.

“The boy has good aim,” Sam said, watching form the window. 

Thomas moved beside him.  “Cups, a hand mirror, that young scamp is not choosy at what he throws, is he?  Mirrors are dashed expensive to replace.”

“My water glass and makeup bag,” groaned Susie.  “My brother Luke is with him in the bathroom. It’s right over the front door.”

Rubbing his head, Dr. Zepple fled from the house.  As he reached the limo, the time machine flashed again.  Several blue bolts blasted in the front yard.  The battle had begun.  

“Kill them all!” shrieked a high, weak voice from the limo.  
Letting out a war cry, the young warrior brandished his knife and charged.  Laughing in pleasure, Murdock followed close behind.  He carried a pair of pistols in his hands.

  Behind them, fresh from the past, a line of British infantry stood in confusion.  A plump officer stood behind them next to Captain O’Neil.  

“I don’t know where we are,” Captain O’Neil said, folding his arms across his chest, “but the rebel spies are holed up in that house.  We will take them dead or alive.”


“You heard them, lads.  Let’s give them a good British volley.  Attention!  Present arms!”


The warrior reached the side of the house and jumped on a drain pipe.  His shoulder that Jon had stabbed was a large scab and faint scratches from Susie still marked his face.  These were memories he would carry with him to victory.  No more would he underestimate is enemy—he just to meant to kill them quickly and efficiently as possible.  The knife, he put between his teeth.  Dark eyes flashing, he stared at the middle window where two small shapes were clearly seen.  The most important one would go first.  

Murdock charged the front door, but yelped in surprise.  Stumbling, he fell to his face, a sharp pain ripping across his left cheek.  Beside him, a hard waxy flower lay.


Sam smiled from the broken window and picked up another plastic flower for his bow.


“The warrior guy is climbing for the bathroom,” Jon yelled, staring out the side of nearest window to the drain pipe.  Then he looked out in the yard and yelped.  “The British!”


“Get down!” cried Thomas.  Everyone dropped to the floor as the command for fire was bellowed across the yard.  


Ten out of twelve muskets bucked in the arms of British soldiers, flinging a line of lead into the house.  Another window smashed, but otherwise there was no damage.


“Fix bayonets!” cried a loud voice from outside.  


Pearce lunged to his feet and went to the door.  “It would be best if one of us holds this entrance with a sword.”  Pulling out his pistol, he tossed it to Thomas.  “Make good use of this, if you please.”  

“I shall never support the crown again,” Thomas muttered.  Catching the pistol, he raised himself off the ground and peered out the window.  “A single shot volley is quite useless…”  Still, he dutifully pointed the pistol and pulled the trigger.  Jerking in his hand, it spouted flame and smoke with no result.


“What we need is a line of Continentals,” muttered Pearce.  “Then we would stare down those lobsterbacks and run them from the field.”


Jon suddenly realized the Americans never defeated the British by hiding behind trees and picking off the bright red uniforms.


“Charge bayonets!” ordered the voice.  Several deep yells answered.


Muskets could almost never hit anything they aimed at, Jon thought, and were only single shot weapons.  Instead, grouping together in bright uniforms, intimidation was the main weapon the British used.  How did the Americans defeat them?


“Hold you’re ground,” Pearce rumbled as if reading his mind.  “If we are to fall, let us fall as good patriots and brave men.  Don’t flee until you see the whites of their eyes.”


The door boomed from the outside.  Murdock was up and trying to enter.

Thomas clutched the empty pistol with white knuckles.  “Once they reach us, we’re doomed.  Hand to hand, we’re no match.”  

Sam calmly stood at the window with his bow and long plastic flowers.  In steady movements, he was firing the flowers into the advancing British.

Pearce suddenly grinned and looked over at Jon.  “You don’t happen to have a bar of lye soap handy just about now, do you?” he joked.


Jon tried to return the grin.  “Lie soap?”  All at once his eyes lit up.  “Soap!  Pearce, you’re a genius!  Susie, remember I told you Aaron thought he went blind because of the soap in his eye?”


“Jon, this is not a good time for cute stories!  We’re going to survive this!”


“I know!  Go upstairs and get some soap and water.  Find a bucket, or anything!  Once they get close we’ll throw soapy water in their eyes!”

Desperate enough to believe anything, Susie ran upstairs to find the boys and bring them away from the young warrior.  At the same time she meant to follow Jon’s crazy plan.


“Good idea about the soap,” Jack said calmly.  “Here,” he handed Jon one of the alcohol bottles.  It was once a thirty dollar bottle of red wine.  “Light it and throw it out the window.”


“Oh, I thought I should light it and drink it,” muttered Jon.  Taking the bottle, he winced from the strong smell.  “Do you have matches?”


“Of course, Jon.”  Jack put down the other bottles and produced not just a book of matches, but a candle he’d taken from the dining table.  Fumbling for a match, he lit the candle and passed it to Jon.  The two friends moved to stand near Sam.  


Soon a flaming bottle launched from the window and landed just before the nearest British soldier.  Another joined the first.  Flames burst on the grass and sent panic among the men.  


“We got them on the run!” crowed Jon.


“Good!” yelled Susie, running down the stairs with Luke and Aaron before her.  Each of them carried a bucket sloshing with white bubbles.  “The warrior is somewhere upstairs, I think.  I’m taking these two to hide in the kitchen.”


“Good idea!” yelled Jon.  “What about the soap?”

“We’re going to add some spices to make it worse!” Susie called, disappearing in the next room.


“Just hurry!”


A loud crack blasted from the front door as Murdock turned his pistol on the lock in frustration.  The big man threw his shoulder against it one last time and crashed into the house.


“Aha!” cried Pearce, lowering his sword.  “Meet my steel and give it a good lick!”


“I’ll give ye a good licking, ye daft macaroni!” snarled Murdock.  Ducking under the blade, he tackled the young colonial by the legs.


Thomas cried out and jumped into the fray, hitting at Murdock with his empty pistol.


“The Brits are coming again!” shouted Jack.  “We’re running out of bottles!”


Susie then shrieked from the kitchen.  “The men from the limo, they’re coming in the back way!”  


A sick feeling rose in Jon’s stomach.  It was impossible to beat back the attack.  “Hang in there, Susie,” he shouted.  Tossing his last bottle out of the house, he turned and froze.  The young warrior was creeping down the stairs with his knife in hand. 


Jon’s left shoulder stabbed in pain at the memory of facing the warrior last time.  He immediately grabbed it and felt blood seeping out.   During the throwing, he tore the wound open.  


“Do not fear, young Banks.”  Sam put down his bow and stood next to Jon.  “I will take care of him.”


The young warrior saw Sam coming at him and stood in contempt.  No longer creeping, he boldly walked down two more steps and waited.  His attitude changed when he came face to face with Sam.  Swinging his knife, he aimed for Sam’s heart.


The large warrior no longer looked so slow.   Grinning, he easily grabbed the knife arm and twisted.  His other hand wrapped around the young warrior’s neck and flung him into the stair railing.  In a splintering crash, the railing caved in and the young warrior fell in a heap.  Sam jumped after him.

Chapter 26:  Battle into the Past

Susie backed away as the back door opened and five burly men in dark suits rushed in.  One of them had to have picked the lock.  She tried to shield Luke and Aaron behind her, but the brown skinned boy was too quick.  Ducking under her arm, Aaron charged at the men and all at once hurled himself at their feet.


Caught by surprise, the first two men into the door tripped over the boy and crashed in a heap.  


Luke reached down and grabbed the soapy bucket at his feet.  As Aaron rolled away from the men, Luke flung the contents of the bucket in the faces of the men.  Bottles of toilet cleaner mixed with a little water, bar soap, and hair spray made it a goopy, bubbly mess.  As it crashed in the faces of the men, there was nearly instant screaming.  Two of the men clawed at their eyes.  The others managed to duck in time.  
Aaron rolled to his feet and ran behind the kitchen counter.  The men righted themselves.  Wiping suds off their faces, they spit and snarled.  Then little Aaron unleashed a new phase of defense.  From behind the counter, he found a cabinet door and started flinging pots and pans from the cabinets under the counter.  Luke added the empty bucket in the mix.  Susie scooped up the other two buckets and tossed the eye-stinging concoctions on the would-be attackers.  Then the brother and sister joined Aaron.  
When Jon went around the corner, he witnessed plates, cups, bowls, silverware, pans, and other kitchenware fly into a pile of soaked, soapy, groaning, crying men.  Lying in a slippery puddle, many covering stinging eyes, they were attempting to crawl onward, but the missiles never seemed to cease.  All they got for their efforts were cuts and bruises.  Susie was throwing open cabinets and draws, taking out every available item and giving them to Aaron and Luke.  The two boys were gathering and tossing like machines.  

It couldn’t last.  

“Do something!” screamed Susie, when she saw Jon staring.  “Hurry up!”

“The British are at the windows!” shrieked Jack from the living room.  “I’m out of bottles!”  His injured arm was leaking blood from where the wound opened, but he didn’t feel it.
By the stairs, Sam and the young warrior were locked in a deadly wrestling match.  Just beyond that, Pearce lay under Murdock as Thomas kept swinging the pistol clumsily down on both men.  

Jon panicked.  What could he do?  Use your brain, Jon.  You have great power in there, now use it!

His dad’s voice came to him and jerked him to attention.  His dad…He remembered his dad telling him about the time a goon was sent into the past and ended up taking a bath in the Atlantic Ocean.

“I’ll be right back!  Hold them off for two more minutes!” cried Jon.
“How about two seconds?  I’m on my mother’s fine china now!  If these guys don’t kill me, then my mom will when she sees this mess!”

Jon was already in the living room.  Jack was backing from the windows as angry men in red coats were climbing through the windows with sharp blades at the ends of their muskets.  Many had blackened faces and burnt breeches.  

Screaming like banshee, Jon tried his own intimidation and charged the windows.  The British soldiers paused and hesitated just long enough for Jon to grab the laptop and jump over the couch.    

With his laptop in his lap, Jon sat behind the couch as Jack peered fearfully over.  “What are you going to do?” Jack asked.

“I don’t know…”  Jon stared at the screen and then grinned.  All the dates Mr. G. had used to collect his men were listed before him.  By plugging them back in, he started to use his mind.  “If I can just send them back…”
Jack screamed as a British soldiered raised his musket and went for a killing thrust.  

Suddenly, a blue light lashed from the time machine and caught the soldier in mid stab.  In a flash, he vanished.  All the British were gone in a blink of an eye.

Jon whooped.  “It worked!”

Jack sank down in a near faint.  “I hate history,” he wheezed.  “Especially when it’s trying to kill me…”

“Funny, soon you just might be history,” Jon said, keeping his eyes locked on the computer.  From the kitchen there were cries of alarm.  Susie was in trouble.  The men had managed to overcome the stinging eyes and had reached the kitchen.
Quickly Jon typed a special date into the computer.  Taking a deep breath, he tried to think hard and carefully.  He typed something else.  More flashes and Susie started cheering.
“Jon!  You got them!  They’re gone!”

Murdock was sent away next and Pearce groaned from the floor.  “Thomas, you may stop striking me with my pistol, if you please.”

“Oh, I’m, er, very sorry.”

“So am I…for every obtaining this nasty weapon.  I have yet to see it put to good use.”  Reaching up, he grabbed the pistol from Thomas and flung it out the open door.

Grinning, Jon left the computer and went to join the men.

Susie’s shriek stopped him.  “Jon, you forgot the warrior!”

“It’s okay,” Sam called.  “He will not hurt anyone for a while.”

“It’s not okay!” Susie yelled in panic.  “Aaron, don’t!”

Jon rushed to the family room and stopped short.  Still next to the stairs where he had fallen and then been pummeled by Sam, the warrior lay in semi-consciousness.  That was not the problem.  Sitting on his back, his face a mask, Aaron held a sharp butchers knife.  


Standing next to the warrior, Sam crossed his arms and merely grunted.  He wanted no part of this.

Swallowing, Jon gently approached his younger brother.  “Aaron, don’t do it.  Remember what dad said, don’t be like him!”


Aaron looked up with tear-filled eyes and met Jon’s gaze.  Mouth forming a grim line, he lowered the knife to the warrior’s skull.”


“Please don’t,” begged Susie.


Jon held out his hand.  “Give me the knife, bro.  Come on, man.”


Aaron shook his head and then started to cut.  


Susie covered her eyes until Jon let loose a huge sigh of relief.


Sawing diligently, the boy simply cut the long hair off the warrior’s head.  Dropping the knife, he carried the hair to Jon and dropped it on the ground before stamping on it.

Bending down, Jon hugged his brother tightly with his good arm.  “Good job, bro.  Now don’t ever play with knives again.”


Sam grinned broadly at both of them.  “The hair of a warrior is his pride and honor.  This man has none. You may send him back with me and I will make he causes no more trouble.”


 “Are you sure you want to go back now?”

“Oh, yes.”  Showing perfect white teeth, the large warrior stretched out his hand to Jon.  Still hugging Aaron, Jon grasped the hand and gave a good shake.  “Knowing your parents, especially your mother, was a wonderful blessing.  Seeing their children gives me a great joy.  Your parents are alive in my heart.  You too, Jon, will live in my heart.  You, Aaron…and Susie.  I can rest easy knowing young Aaron is in good hands.  Send me back now.”


After Sam left with the young warrior draped over his shoulder, it was time to return Pearce and Thomas.

Thomas bowed low to Susie and grabbed up this nightcap.  “I should have you know, Lady Susie, I find you are full of beauty.”

Susie blushed.  “I’m just fifte—”

Thomas held up a hand.  “I understand fully that you are not for me, Susie.  Forgive me if I caused you to think otherwise.”  He coughed.  “If you must know, since our last meeting, I have found my true wife.  I am now married to, uh, Ms. Thompson.  Together we are raising six orphans as our own and we have a seventh on the way.”  Thomas couldn’t keep the pride from his voice.
Susie smiled warmly at the man.  “Thomas, that’s the best news I have ever heard!”  Hugging the man in the long gown, she kissed his cheek.  “Tell them we wish them all the best from the future.”

“Future,” muttered Thomas, holding his cheek.  “I shall share what you gave me with my wife.  Send me back, if you please.”

Sitting with the laptop on the couch now moved back by the windows, Jon nodded at the man pressed the button.  

In a moment, only Pearce remained.

“Jon, before you send me on my way, I was wondering if perhaps you may give some advice.”  Pearce sounded troubled.  
Jon swallowed.  “Uh, I can try.”  Aaron sat beside him, leaning on his shoulder as he stared at the young colonial.  After the hair incident, the small boy refused to leave his older brother’s side.  He even allowed Susie to slip on one of Luke’s shirts over his shoulders.  Giving advice in front of his bran new younger brother to a man over two hundred years older than him was not his idea of a Saturday night.   

  Susie moved to sit next to Luke in a large easy chair.  Jack remained standing dumbly as he watched all the historical friends disappear one by one.  His scientific mind was having trouble comprehending it all.

“You see, Jon, I have joined the American Army…which is wonderful, but there’s major problem.  Then regiment I joined has a young solider not much older than you who has a young brother just a few years older than Aaron…well, this solider has been recently accused of stealing farm animals for citizens and now is sentenced to hang by our general.  The problem is, the man is innocent.  He was visiting his home when he came upon a group of contemptible soldiers raiding his farm of animals.  Stepping in to stop them, he was outnumbered and beaten.  Then the black hearted men accused this young man of being the actual thief.  There are no witnesses, so he cannot clear his name.  I was wondering, with, er, your contraption, could you not do anything?” 

Jon frowned.  “Well…you said this man found the animals being taken from his mother’s farm?”

“Yes, it’s quite dreadful.  His family is trying their best cope with it, but you can imagine…Er, one of the man’s sisters…well, I would be heartsick to see her suffer more than she has already suffered.”

“Why doesn’t the mother just tell the general it is all just some big mistake and misunderstanding?”
“What do you mean?”

   
“Well, if the animals come from his farm, the mother just says that she gave them to her son to share with his troops.  He never stole them at all.  How can he hang for stealing animals already his?”


Pearce frowned and then turned it upside down.  Positively beaming, he went to Jon and shook his hand mightily.  “Genius!  Why did I not think of that before?  Young boy, your brother is somebody to take after, I say.  Jon, please, you may send me back!”


After Pearce had gone, Susie yawned.  “What was that all about?”


“Pearce wanted me to use the machine to help a friend, but I think I fixed it even better than the machine could ever do…no more messing with the past for us.”

Jack then spoke up.  “Um, I don’t wish to make anything worse than it already is, but the limo never left.”


Susie shot to her feet, startling Luke, who had nearly fallen asleep.  “Mr. G. is still here!”

Chapter 27:  Repentance is Near

His heart in his throat, Jon slowly approached the back of the limo with Susie almost clinging to his side.  Jack watched them from the house, ready to provide backup if anything went wrong.  Aaron and Luke were probably in the bathroom window with more missiles.

Just inside that car, Jon thought, is the man responsible for taking my parents away from me…having them both murdered.  Yet, strangely, Jon felt no anger or lust for revenge.  A warm presence all at once hugged his body and brought a feeling of…comfort.

We’re with you, Jon…don’t become like him…he’s finished.

His parents were right beside him, he knew it.  

“Jon...you’re not going to do anything stupid, are you?” Susie asked nervously, watching him break into a strange smile.

Jon only shrugged and boldly took the last two steps to the back of the limo.  Without hesitating, he yanked open the door.  

Mr. G. was not what they expected.  

Inside, a pale, gray skinned sickly man stared fearfully at them.  Blinking, he feebly raised a hand to his face as to ward off a blow.  Wearing a dark suit over a skinny frame, his sunken face was full of wrinkles and pock marks.  This man was only a shell of the man who appeared in the hologram.  A gray sphere lay at his feet.  No one else was in the car.

“You…” wheezed the man.  “You ruined it…I was so close…”


“No,” Jon said harshly.  “You’re the one who ruined it.  You may have cancer, but that’s not the end of the world.”


“You should be sorry for what you did,” Susie added.  Poised over Jon, she looked ready to either grab Jon to keep him from attacking the sick man, or leap over Jon and attack him herself.  


Squeezing his eyes shut, the man gave a brief nod.  “I suppose you think me as a frightful, terrible man.”  A tear trickled down his cheek.  “You are correct.  I had it all planned…everything was in my grasp except that terrible machine.  My body was sick…but I allowed an even more terrible sickness take over my mind…you don’t understand, all those years in wealth and power, I really did think I was invincible.”


Jon cleared his throat and looked down at the sphere.  “Mr. G., my parents are gone from this Earth.  But they’re still alive.  You failed in destroying them.  There is an afterlife…and if you want to enjoy it, I think you better start with saying you’re sorry.”


The man’s eyes snapped open.  “You really do believe that, don’t you?”  He stared curiously at Jon.  “About an afterlife?”  His sunken eyes sparked with what could have been either hope or scorn.  

“Of course.  My little brother Aaron saw both our parents earlier today.  What would be the point of living on Earth if there wasn’t an afterlife?”  Jon swallowed.  “I-I can’t forget what you did to my mom and dad…but I’m not going to hate you. Not any more.  I don’t want to think about having killed somebody for the rest of my life.”  

The man stared a Jon and then dropped his eyes.  “I guess I did some pretty terrible things…”


“I suggest you find a church,” Susie said softly.  “Quickly.”


Sighing, the man sank against the seat cushions.  “Perhaps you’re right…”


Jon searched the front of the limo.  “Where’s Dr. Zepple?”


“He ran as soon as you started sending the men away…I doubt you’ll see him again.   He’s just another man afraid of my money and power.  Do you know, your parents…they were the only ones not afraid to stand up to me.  That was what really made me hate them…I should have listened to them, Jon.”  He sighed again and immediately started to convulse in a fit of coughing.   After a minute, he calmed down.  “I guess it would be a good gesture to listen to their children.  You defeated me…For what it is worth, I am now sorry for what I have done…death has made me quite mad…but if you would kindly bring back my driver, I will go find that church.”


“Uh, yes, of course.  One minute.”  Jon bent down and retrieved the gray sphere, just in case the dying man was bluffing or fell into the temptation at one more try with the time machine.  

“Where did you send them?” Susie hissed as they raced back to the house. 

“In a year before the continents split, I think,” Jon said.  “That is something I actually do remember from science class—Pangia.”


“When all the continents were one,” gasped Susie.

“Yeah,” Jon said sheepishly.  “Since I couldn’t change their location, I put them in a year when all this area was nothing but water.”

“Oh, I hope they didn’t drown!”


“They’re big tough men.  They should know how to swim.  Besides, after all that gunk we put in their eyes, they probably appreciated it.”


Thankfully, this was mostly the case.  The men knew how to swim, but did not appreciate the bath in salty water with all manners of giant sea creatures swimming underneath.  At least it gave them time to reflect on their lives. Minutes later, the limo backed up and drove off with all five men in very wet rumpled suits shivering inside…shivering from fear as well as cold.  Red rimmed eyes, soaked to the bone, they were very happy to find a warm place and give their confessions.  This was after they washed their faces under the sink for a long time.  The poor priest who happened to be the nearest church was in for a very long night…it was a good thing he couldn’t repeat what he heard—not that anyone would have believed him anyway.


As Jon watched the lights of the limo disappear from sight, he breathed a sigh of content.  It was over…finally he knew the truth about his parents and was at peace.  Revenge, he decided, was a cancer to the soul—much worse than cancer in the body.
  

“No more science projects for me,” he mumbled.  “Instead, I’m going to focus on my history projects.”  
History was more than facts and figures, Jon realized…and it was more than people being people—much more than that.  History, he thought, was everyday people struggling to live their daily lives with nothing to guide them except past experiences.  Knowing the past was shaping the future.  


Turning from the window, he looked over at where Susie was engaging Aaron and Luke in a tickle war.  He smiled.  The future looked good.  

Susie surveyed the ruined house and yawned.  “What a day,” she said.  “My mom is going to kill me when she sees this mess.”

The time machine was packed safely away into the duffle bag and sat with Jack on the edge of the street.  After the fighting ending, Jon’s cell phone started working again and Jack used it to call for a ride from his dad.  He figured waiting on the street was better than his father pulling up to see the destroyed house.  “He would think I was the blame with one of my experiments,” Jack had said ruefully. Knowing his friend’s lack of sense of humor, Jon had said nothing but goodbye and then invited Jack to come by his house the next day.  


Now it was quiet and actually peaceful.


“Yes, what a day.”  Jon grinned. “This certainly was some heavy-duty babysitting.”


The blond girl giggled.  “Luke is actually doing his book report now, at least.”


“And Aaron was trying to fish in the bathtub…who knows where the little guy is now.”


“You’re going to have a lot of fun with him, aren’t you?”


“You mean a lot of trouble.  Bathing, potty training, wearing clothes, I can’t wait.”  Jon suddenly frowned.  “Susie, I’m really sorry Todd never showed up.”


“You mean Toad, right?”  Smiling, Susie shrugged.  “I invited him, but I guess he was serious at the soccer game.  He told me that after thinking about it, he wasn’t the right person for me.  You know what?  I think he’s right.”


Jon blinked.  “Oh.  Really?”


“Jon, I don’t think I need an older big tough boyfriend to protect me anymore.”


Jon grew suddenly hoarse.  “No?”


“No.  I think a small, brave one is just as good. You may not know a lot about science, but you’re still pretty smart.”


“So are you…and, uh, and, er, you look…beautiful.”  Jon’s face grew bright red.  


Biting her lip and looking down, Susie also blushed. 


“And Susie…I’m no longer stuck in the past.  My parents are gone, but I still have a family.  I think it’s about time I thought about the future for a change.”

“And what do you think about the future, Jon?”  Susie dared not raise her eyes.  

Jon didn’t have to answer in words.  

The two stood in the middle of the living room warming the space with their faces.  Around them was a complete mess.  Broken glass littered the carpet and holes form musket ball dotted the walls.  In the next room, inches of smashed dishes, pots, pans, and silverware littered the floor.  The railing on the stairs was smashed and dents, not to mention boot tracks, covered much of the floorboards.  

None of this mattered.  The two teenagers stared up into each other’s eyes and were immediately lost in a faraway adventure.  Moving together, they locked hands and started closing in with their faces 


Just before the lips touched, Jon stopped and groaned.  A clear, loud snort was heard from behind the sofa.  “Aaron, get out from behind there!”


Flushing even brighter than before, Susie stepped back and wiped her mouth. “You’re right.  Your brother is going to be a load of trouble.”


“The worst part,” Jon complained, “is that I only hear him when he wants me to.”


Laughing behind his hands, Aaron came from behind the couch and dashed past them to the stairs.


“Now,” Jon said, smiling, turning back to Susie, “where were we?”


“Hey!” shouted Luke from upstairs.  “You guys need to see this!”
 


Susie rolled her eyes and Jon threw up his hands.  “Right where we started—being interrupted.”  

Jon smiled ruefully.  “Is this what it’s like to have a younger brother?”

“Pretty much,” confessed Susie.  “Better get use to it.”

Luke burst down the stairs holding his book up.  “Look guys, my book changed!”


Taking the book, Jon sighed and read the cover.  His eyes widened.  Luke was right, the book had changed.  

“My Brother Sam is Fed,” read Jon aloud, sounding puzzled.  What was once an important true account about the harsh realities of the Revolutionary War was now an ironic tale that fizzled with a very weak ending, so said the back of the book.  

His bewilderment turned into horror.  “No…it can’t be…”  

Susie’s eyebrows went up. “What?”  

Jon flipped through the novel, skimming through the content.  After building in suspense and looking very grim, it suddenly ended with the main characters having a feast of chicken and being thankful for having good friends.  Closing the book, Jon stared at Susie with wide, frightened eyes.  “Pearce,” he finally said.  “My advice to him…”
Susie sighed. “I guess we know that it is possible to change the present by changing the past.”

“For the better, though.  Right?” 

Epilogue
Uncle Rob and Charlotte arrived at the same address at the same time.  Seeing the state of the house from the outside, both ran from their cars in a deep state of fear.  Tire tracks marred the smoldering lawn; a shattered window and holes riddled the siding; that was only half of it.  Uncle Rob abandoned his mustang at the curb with the engine still running.  Charlotte’s date pealed out of the driveway as soon as possible—he didn’t want any trouble.

“Who are you?” demanded Uncle Rob as he reached the door just before Charlotte.  He refused to look at the shattered, broken remains of the door.
“I live here!” snapped Charlotte.  “Who are you?”

“I’m Jon’s uncle!”

“If that boy did anything to my children, I’ll—”

“Calm down.  Whatever happened had to have come from outsiders.”

“Is that supposed to make me feel better?  Get out of my way!  Susie?!” 

“Jon?!” hollered Uncle Rob, ignoring the woman.  

Bursting into the house nearly on top of each other, the two saw a most terrible mess before them.  Charlotte sank to her knees, fearing the worse.  No amount of cleaning could have hidden the battle that took place just hours before.  
“Jon?!”

“Hi, Uncle Rob…”

“Hi, Mom.”

Two teenagers stared sleepily up at the adults.  Susie lay in a big easy chair while Jon occupied the couch.  
“Luke is in bed asleep…Aaron is—”

“Uncle Rob,” hastily interrupted Jon, “I need to show you something.”

Uncle Rob was the first adult to pick his chin up off the floor.  Beside him, Susie’s mother looked ready to shake into pieces.  “No kidding, Jon!  What happened here?”

“Oh, you know, we were attacked and had to fight some intru—”

The cries of anguish overrode anything she was about to say.  
Police soon were called and while they were coming, Jon dragged Uncle Rob upstairs.    Charlotte and her daughter were in deep discussion in the living room.  Not caring about the damages, Charlotte was only relieved to find her children safe.      

“This is what I have to show you.”  Jon stepped into Luke’s bedroom and flipped on the light.  Luke lay asleep in his bed.  On the floor beside him lay Aaron tucked into a ball covered by a blanket.

“That’s my, um, brother,” Jon said, expecting his uncle to flip.  “His name is Aaron.”
After a second of staring, Uncle Rob threw back his head and clapped both hands to his forehead.  “Finally!” he cried to ceiling.  “It all makes sense!”

“Huh?”

Taking a breath, Uncle Rob told Jon how a year after the explosion the received a packet in the mail without an address.  Inside the packet were Aaron’s birth certificate, baptism records, and all is other papers making him legal.  With it all was a short letter from Jon’s parents asking Uncle Rob if he could keep the packet handy until the day he needed it.  It turned out, while Jon’s mother and brother couldn’t move through the past to the present, nothing stopped his father from moving people from the present to the past…  

“Oh…so you knew all along?”  Jon sounded hurt.

“I never knew and I never know anything!” cried his uncle in exasperation.  “I just live and deal with it!  I thought the package was a hoax or some April’s Fool joke your father arranged years before.”  He suddenly grinned.  “And I bet Aaron was the squirrels in your room, right?  I searched hours for them and only found a very messy room.”
Feeling foolish, Jon nodded.  “Yeah, uh, sorry about that…so we’re keeping him?”

Before Uncle Rob could answer, Aaron blinked sleepily and looked up at them. Yawning, he sat up.  “We going home now?” he asked in perfect English.

THE END

Note from the Authors:


We hoped you enjoyed Jon’s story and thank you for reading it.  However, we want to make a very important point.  The entire story is entirely fiction.  Do not try time travel at home.  If you are a student in search of science facts, we suggest you work very hard and not let anyone else do the work for you…this book won’t be much help to you…sorry.  If you are a student trying to learn history, this is definitely the wrong book…try your textbook.  We also suggest you pay more attention in history class (and stop texting!).  Now, if you are a history teacher, please forgive all our inaccuracies (if you did not find any, then we ask you to study history before teaching it…please leave the fiction to the struggling writers out there).  Finally, if you are out there trying to make you own time machine…good luck.  The best we came up with is entirely fiction.  

Now, if for some reason you did not like the story, do not worry.  It’s all in the past.  Let us now move on with out lives and always remember: we should learn from the past, but not live there.  

Sincerely,

The Authors
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