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            App to the Past

          

        

      

    

    
      As soon as he kicked the soccer ball into Billy DeWolf’s butt, Justin Brubaker knew his life was over.

      Twelve years old, he thought, and I’m going to be a body planted in the ground.

      In about ten seconds.

      Because Billy DeWolf was the bad-craziest kid in school. He was twelve, too, but he had hair under his arms. He had serious BO and a personality to go with it.

      Justin was skinny and about fifty pounds lighter than The Wolf (the kids called Billy DeWolf “The Wolf” behind his back, but Justin thought he actually liked it). The Wolf was in an after-school class that did Pugil stick fighting. A Pugil stick contest was like a pretend sword fight. Two kids wore helmets and padding to protect themselves, and each had a big, soft stick with padding on both ends. The goal was to knock the other kid off balance and out of a circle, kind of like in a jousting but without anyone getting hurt.

      Supposedly.

      Billy DeWolf liked to hurt people. Especially when they weren’t wearing any padding!

      Right before Justin kicked the ball this had happened:

      Billy DeWolf and his weaselly little friend, Rory Peck, were making Emilia Eberhard cry. Emilia was kind of strange. She didn’t have friends. She bit her nails way down so the skin folded over. She always sat alone at lunch or on the playground. She was always drawing animals, and she was really good at that.

      The Wolf and Rory Peck had picked her out in the corner of the playground, and The Wolf said, “Draw me a cow. Just like you.”

      Rory Peck laughed.

      Justin had been practicing soccer by himself. He always did that right after school, waiting for his mom to pick him up.

      He was dribbling it past the backstop when he heard Billy DeWolf say that to Emilia, and then this: “Didn’t you hear me? Draw, I said. Draw and say Moo.”

      Justin dribbled around so he was behind The Wolf and Rory Peck. He could see Emilia, sitting cross-legged on the ground. Her lower lip quivered. She kept her eyes on the paper on her lap. Justin didn’t particularly like Emilia. But she was a girl who just wanted to be left alone. So they should have let her.

      Then, when Billy DeWolf kicked the paper off Emilia’s lap, Justin kicked the soccer ball off Billy’s butt.

      When he was six, Justin had invented a game called bend-over butt bop. You had to bend over and put your hands on your knees while someone else tried to kick a soccer ball off your rear end. If he missed, it was your turn. The first one to three bops was the winner.

      Justin never in his life contemplated asking Billy DeWolf to play that game. But now it was like Justin’s leg had a will of its own.

      The ball smacked Billy in the seat of his pants.

      Now I’m dead, Justin thought, as Billy DeWolf turned around with fire in his crazy eyes.

      Rory Peck, who was about half the size of Billy, with a sharp little face shaped like a pencil, glared at Justin, too.

      “You hit me!” Billy DeWolf said, like he couldn’t believe it.

      “I guess I just missed,” Justin said.

      The Wolf’s nostrils opened up wide, like they were trying to be wings. Justin had never seen nostrils open that much before.

      The Wolf said to Rory Peck, “Get me that ball.”

      Rory did what he was told.

      It occurred to Justin that now would be a good time to run. He was a fast runner, one of the fastest in after-school soccer.

      Rory Peck handed the ball to Billy.

      “You’re gonna eat this ball,” The Wolf said. “All of it.”

      Justin saw that Emilia was looking at him. Almost like she expected to see some miraculous escape. Or horrible execution. Probably the second thing. Because The Wolf was going to stuff the soccer ball down his throat. Justin would have a stomach that stuck out like Santa Claus and everybody would know he had been served a soccer ball lunch.

      It was one of those times where he had to say something. The one thing he had over Billy DeWolf was that he actually did homework. He knew vocabulary words. Billy DeWolf barely knew how to grunt.

      “I’ll take it on rye,” Justin said. “Lightly toasted.”

      The Wolf squinted. Justin could almost hear the gears turning in his head. Rory Peck looked equally confused.

      Then Billy said, “Dead man walking,” and he threw the soccer ball at Justin’s head.

      Justin had never seen anything move that fast at his own face. He moved his head about a quarter inch before the ball smacked him on the left cheek.

      The sound was like a clap of thunder in his ears.

      Behind his eyeballs little sparklers went off like the Fourth of July.

      He heard Emilia scream, “Leave him alone!”

      And then he heard The Wolf and Rory Peck laughing.

      “Bull’s-eye!” Rory said.

      “Is that all you got?” Justin said. At least he could move his jaw.

      “You want more?” The Wolf said. “Come over here.”

      “Tell your girlfriend to go home,” Justin said, pointing at Rory Peck. He was trying to give Emilia a chance to get away.

      “Hey!” Rory said. “Is he callin’ me a girl?”

      “I’m not calling you Einstein.” Justin hoped Emilia would stand up and start walking away. But she just sat there.

      “Why don’t you come over here?” Justin said. “Or are you afraid?”

      The Wolf laughed again. It was a snarky laugh that came through his nose. It sounded like a pig caught in a squeaky door.

      “If I do,” Billy said, “you will be leaving this playground with a broken nose.”

      “Which will make me twice as good-looking as you,” Justin said. With his hand he made a standing motion toward Emilia. She didn’t move.

      The Wolf started walking toward him. Justin backed up a few steps, slowly, making his motions toward Emilia.

      Billy DeWolf got right up in Justin’s face.  He opened his mouth. Billy’s breath smelled like an old beach towel.

      “Someday I’m going to get you all alone,” Billy said. “I’m going to enjoy that day.”

      Justin felt his entire body vibrating. He thought he was doing another science fair experiment. How much energy can a trembling body generate before it sparks out?

      But he managed to say, “Do me a favor. When that day comes, brush your teeth.”

      The voice of Mrs. Hernhaggen, one of the playground assistants, rang out. “Justin Brubaker! Your mother is here!”

      “That’s right,” The Wolf said. “Run to mommy.”

      “I think I’ll walk,” Justin said. “Hey, Emilia, you want to come along?”

      As long as Mrs. Hernhaggen was watching, no harm would be done.

      Emilia got up and ran toward him with a big smile.

      Even though Justin knew he was a dead man walking, just like The Wolf said, at least he had gotten Emilia out of trouble. For now. Maybe she could help him pick out a gravesite for his body.

      He was walking for the parking lot when the cold, bony hand of Mrs. Hernhaggen snagged his shoulder.

      “You will report to Mr. Steamer immediately,” she said.

      

      Mr. Steamer had a round nose. Bulbous is how Justin had heard it described by one of the other mothers in a conversation with yet another mother in the line of mothers waiting for their kids to come out of the doors of Dewey Middle School. Justin had looked up the word bulbous in a dictionary and found that it meant bulb-shaped, bulging. Growing from bulbs.

      From that moment on he could not help but think that Mr. Steamer had come out of a bulb, like in a movie Justin had once seen on TV, Invasion of the Body Snatchers. That was a creepy movie about all these people’s bodies being taken over by pods from outer space, and sometimes that’s how Justin felt about the entire faculty of Dewey, with the exception of Mr. Castlewhite.

      So it was the bulbous Mr. Steamer who sat Justin down in his office and said, through his meaty lips, in a whispery voice that dripped of importance, “Mr. Brubaker, violence of any kind, for any reason, is completely and utterly unacceptable.”

      “But—”

      “You see, Mr. Brubaker…” Mr. Steamer sat next to Justin, in the other chair, and Justin knew what that meant. Get ready for lecture number 47. “I have lived in this world much longer than you have, and I’ve seen many things. I’ve seen crushing wars and riots in the streets. I’ve seen fights break out over who should be first in line when the stores open after Thanksgiving. And I can tell you it never leads to anything good.”

      “But Billy DeWolf was calling Emilia Eberhard names and making her cry, and he had Rory Peck with him.”

      “You violently kicked a soccer ball off the body of Mr. DeWolf, isn’t that true?”

      “Sort of.”

      “Why, Mr. Brubaker?”

      “I wanted him to stop it. He’s a jerk.”

      “We do not refer to other students as ‘jerks.’ I am going to have to mark that one down on your record, Mr. Brubaker.”

      “That bites!”

      “We do not bite at Dewey Middle School, young man. Is there anything you would like to say in mitigation?”

      “Miti what?”

      “Anything on behalf of yourself before I decide what your detention will be like?”

      “Detention! Come on!”

      “One more outburst, Mr. Brubaker, and I shall have to increase the duration.” A smile curled his mouth under his bulbous nose.

      

      “How was school today?” Justin’s mother said in the car.

      “Nothing much,” Justin said. “I played a little soccer after school.”

      “That’s cool.” His mother was fond of saying cool. Justin wished she wouldn’t. But he knew she liked it and she didn’t have a lot of other things she liked, so he let it go.

      “Is Tony home?” Justin asked.

      “Now, honey, please try to get along with Tony. He really likes you, you know.”

      “He likes me because he doesn’t want to make you mad.”

      “Give him a chance.”

      Justin put his head in his hand and stared out the window at the city of Tarzana. It had been named that because the guy who wrote the book Tarzan of the Apes once lived there. Now Justin lived there with his mom and a guy named Tony Gravestone, who his mom called her boyfriend, but who Justin called The Man With the Sweet-Smelling Hair.

      When they got home, Justin tried to run past the living room without being seen by Tony, who was on the sofa.

      No luck.

      “Hey, big guy!” Tony yelled. “Come on in here a second.”

      Justin thought about ignoring it, but his mom was standing right there looking at him. So he went in and stood by the sofa. He didn’t want to sit down because that would have meant he’d have to stay awhile.

      Tony Gravestone had thick black hair that he used some kind of stuff in, and it always smelled too sweet. He had squinty eyes that looked like he’d just had a bite of a fresh lemon.

      He was watching ESPN. A couple of guys were talking about the Lakers. They both seemed like they’d had too much coffee.

      “How’s it hangin’, big guy?” Tony said with a grin. He had perfect white teeth. He’d had that whitening thing done at a dentist’s office. He said it was because he was going to be selling cars and you had to have a good smile for that. He wore a tight black T-shirt so his work-out muscles showed.

      Justin looked to see if his mom was still there. She wasn’t. And then he knew this was all planned out. This was “the talk” Tony was having with him. The stupid let’s-not-think-of-this-as-me-replacing-your-dad talk.

      “What’s up, Tony?” Justin said, just to be sociable.

      “I’ll tell you what’s up, big guy. How about two tickets to Staples, that’s what’s up.” He picked up two colorful tickets from the coffee table. “Lakers, baby. You and me. Huh? How’s that? Huh?”

      No, no, not that! Not just him and Tony with nobody in between! He’ll have boring stories about how he won the high school football championship with a pass in the last five seconds, how he was going to be Justin’s new best friend, and how he was such a good salesman he could sell brass knuckles to a nun.

      And then he’d buy Justin all sorts of stuff so Justin would give in and say it was okay for Tony Gravestone to live with them and be his mom’s boyfriend.

      “Wow,” Justin said, without any enthusiasm in his voice. “But what night is that?”

      “What night?” Tony looked at the tickets. “Tomorrow night, that’s what night! Are you jazzed or what?”

      “Darn,” Justin said. “That’s science project night. I have to work on my science project.”

      “You have a science project? I thought you did that last year.”

      “That was last year’s science project,” Justin said. “Now I have to work on this year’s science project. Thanks anyway, Tony.”

      Justin stood up to go, but Tony said, “Wait a second, big guy. Sit down.”

      Oh no.

      “Come on,” Tony said. “Just for a second.” Tony nodded to a place on the sofa next to him.

      Justin sat on the end of the sofa, the very end, as far from Tony as he could.

      Tony slid over next to him.

      Then he put his head next to Justin’s ear and spoke softly. “Listen, big guy, you and me have to reach an understanding, right? Your mom and me are together and you’re not gonna do anything to mess that up. Don’t make it hard, big guy.”

      “Tony?”

      “What?”

      “Stop calling me big guy.”

      A little flare came into Tony’s eyes then. “I’ll call you whatever I want. Don’t think you can beat me. And if you say anything to your mom about this little talk, I’ll say you’re a little liar, and she’ll believe me, not you. So you and me are going to the Lakers game tomorrow and you’re going to eat a hot dog and have a Coke and you’re going to like it.”

      Justin started rubbing his foot on the carpet. When he’d done that several times, he touched Tony’s nose with his finger. A spark of static electricity popped. Tony’s head went back a little and he said, “Hey!”

      That was the moment Justin stood up and ran to his room.

      “Tomorrow!” Tony yelled.

      

      Justin slammed the door to his room. There was sunlight coming from the window. He closed the curtains. He wanted to be in the dark. He wanted to pretend he was on a ship in the middle of the night in the middle of the ocean and there were no other ships around.  His dad used to take him to the ocean a lot, but that was before he moved to Minnesota with his girlfriend, Lorraine. There wasn’t any ocean in Minnesota, just a bunch of lakes.

      Justin threw himself on his bed and took out his phone. Maybe a new game would get his mind off things. He flipped it open and went to the app store to check out the arrivals.

      One of them jumped out immediately—WolfDestroy!

      Hey, he thought, just add the “De” and I could be destroying Billy DeWolf!

      Nice!

      He read the description:

      
        
        A giant, fire-breathing wolf stalks the countryside. The humble villagers and even the noble knights are afraid. Terror and fear strike everyone. What is needed is one brave soul to do battle for the kingdom and save the people from their terrible fate! A great reward awaits the one who can do it.

        FEATURES:

        - Enjoy exhilarating dual-stick action

        - Shred through wave after wave of creatures and witches

        - Zap, boil & burn with 20 cool medieval weapons

      

      

      Zap, boil and burn! That’s exactly what Justin wanted to do!

      He downloaded the app.

      In two minutes he brought it up on his phone. The setting was a countryside. Green hills and blue skies. And a little village of houses made out of wood and some kind of hay on the roofs. Then it went in a little closer to where one house was. There was a haystack outside the house.

      A flame shot in from the side and set the haystack on fire. A woman, a boy and a pig came running out of the house with their hands over their heads, and ran off to the side.

      This was the welcome screen.

      It took Justin about five minutes to figure out the weapons and the strategy, and he started in with his thumbs. His thumbs were flying weapons of death.

      There were all these weird creatures to get through. A pig that had wings, and a monster of green goo. There were little goblins and big owls and Justin was in the zone. He was blasting them right and left, with every weapon he had.

      He wanted to get to the wolf’s den. He wanted to get to Billy DeWolf. He wanted Tony to be one of the creatures, too, and when the black knight rode out with a lance, Justin pretended it was Tony and de-horsed him with a lance of his own.

      Then a giant wolf’s head appeared, breathing fire.

      And flames, real flames, engulfed Justin’s bed!

      They weren’t hot.

      They didn’t burn.

      But they completely covered Justin, like billowing orange blankets. Justin couldn’t see anything but his hands in front of him, holding his phone.

      And then he could not see anything at all.
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      Once, Justin had gone to Carlsbad Caverns with his dad. That was in New Mexico, and when they went in and the guide turned out his light, it was the darkest dark Justin had ever been in. It was like having a hood made out of black fur over his head.

      This was even darker.

      The flames were gone and it was just black.

      Justin tried to yell, “Mom!”

      But nothing came out. No sound.

      He couldn’t make noise.

      Then he felt himself flying, rushing through the air, but still in the blackness. At least there was air!

      And way ahead of him, at the very end of what seemed like a tunnel fifty miles long, Justin saw a pinprick of light. It got closer. It got bigger. It was blue.

      He was hurtling toward it like a bullet.

      And then he was out of the tunnel and falling through sky.

      Everything was blurry around him.

      He cried out, and this time he heard his voice.

      Ahhhh!

      He hit something soft but kind of scratchy.

      And stopped moving.

      He had fallen into something.

      A pile of something.

      His heart was beating so hard he thought it might burst out and kick him in the head.

      What was this stuff?

      Hay?

      He hadn’t seen much hay in his life. There wasn’t a lot of it in Tarzana, California. And the last time it was just in one big block of the stuff, with wires around it. That was at the local community college when he and his mom went to buy a pumpkin for Halloween.

      No, this was a real haystack, like in the cartoons.

      What the heck?

      Justin was still holding his phone.

      Okay, take it easy. Crazy dream you’re having. Just wake up. That’s all you have to do. Wake up!

      But he was awake!

      He heard a cow moo.

      Cow? Moo?

      This was real!

      He sneezed. He coughed. The stupid stack was full of dust and smelled like . . . no, please, not that . . . poop!

      Justin flapped his arms and legs and finally tumbled out of the hay and onto some soft grass. He was looking straight up at the blue sky.

      Somebody screamed. “Aieeeee!!!!”

      Justin’s heart spiked as he looked to the side where the scream came from.

      He saw a kid with floppy blond hair running at him with a pitchfork!

      Just before the kid impaled him, Justin rolled right.

      The pitchfork shot past his face.

      Justin kept rolling, got to his knees.

      The kid with the floppy hair pulled the pitchfork out of the hay bale and pointed it at Justin again.

      “Chill! Chill!” Justin said.

      The kid—he looked to be about Justin’s age—raised the pitchfork in striking position. He was dressed funny. Plain brown shirt, like a sack, and a rope around his waist.

      “Hold it, man!” Justin said.

      “Puca!” the kid shouted.

      “No, I’m Justin! Justin Brubaker!”

      The kid frowned.

      “Justin Brubaker. From Tarzana. Where am I?”

      “Nay, you are a puca! You came from the sky!”

      “I don’t know anybody named Puca! What are you trying to kill me for?”

      “You lie!” The kid raised the pitchfork again. “Puca!”

      “What does that even mean?”

      “Ye speak wiley. And are clothed like nothing I have ever seen!”

      “Okay,” Justin said, stalling for time. “But you talk funny.”

      “It shall not be so funny when ye feel the sting of these tines!”

      Justin put his hands up. “Dude, hold off, okay?”

      “Thy shoes,” the kid said.

      “Huh?”

      “They have the mark of the devil!”

      “What?”

      “The horn of the devil!”

      Justin looked down at his shoes. “No, dude, that’s the Nike swish!”

      “I have not heard of this creature. Ye are trying to confuse my mind, which is feeble!”

      “Come on, man. Put that thing down, will you?”

      “Away with you!”

      “Yes,” Justin said. “I’d really like to get away. Tell me how to get out of here!”

      “Ye shall not take me with thee!”

      “Why are you talking like that? Where am I anyway?”

      The boy’s eyes narrowed. “Why, Evershem Heath. The lands of my Lord DeFleur. Tremble at it, devil!”

      “Heath? Lord? Isn’t this America?”

      “That is a land I have not heard of,” said the boy.

      “America! It’s the land of the free.”

      “Free? Men are free? You lie!”

      “Wait a second, is this England by any chance?”

      “Aye!”

      “Okay, this is weird. Will you put that thing down so we can talk?”

      The boy paused for a moment, and Justin thought maybe he’d gotten through to him.

      But then the boy shouted, “Die!”

      And charged again!

      Justin told his feet to move, but he stepped in something. Something icky.

      He slipped, just as the pitchfork plunged into his chest!
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