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Emma screamed but heard nothing. The intense, rushing wind deafened her. She opened her eyes, hoping she would not vomit from the colors spinning around her like a kaleidoscope crashing into her corneas. Brody flipped weightlessly beside her. He waved as she opened her eyes. Brody’s feet flew over his head, reaching for the blue and purple clouds behind him. The teenagers were more comfortable moving through the Crystal Cave this time, and Emma began to feel excited instead of scared and nauseous as she slid along the path from 2017 to 1851. She hoped they landed in the correct place.

Their speed increased as their bodies glided along the colorful clouds then fell into a deep dive. Aspen yipped a warning that their journey was almost over. Emma’s hand brushed against the pup’s soft white fur. Comforted, she squeezed her eyes shut and waited for the landing.

“Ugh,” Brody groaned as he hit the ground. Water flew all around him. 

Emma landed on his back in a heap. The splash from Brody’s rough dismount flew into Emma’s mouth, choking her. She gagged and coughed. Her body hurt from landing on Brody, but breathing air instead of water was her immediate concern. As she tried to stand, Aspen slammed onto her shoulders knocking her back into the water. The happy Samoyed promptly rolled off the pile, landing in the river. She jumped up quickly and began to shake. Water droplets flew through the air landing squarely in Brody and Emma’s faces. They threw their arms up trying to shield themselves.

“Ah, Aspen, STOP!” Emma and Brody yelled in unison.  

Click. Click. Click.

“You all better stop,” an unfamiliar, gravelly voice ordered.

The kids slowly raised their heads. Emma’s crystal blue eyes peered up the barrel of an old shotgun as her long brown hair clung to the side of her face, soaked in river water. The man standing at the opposite end of the weapon wore a week-old beard, cowboy hat, and leather chaps over brown pants. His baggy clothes were caked in wet dirt. Emma could barely make out the drab plaid pattern on his shirt. A stench wafted to her nose making her gag. 

“Hello,” she said slowly, raising her hands to the air as she rose to a standing position in the shallow edge of the river. Brody and Aspen pulled themselves from the water and stood beside Emma. 

“What are you doing here, and how did you end up in my river?” the man growled. Emma could not tell his age but his voice sounded younger than his wrinkled skin appeared.

That’s a tough question, Emma thought. They could not tell him why they were really there or truthfully how they got there, but the gun pointed in their faces made Emma want to come up with some sort of story quickly.  

“We’re just swimming,” Emma said with a shrug. Brody looked at her. She caught his baffled gaze, knowing he was wondering why they would possibly be swimming in their clothes. Emma realized quickly how silly she sounded.

The seconds ticked slowly as Emma and the stranger stared at each other across the gun barrel. The cold water rushed over Emma’s feet and onto her shins. Her clothes were soaked and clinging to her skin. She glanced at Brody who returned a look she interpreted as misery. His blonde hair lay flat against his head rather than neatly spiked in front. Aspen looked at Emma with an identical gaze, and she almost laughed aloud. The pup’s once fluffy white fur was hanging straight toward the ground, dripping with muddy river water. A small fish was trapped in her fur, trying to wiggle its way from the tangles and back to the freedom of the river.

“Who are you?” the man demanded. He looked from Emma to Brody stopping to stare at Aspen and then fixed his icy glare back onto the kids.

“I’m Brody, and this is Emma.” Brody’s voice cracked as he spoke. Emma could not tell if he was scared or freezing cold, but she was both.

“How did you get here and end up in my river?” the man asked again.

Emma scanned the landscape around her. Her eyes darted from the river to the forest on either side. She did not remember if Mr. M told them where they would land, or if he even knew, but she wanted to get out of the river and to some place dry and warm. 

“Actually, we were playing in the woods and thought we heard a bear,” she said quickly. “We started running and fell into the river.” Emma crossed her fingers, hoping the man would believe her lie. She glanced at Brody, trying to read his thoughts. 

The kids stood next to Aspen, waiting for the man to speak. They shivered, as he looked them over from head to toe and back again. He remained silent, but his eyes drifted to Emma’s right wrist and the bracelet she wore. Instinctively, she moved her arm behind her back so he could not see the quartz crystal hanging from the velvet ribbon bracelet. After they returned from the Blue John Cavern in England a few days earlier, their neighbor, Mr. M, gave Emma her own quartz bracelet to help her summon the Crystal Cave’s time portal whenever she needed to return home. Her bracelet was identical to his granddaughter Max’s except for the deep blue color of the ribbon where Max’s was burgundy. The quartz crystals on their bracelets came from deep within the Crystal Cave, so they each had the power to call the portal to carry them through time. Mr. M told Emma that she would need to use the amulet on Aspen’s collar with her quartz crystal to control the power of the crystal and the cave. Emma’s quartz fits perfectly in Aspen’s amulet. Once they joined, the portal to the time travelling cave would instantly appear to take them where they wanted to go.

Emma reached down and patted Aspen’s back. The pup impatiently poked at the fish now swimming around her paws. Water danced around as she splashed and played. Emma tried to quiet her. 

“A bear, huh? Where did you get that bracelet?” the man asked peering at her wrist.

“Umm...a...a...a friend gave it to me,” Emma replied. 

“I’ve seen a bracelet like that before,” the man said. “A little girl named Max used to wear it around here with her grandpa.”

Brody and Emma glanced at each other. “What?” Brody asked refocusing on the man and his gun.

“How do you know Max and Mr. M?” Emma asked. She stared at the man in disbelief. “You met them when they visited?”

“Sort of. Those two scoundrels stole a huge piece of gold from me!”

Oh no. We are in so much trouble, Emma thought. This man was still pointing a gun at them and was mad because Max and Mr. M stole from him.

“When were they here?” Brody asked, breaking the silent tension surrounding the foursome.

“About two months ago,” he replied. “Do you have my gold?”

“No, Mr. uhhh...” Emma started.

“Rusher.’”

“Mr. Rusher...”

“No! Just Rusher.”

“Okay, Rusher. No, we don’t have your gold,” Emma said.

“We actually came to find another piece because Mr. M’s was stolen.”

“What?” Rusher screamed. “That no good bum stole my gold then someone else stole it from him? Now, I’ll never get it back.” He shook his head.

Emma trembled. I probably should not have told Rusher about the gold being stolen, she thought. 

She looked toward Brody. He stared blankly at Rusher. Aspen stopped playing, hid behind Emma, quickly peeking around her right leg when Rusher spoke. Emma saw Brody’s hands shaking as he tried to speak with an unsteady voice.

“We didn’t know Mr. M stole your gold. I’m so sorry. Please don’t hurt us,” Brody said. 

The tension was thick. Emma tried to calm herself so she could clear her mind and think of a way out of this river and away from Rusher and his gun. Brody and Emma stood motionless as Rusher stared at them. The wait for Rusher to speak felt endless.

“Bah, ha, ha!” Rusher’s laugh was so loud that Emma, Brody, and Aspen jumped backward and almost tumbled again into the river. 

Emma looked at Brody, his eyebrows raised as he met her gaze. 

“Bah, ha, ha” Rusher howled again. He lowered his gun and clamped it between his arm and side. “Come here, Aspen,” Rusher said with a clap. “I didn’t mean to scare you, girl.”

“So...you’re not mad at Mr. M?” Emma asked.

“No,” Rusher said. He chuckled again. 

Emma and Brody each let out a long, slow breath. “Heath is my friend!”

“What?” Emma asked.

“I met Heath and Max when they were here. I helped them get the gold. They didn’t steal nothin’ from me,” Rusher said. “Come on, we’ll get you dried off. You’re lucky no one else saw you fall out of the sky.” Rusher smiled then turned and sloshed out of the river. Aspen trotted beside him.

“Aspen seems to trust him now that his gun isn’t pointed at us,” Emma whispered to Brody as they followed Rusher out of the river and into the adjacent woods. 

“She didn’t seem to when we first got here,” Brody said. “I’m not sure she even recognized him.” 

Emma nodded in agreement. We should keep an eye on Rusher, she thought. If he is lying, we could be in serious trouble.

Rusher led them through the nearby woods. As they traipsed through the forest, Emma tried to remember their path the same way that Brody had in the dungeon jail in Castleton, England. The sky was getting dark as they traveled deep into the thick woods, which made Emma nervous. The kids and Aspen followed Rusher for almost thirty minutes before they saw lights other than the slowly emerging moon. Emma spied smoke rising from a little cabin, which had a low glow from the windows. She did not see any movement inside. The night air was growing cold, and Emma hoped that the little cabin belonged to Rusher.

The forest was full of sounds that made her jump—hoots and rustling and quiet footsteps. Instinctively, Emma grabbed Brody’s arm and squeezed. He patted her hand, making her feel calmer. Rusher slowed as he reached the pathway that led to the front door of the cabin.

“Is this your place?” Brody asked. Aspen scampered ahead of them and pawed at the door. The wide, wood plank opened slightly, and Aspen burrowed her nose into the door, pushing her way into the tiny home. 

“Um-hmm,” Rusher grunted. “Aspen came here with Heath—oh sorry, Mr. M as you call him. She knows her way around.” 

Emma and Brody followed Rusher into the cabin, wiping their feet to remove the leftover mud from their time in the river. Aspen curled up on the single rug in the home, a black bear skin sprawled by the hearth. The tiny cabin had three rooms. The front room was Rusher’s living room and had a fireplace and a small table with chairs. To the right was a tiny kitchen with a stove, sink, and small table for preparing food. The room in the back was Rusher’s bedroom. He did not seem to care about decorating his cabin, as the only homey item Emma saw was a quilt hanging on the back wall of the bedroom. Rusher motioned for them to sit near the fireplace as he loaded new logs onto the flames. Their clothes began to dry from the warmth.

“So, now tell me,” Rusher said. “What happened in the two months since Heath was here that brings you two back with my little furry buddy?” Rusher turned and pushed another log onto the fire. Aspen snuggled closer to the group. “And why didn’t he come back himself?”

“It’s been a lot longer than two months for Mr. M since he was here. I think it’s more like two years,” Emma said. 

“How is that possible?” Rusher asked.

“Time travel through the Crystal Cave is really weird,” Brody replied. “We left Mr. M in 2017 to come here, and he’s been using the Crystal Cave for years to travel through time to get the samples for his collection.”

“Wow, over two years.” Rusher shook his head. He sat on the floor near the kids where he could feel the warmth of the flames.

“I’m still not totally sure how Mr. M does it, but he researches the best time to get the sample he wants, and somehow the Crystal Cave knows where and when to take him and Max,” Emma said. “It’s magic.”

“How did you guys get involved with all of this nonsense?” Rusher asked.

“I live across the street from Mr. M, and Emma moved in beside me a couple of weeks ago,” Brody said. “I took her to meet him because she likes rocks like I do.” 

“Mr. M showed me all of his really cool samples, and we were going to go back the next day to help him with the maps he was working on because his collection was going to be in the natural history museum in Charleston,” Emma said. 

“But that night, someone broke into his house when he was at the movies and ripped up all of his maps, stole some of his samples, and smashed the rest of them,” Brody explained. “The police haven’t found the person who did it yet.”

“So we offered to help Mr. M get his collection back, but he didn’t tell us until we were inside the Crystal Cave that we were going to travel through time,” Emma said. 

“Where did you go?” Rusher asked.

“This is only our second trip. The first time we went to Castleton, Derbyshire, England in 1775 to get a sample of the Blue John Fluorite from inside a cave that was guarded by soldiers with guns!” Emma took a deep breath.

Knock. Knock. Knock. 

The front door shook startling Emma and Brody. Aspen’s ears perked straight up as she leapt to attention.
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“Who’s that?” Emma asked. 

“Not sure,” Rusher replied as he slowly rose to a stand, eyeing the door with suspicion. “I don’t get many visitors.” 

Knock, knock, knock.

“Hello, Rusher, it’s me,” a young voice said.

“Max?” Brody asked. He raised his eyebrows at Emma, who thought it sounded like her, too.

Rusher stood and walked to the door. Emma heard the wooden door complain as Rusher pulled it open.

“What? Max?” Rusher’s voice faded.

“Hi, Rusher,” Max chirped.

A smile broke out on Brody’s face when he saw Max bound into the room. Rusher followed slowly behind her. His forefinger slowly scratched his head. 

“How old are you?” Rusher asked.

“Nine. Almost ten.” Max said, laughing. Her crystal blue eyes sparkled as she spoke. “Don’t be confused, Rusher. I haven’t been here in a couple of years.”

Emma could tell that her comments did not help Rusher understand. She giggled at the sight of Rusher’s face, scrunched and bewildered. 

“Time travel will just make your head hurt if you try to figure it out,” Brody said. 

“I’m starting to realize that,” Rusher said.

“What are you doing here?” Brody asked turning to Max.

“Aww, I needed a little fun, so I jumped back here to see what’s happening,” Max said as she plopped down in front of the fireplace with Brody and Emma. “So, what did I miss?” 

Aspen crawled toward the group and laid her head in Max’s lap. Max stroked her soft fur. 

“Ew, you’re dirty girl,” Max said as she continued to play with the pup’s ears.

Rusher sat beside the kids. They let the fire continue to warm them as they talked. Their clothes were dry. Finally.

Emma and Brody recounted their travels from West Virginia to California, telling Max how they crash-landed in the river and then met Rusher at gunpoint. 

“I was just joking with you,” Rusher said.

“It’s a good thing you met him and not Mr. Tucker,” Max said. “He’s not too nice.”

Rusher nodded in agreement. “Mr. Tucker is very protective of his gold stash ever since you and your grandpa came and stole some,” Rusher said to Max. “For us, you’ve only been gone for a few months, and the sting of your theft still makes him mad if someone mentions it.”

“Theft,” Max repeated. “It wasn’t theft. We were just collecting the geology samples that he owed us.”

“Collecting from his samples. Tucker sure thought you were stealing,” Rusher said.

Max shrugged.

The evening overtook the events of the day, and Rusher started to prepare dinner. Emma offered to help Rusher cook, but he refused and shooed her out of the kitchen. The kids were starving after their travels. Emma, Brody, and Max sat chatting about the gold they needed to find for Mr. M’s collection. Max told them about the first time she visited the Gold Rush. She had just turned eight years old, and Mr. M brought her to the Gold Rush as a birthday present.

“I think we landed in the same river that you did,” Max said. “The water was freezing cold, but luckily it was daytime when we got here and super hot so the sun dried my clothes before I could get cold. I had to walk around all day smelling like river fish, though. I was certain there was bear pee in the river, too.”

“What?” Brody asked. 

“That’s crazy,” Emma said.

“Oh no, it’s not,” Max said. “You don’t think bears go to the bathroom in the river while they stand around trying to catch fish? Of course, they do! You probably have bear pee all over you from when you were in the river earlier.” 

Emma smelled her clothes. She wondered if there really was bear pee on her. She wanted a shower. Hmm. Not too many hot showers in 1851, she thought. 

“Tell us how you managed to get the gold from Mr. Tucker,” Brody said.

“Well, it’s kind of a long story, but I’ll try to give you the short version. Before Grandpa and I got here, there was a businessman named John Sutter who was building a sawmill here in town,” Max said.

“Wait. Where are we exactly?” Emma asked.

“We’re in Coloma, California. The man Mr. Sutter hired to build the sawmill for him was named James Marshall. Rusher worked for Mr. Marshall, helping to build the sawmill. They were building Mr. Sutter’s mill near the river you fell into when you got here. While Mr. Marshall and Rusher were building the sawmill, they were digging in the river to make a trench to carry the water from the river to the mill. When Rusher and Mr. Marshall were in the river, they saw these flakes and little gravel-sized pieces that turned out to be pure gold.” Max held her fingers in the air. “They weren’t any bigger than my fingernail, but pure, solid gold.”

“Wow, pure gold,” Emma repeated.

“That was the start of the Gold Rush. Mr. Marshall and Mr. Sutter tried to keep it quiet at first, but it only took a few months before everyone in the area knew. After everyone that lived or worked around here found out, they started telling everyone all over the country. In a few more months, tons of people came and started looking for gold,” Max explained.

“How does Mr. Tucker fit into all of this?” Brody asked.

“When everyone started coming into town to mine for gold, Mr. Sutter left. He had a bunch of other businesses, and he wasn’t interested in trying to find gold. When he left, so did Mr. Marshall. Rusher stayed because he wanted to look for gold in the river. Then, Mr. Tucker came in and took over the land with Sutter’s Mill and the river area too, so all of the guys, like Rusher, who stayed, ended up working for him doing the mining and the panning. Mr. Tucker was not happy that more people started showing up and were searching for the gold he was trying to keep for himself. It turns out there’s tons of gold in the rivers and rocks around here,” Max explained. “Even underground.” 

“Wow, you know a lot about the Gold Rush,” Emma said.

Max’s eyes danced as she talked. “I think it’s really interesting. When Mr. Tucker realized that people were finding out about the gold, he asked Rusher to help him mine his land and all of the surrounding riverbeds around here as fast as they could. Mr. Tucker started hiding the gold in the sawmill. Actually, above the sawmill,” she said.

“Above?” Brody asked.

“Mr. Tucker was so scared that someone would find his gold that that he built a secret attic in the upstairs part of the sawmill building. He put all of the good gold pieces there. Then, he made a storage room in the downstairs part of the sawmill with all of the small pieces and little flakes.”

“Why?” Emma asked as she stretched her legs toward the fire.

“He thought if someone wanted to steal from him, they would find the room downstairs and only get the little pieces that were not worth as much because they wouldn’t think to look for a secret attic,” Max explained. 

“Why did you say that you took the gold that Tucker owed you?” Brody asked. He shifted his weight to his side and stretched his legs across the floor propping his upper body on his elbow.

Max rolled her eyes. “Tucker is so awful. When we got here, he was having trouble mining the gold so Grandpa helped him. Mr. Tucker said that if Grandpa would teach him about underground mining that he would share the gold with him.”

“And Mr. M knew how to mine the gold underground because he lives in the future,” Emma said.

“Yeah, luckily, underground mining is popular now so Grandpa taught Mr. Tucker how to use dynamite to blast into the underground rocks that have the veins of mixed quartz and gold,” Max said. She stood and stretched her back before continuing. “After they got the pieces of gold and quartz out of the mine they would use these big crushing machines to smash the rock and then they would actually use a regular mining pan to wash the crushed rock and get the gold out.”

“What was the crushing machine like?” Emma asked eagerly.

“It was cool. They put the quartz and gold between two big rock slabs and they hooked the top slab to a donkey and he would walk in a circle spinning it and it would break the vein apart.”

“That is really neat,” Emma said.

“I’m guessing that Mr. Tucker didn’t end up sharing the gold with Mr. M?” Brody asked.

“No. After Grandpa
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