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Brody and Emma sat in the kitchen, listening to his mom talk about the classes she was teaching at Concord University. Brody rolled his eyes toward Emma and stuck his tongue half way through his lips. 

“Stop,” Emma whispered, slapping his arm quietly. She liked Brody’s house. It was always warm and smelled of something baking. 

Catherine Bascom turned from the oven with one plate full of sticky buns and a second plate piled with scrambled eggs and bacon. Her long blonde hair swung around her shoulders as she placed the food on the breakfast counter. Emma could hear Brody’s stomach growling as the aroma of sugar and cinnamon blended in harmony with the delicious smell of perfectly cooked breakfast meat.

“You two eat up before you go back to Mr. M’s house.” Her green eyes sparkled as Mrs. Bascom watched Emma and Brody carefully choose their sticky buns from the platter. She poured each of them a glass of orange juice. “You’ve been spending a lot of time over there.” 

Brody looked like a shorter version of his mother. The family resemblance was strong between the two, right down to the dimpled chin, blonde hair and thin, but muscular body type. 

Emma never thought that she looked too much like her own mother except for their clear, blue eyes and long eyelashes. Emma’s brown hair was long like Mrs. Bascom’s but she had never tried to curl her own in the same way. She found herself wondering how Brody’s Mom curled her hair so perfectly as a glass of juice slid in front of the breakfast plate, breaking her concentration.

“Thank you, Mrs. Bascom. Mr. M really needs the help to get his rock collection back in order before he can exhibit.” Emma slathered a thick slab of butter on the top of her sticky bun.

“That thief really messed everything up.” Brody stuffed the middle section of his sticky bun into his mouth. His cheeks puffed out like a chipmunk as he slowly chewed the soft, sweet bread. Mrs. Bascom rolled her eyes at him, making Emma giggle.

“Did the police ever find any leads about who broke into their house and destroyed his collection?” Brody’s Dad asked as he walked into the room and sniffed the platters of food. Andrew Bascom was taller than his wife and ruggedly handsome with tanned skin and a square jaw. His salt and pepper-colored hair made him seem sophisticated in a friendly way.

“Not really, just a picture of someone’s back. You can’t tell who it is,” Emma said. “Whoever did it only came after the collection. They didn’t touch anything else in the house.”

“The person came in and just trashed the workroom and all of his samples and maps and computer files then left,” Brody said. “Mr. M said that the police came by yesterday searching for more evidence and to show them the picture but so far they haven’t found any fingerprints or witnesses who saw any unusual people or anything weird going on.” He reached for another sticky bun. 

“The whole thing is really strange,” Emma said.

“I’ll agree with that.” Mrs. Bascom snagged a strip of bacon from the platter. “I know that it is a big honor for him to have the offer to exhibit his rocks and minerals at the state museum but I can’t imagine that any other rival geologists would break into his house to destroy his collection.”

“Rival geologists?” Brody raised an eyebrow and snickered.

“Oh, don’t laugh. You’d be surprised, Brody. Academia can be a cutthroat at times,” his mom explained.

“But still, I don’t see how it would be any colleagues or even rivals,” Mr. Bascom said. He poured himself a warm cup of coffee and sat at the counter beside Brody.

“His samples were amazing though. They were from all over the world and so big, colorful and beautiful. I wonder how he collected all of those rocks and still had time to teach.” Mrs. Bascom sat beside her husband and filled her plate with eggs and the outside edges of the sticky buns that Brody and Emma left behind. 

Emma looked toward Brody with wide eyes as she kicked his shin under the table. He replied with a silent knock to her ankle. If Brody’s parents really knew how Mr. M got all of those big, beautiful samples they wouldn’t believe it, Emma thought. She would not have believed it if she had not experienced the crystal cave herself.

“Not to change the subject, but Emma, isn’t your birthday coming up?”

Emma smiled. “Yes, ma’am. I’ll be fourteen in a couple of weeks.”

“I can’t believe you’re older than me,” Brody whined. 

“I got you by a month. That isn’t really older.” Emma turned to Mrs. Bascom, “How did you know?”

“A little birdie told me.” Mrs. Bascom fluttered her eyelids.

“My mom told you.” Emma smiled and nodded.

“Perhaps.”

“We’ll have to go do something fun,” Brody said.

“Yes, you will.” Mrs. Bascom hopped off her stool, grabbed a wet paper towel and began to clean the greasy stovetop. 

“Mr. M can’t keep you working every day,” Mr. Bascom chimed in as he poured another cup of coffee into a travel mug.

“Once you guys help him get his collection in order, maybe we can have a small showing just for the neighborhood,” Mrs. Bascom suggested.

“That’s a great idea.” Brody stuffed one final strip of bacon into his mouth as he and Emma hopped off their stools and carried their dirty plates to the sink. “We’ll be back before dinner.”

“Oh good. Emma, I’m going to go by and say hello to your mom today. It’s high time that she and I became fast friends.”

Emma smiled. “Thank you, Mrs. Bascom. I’m sure she would like that.”

Brody and Emma flew through the front door and trotted toward Mr. M’s house. 

“You should introduce your mom to Mr. M sometime.”

“That is probably a good idea. That way she can see why there is so much work to do,” Emma said. 

“Doesn’t she believe you?”

“My mom is starting to wonder about how much time I spend over there. She thinks that I’m just trying to hang out with you because. . .” Emma clamped her mouth closed.

“Because why?” Brody asked as they jogged across the street.

“Because she thinks that you are my boyfriend,” Emma cringed as the words escaped her lips.

Brody laughed. “You’d better let her think that.” 

“Why? We are just friends.”

“I know. But it is better than trying to explain to her that when we say that we are going to Mr. M’s house to help fix the collection that we really jump into a time travelling cave and steal rock and mineral samples from around the world.” Brody glanced at Emma and burst into roaring laughter. “You should see the look on your face.”

“Huh? Well, I was just trying to picture how that conversation would go.” Emma scrunched her face.

“Not well?”

“No. Not well.” Emma shook her head.

The two reached Mr. M’s workroom door and started to open it when they heard shouting. They leaned toward the door and placed their ears against the panes of glass. A curtain covered the inside of the door making it impossible to see who was shouting. The yelling grew louder and louder when suddenly the door flung open from the inside leaving Emma and Brody face to face with a teary-eyed Max.

“Max, what’s wrong?” Emma asked. She held her hand out to stop Max from running away.

Max’s long blonde hair flowed around her arms like a protective cape. Her blue wool dress reached to her wrists and ankles, covering plain, brown leather boots. 

“Why are you dressed like that?” Brody asked. 

Max looked from Emma to Brody and back again. She burst into tears crying. “Ask him,” Max pushed her way between the teens and ran toward the backyard.
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Brody and Emma called after her but Max did not stop running. They turned and walked into the workroom and quietly closed the door finding Mr. and Mrs. M leaning over the project table. 

“What is going on?” Brody asked. “Why is Max crying and why is she wearing that old outfit she was wearing at the Blue John cave in 1775?”

Mr. M’s dog, Aspen, pawed at the door and whimpered. Emma patted her head.

“It’s okay girl.” The white Samoyed cuddled against Emma’s legs.

Mr. and Mrs. M stared intently at one another, each shaking their head.

“I’m going to go to the park and see if I can find her.” Mrs. M’s blonde hair was tied neatly in a bun. She was not smiling and her tone was low. Mrs. M untied her apron and hung it over the edge of the project table and left through the same door Max stormed through then disappeared.

“Aaaah,” Mr. M said running his wrinkled hands down his face. “I was hoping you two wouldn’t see anything like that.” 

“I’m not sure what we saw,” Emma said sitting at the large, square black project table. Brody sat beside her as Aspen curled up under the table at their feet. The workroom was slowly returning to its former glory as the group fixed the cabinets and redrew the maps. Their new samples from the Blue John Cavern in England and the gold nuggets from the Gold Rush in California sat proudly behind locked glass doors. Emma usually felt good coming to help repair the damage that the thief left when he destroyed Mr. M’s collection a few weeks earlier, but today, she was concerned about Max.

Emma, Max, and Brody grew close during their adventures in England and California. Max was smart in England and never let on that Mr. M was really her grandfather who had sent her to make sure that Brody and Emma retrieved a sample of the Blue John Fluorite and safely returned back home to their own time. Max was also helpful in California and her bravery made sure that she and Brody again came home safely when Mr. Tucker and his boys tried to keep them in 1851 forever. Max was always helpful to Emma and Brody. Now, Emma wanted to return the favor.

“Max,” Mr. M started to say. He ran his fingers through his slick brown hair and sat on a nearby stool. “She...she...”

“Yeeees,” Brody said.

“Ah, she isn’t from this time,” Mr. M said quickly. “And neither am I, nor Mrs. M.” Mr. M buried his head below his hands and let his forehead rest on the project table. After a few seconds, he peered up at the kids. Brody and Emma sat silently across from him their mouths hung open.

“What do you mean you guys aren’t from this time?” Brody made air quotes with his fingers as he talked. 

Emma wanted to speak but nothing came out when she opened her mouth. Her mind was racing through Mr. M’s words. She could not make sense of them but listened as Brody asked again what Mr. M was talking about.

“Our family is kind of from the 1700s.” Mr. M searched Emma and Brody’s blank faces.

“You’re from the 1700s,” Emma repeated. She glanced at Brody and mouthed “OMG” in silence. “Gee, did you move here through the cave?”

“Yes.” 

“I WAS KIDDING!” Emma yelled. She peeked at Brody again then back to Mr. M. “Really?”

“All right,” Brody said. “You’d better tell us the story from the beginning.”

“We need cocoa for this story.” Mr. M disappeared into the kitchen and returned a few minutes later with three mugs of cocoa. Fat marshmallows floated on the top of each drink like melting clouds. 

Slowly, Mr. M began. “The reason Max was dressed in clothes from the 1700s is because that is where she lives. Her parents, my daughter, Bridgette, and her husband, Liam, still live in 1785.” Mr. M stopped talking and looked to Brody and Emma but they stayed silent.

He took another deep breath. “I was born in 1718. Mrs. M and I met and married then had Max’s mom, Bridgette, in 1744. She and her husband, Liam, had Max in 1775. I was working as a geologist and collecting samples around the area that is now Washington, D.C. and one day in 1784 I made a trip here to Diamond Falls to look at some outcrops that I had heard were unique. I took a group of my students and Mrs. M was with me.”

Emma took a sip of her cocoa. 

Mr. M waited. 

“Oh, keep going.”

“We asked Bridgette to take Max on the trip but she said no. She thought Max was too young. So, I was taking some students to see a rock outcrop with beautiful garnet crystals inside when we found the crystal cave by accident. When we went into the cave, Mrs. M picked up a loose piece of quartz that looked like it fell from the mass of crystals on the wall. The cave activated when she placed the quartz back into the wall.” Mr. M shook his head.

Brody sipped his cocoa but his eyes never left Mr. M.

“When the cave activated and started to shake she hurried the students out of the cave but I fell and one of the students ran back in to help me. We got caught in the vortex and ended up almost one thousand years in the past.” 

Emma’s mind was reeling. She looked at Brody. A similar look of shock coated his face. 

“Then what happened?” Emma asked shifting in her seat. 

Mr. M sipped his cocoa. He inhaled deeply and continued his story. “The next thing I knew, the student and I were swimming in a freezing ocean and then we were being hauled out of the water onto a Viking ship near Iceland.” 

“No way. What year was it?” Brody slid from his chair like a child waiting for a present.

“I’m not sure but my guess is that it was between 600 and 800A.D. I could tell that we were off the coast of Iceland. The Vikings seemed scary at first but they were really nice to us. But then their ship was attacked by another group of Vikings.”

Emma gasped. He eyes were riveted on Mr. M. “What happened?”

Mr. M chuckled. “Well, it turned out that the Vikings that pulled us from the water were okay people but the ones that attacked were not so nice and not very smart.”

“Oh, tell us everything,” Emma said tapping her toes against the floor.

“Someday I will tell you the whole story, but for now just know that I fooled them with a little geology magic and then the time portal suddenly opened and we jumped back into the cave and we landed again in 1784, right where we left. It turned out that Mrs. M found that the quartz crystal had fallen down onto the cave floor again so she placed it back into the wall, which reactivated the cave and brought us home.” 

“So that is the quartz crystal that you turned into Max’s bracelet.” Emma finished her cocoa and set the mug in the center of the table.

“Yes. I knew that quartz crystal was special, so I turned it into the velvet bracelet that Max wraps around her wrist to keep the crystal close. I taught her how to use the cave to time travel and she’s been helping me gather all of the samples for my collection ever since.”

“And Aspen’s amulet?” Brody asked.

“I made that from the rock and quartz from the cave. It was supposed to be a way for me to move through the cave and a backup for Max in case she ever lost her bracelet.”

“You traveled a lot?” Emma’s brain was swimming in the details. Mr. M’s story sounded more like fiction than truth, but she knew it was very real.

“Oh yes. After we got that first sample, I went a little crazy taking Max with me all over the world to different years. We collected rare samples that you can only find in specific places and sometimes only at certain times in history. Once, I even went by myself and jumped to the future.”

“Really?” Brody asked.

“I want to do that,” Emma said. “I can’t believe that you were born almost three hundred years ago.”

“I am old, just not that old. It was when I jumped to the future, just a few years from now, actually, that I realized that I could live anywhere I wanted to and just use the cave to move around. When I got to the future and saw all the inventions that they had like electricity and cars and shopping malls, I knew that this was where I wanted to live. My family could have a great life here and the science is so advanced compared to the 1700s. Not just what people have learned about geology but medicine, too.” Mr. M gathered the empty cocoa cups and sat them near the wash basin in the corner of the workroom.

“So you just moved. But instead of moving from another state like I did, you moved from another year.” Emma rocked back on her stool and shot Brody a wide-eyed glance.

“Yep, Emma. I went back to 1784 and told my daughter her husband what Max found in the past and explained all about the future.”

“And based on the way Max was crying, her parents didn’t believe you.” Brody groaned as he ran his fingers through this short, spiked hair.

“No. At first, they didn’t believe me but I had taken a cell phone from one of the places I visited in the future and showed it to Bridgette and Liam. They finally believed me, but they were furious with me for taking Max to search for all of my different rocks and minerals and they refused to let her go again. I asked them to move to the future with us so that we could all live an easier life with electricity and running water. By then I had the gold and plenty of money but they refused. They were so mad that even when we did leave, they wouldn’t come and promised to never let Max see us again.”

“But she still uses the cave and comes here and goes with us to find your samples,” Emma said.

“Yes, well, her parents don’t know that. Because the cave brings you back only slightly after you left, they never realized that she isn’t at school or anywhere else that she tells them she is going,” Mr. M admitted. His eyes focused downward at his hands. 

“How does Max get to the cave if she lives near Washington, D.C.?” Emma asked.

“She doesn’t. She can use the quartz on her bracelet to summon the cave portal no matter where she is standing. She has such a strong connection to the cave that as long as she is holding the quartz in her hand she can make the portal open. That is why I put it on a bracelet for her so it’s always close to her hands. She has some sort of gift with the cave that we don’t really understand. Her grandmother started it when she put the quartz in the wall of the cave the very first time. She and Max can easily open the portal. I have to use Aspen’s amulet,” Mr. M said.

“And that is why you sent her with us to England and why she decided to come to California. To make sure we could get home even if Aspen lost her amulet,” Emma said. 

“Yes.” Mr. M nodded.

“If her parents have refused to move for a long time, why was she so upset today? Brody asked.

“I’ve been giving Max letters to give to her parents telling them about our life now and how great it would be if they moved here with us but they still won’t agree. Max’s tenth birthday was last week, and she asked to move here as her birthday present and they refused once again.”

“How does Max explain the letters,” Emma asked.

“She tells them that I travel back and give them to her. They refuse to see me anymore since I left so I don’t have to worry about going there.” Mr. M. shook his head. He was still visibly upset about his encounter with Max that morning when she walked into the workroom with Mrs. M. Her eyes were red and puffy but the tears had stopped.

Max quietly climbed onto the empty stool beside Mr. M. Her grandfather handed her a box of tissues to wipe her face then took her small hand in his. 

Brody slipped silently out of the workroom.

“I know this is hard, Max. You’re torn between us and your parents and that isn’t fair,” Mr. M said.

“I would really love to live here in the future, but I want my parents to come.”

“We know, Sweety.” Mrs. M leaned an elbow on the table beside Max and stroked her long, blond hair. She wore a partial french braid across the front of her head that cascaded down the left side of her face. 

“I’ll live in 1785 if I have to but I don’t want to give up using the cave to come to see you. I also want to go on trips with Emma and Brody to get your samples for the museum.”

Brody returned with a mug of cocoa that he sat in front of Max. “And we want you to come with us. But we don’t want to upset your folks.”

“What if we go meet them?” Emma asked. “We could tell them about how we are rebuilding the rock and mineral collection and that you aren’t alone. You have us!”

“No. Thank you. I know that you are trying to help, but I think I’m just going to have to figure this out on my own. I don’t want to get anyone else in trouble.” Max sniffled and took a sip of her cocoa. The melted marshmallow stuck to the end of her nose. 

Brody giggled. Emma responded with a swift kick under the table. Max rolled her eyes to the inner corners. Peering down her nose, she could see the white puff of sugar perched on the tip and she let out a giggle, which finally broke the tension in the room. Max wiped her nose with a tissue and glanced at her grandfather. He had been sitting silently, watching her.

“Mom and Dad found out that I went to California with you guys,” Max confessed.

“How?” Emma asked.

“Well, I try to keep some clothes in the forest. I made a small, storage place between some rocks and covered it with branches and leaves and some mud, kind of like what Rusher did with the hiding place for his gold,” Max said. “That way, if I get new clothes when I travel I can change back into my real clothes before I go back home.” 

“We keep a lot of different clothes here for Max when she comes to visit us too,” Mrs. M explained.

“So, you have clothes stashed different places but I guess you forgot to change?” Emma raised her eyebrows as she studied Max’s face.

“Yeah. When we got back from California, I went to my storage place in the woods and realized that I had forgotten to put a dress there for when I got back. Since the dress I was wearing wasn’t too horribly different than my real clothes, I was hoping that they wouldn’t notice.”

“But they did?” Mr. M asked.

“Not at first,” Max said. “Mom kept looking at me a little funny but didn’t figure it out until a little piece of gold that I had from the river fell out of my pocket when I was changing into my pajamas.”

“And they are really mad that you used the cave and now they don’t want
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