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St. Louis Missouri 2020s

Will was the kind of friend who just showed up sometimes. In fact, since he was a time traveler, he’d show up out of thin air. 

I never got used to it.

On a misty June morning I stood in our small St. Louis suburban back yard, tossing a tennis ball for my dog Nicky to fetch. My twin Ava was in the house somewhere. The smell of coffee floated out the kitchen window, which meant that Dad might be cooking breakfast soon.

Right after I tossed the ball, Will popped into view beside Nicky. I yelped and stepped backward.

Will grinned. “Hey, Jake.” 

He used a little basket on a handle to nab the ball before it reached Nicky’s open mouth. Nicky wasn’t surprised. In fact, seeing Will, he wagged himself all over.
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“And now you’re into stealing balls from little dogs?” I asked. His sudden appearance made my heart pound, but I had to grin back. I cuffed him on the shoulder.

Will plucked the ball out of his basket and tossed it to Nicky. “I have a homeschool project. Um, Dad sent me here to look for clues.”

He and his dad originally also lived in St. Louis, in the present day. But now they’d moved to a village that stood here eight hundred years ago. Somehow they kept up the homeschooling, while Will did a lot of time-traveling. Educational, I suppose.

“Clues?” I asked.

“Yeah, clues about the Indians—er, Native Americans—who built a big city near here eight hundred years ago. I need to find out what’s left of that city in the present day.”

“I haven’t seen any clues on that,” I said.

“Now that I’ve been living among those people, I’ve noticed some things that look familiar from our time.” He twirled the stick with basket attached. “Like this. It’s a game you and I might play, called lacrosse. Some schools have lacrosse teams. The Native Americans played this game too.”

I nodded. “I guess I’ve seen that.”

“Not sure what else is still around. Eight hundred years ago, they grew corn. Present day, we grow corn. What else?”

“There are some mounds,” I said.

“Eight hundred years ago, there were so many mounds!” He gestured wildly. “Little mounds. Big mounds, big as a house, big as a stadium, so big.”

“I’d like to see that,” I said. “What were they for?”

“Monuments, graves, temple sites, lots of different things,” said Will. “Some of them have got to be here still. So, where can we find some mounds?”

“We can look it up on our computer,” I said. “Let’s go ask Dad.”

We entered the house through the sliding glass door from the patio. Dad sat at the kitchen table with a cup of coffee, reading the news off his phone. 

“Hey Dad, this is our friend Will,” I said. “Is it okay if we look up some stuff on the computer for his homework?”

“Homework?” Dad stood up. “In the summer?”

“He’s homeschooled,” I said.

“Hi, I’m Will,” said Will. They shook hands and smiled. Dad with short brown hair, jean shorts, and a T-shirt. Skinny teenager Will with a head full of brown wavy hair, wearing his usual St. Louis Cardinals T-shirt and shorts. Both so significant in my life, now finally meeting each other.

“And you live around here?” Dad asked. 

“Not far away,” said Will. “I helped Jake and Ava find Nicky not long ago.”

Now, that was a quest to remember. I chuckled to myself as I saw us chasing Martin the dog snatcher across 1500s Vienna and 1600s France. 

Will was three years older than Ava and me. He’d taught us how to be apprentices to the Guardians of Time, like he was. He was a born leader. In dangerous or confusing situations, he didn’t even get upset.

Will was also a friend. It was about time Dad met him, even if Dad thought we were talking about videogames at the neighbors’ when we told him about our time travels.

“Ah, thank you for helping find Nicky,” Dad said. He sat and returned to his phone. “Go ahead with the computer.”

I sat in the computer chair in the living room, Will next to me, lacrosse stick on the floor beside him. We soon figured out there was likely only one single Indian mound left in St. Louis city. 

“It’s called Sugarloaf Mound,” I said. I pulled up photos of it. It wasn’t large. A house used to sit on it.

“All the other mounds in St. Louis got used for fill dirt,” said Will. “The big ones, the little ones. They took so much work to build. Now they’re all gone.” He snorted with disgust.

“There are still some mounds across the river in Illinois,” I added, pointing to the screen. “We could go look at them.”

Will picked up the lacrosse stick and pulled his large skeleton key from his pocket. “Let’s check those out. It will just take a minute.”

I pulled mine out too. We lifted our time-travel keys and turned them to the left.

We found ourselves at the big manmade grassy hill called Monk’s Mound, east of St. Louis in Illinois. We climbed the wooden staircase to the top, all 156 steps, and stood there surveying the rural landscape and breathing in the scent of new-mown grass. We could see a few other mounds nearby, all much smaller but still big. There were very few trees. In the distance lay roads and large one-story buildings. I could tell from the cars we hadn’t traveled in time. It was still 2020s.

“It’s so, so much less than it was,” said Will in a hollow voice. “It was a huge busy city, with a priest-king, and a temple built on top of this mound. People are building, always building, lines of them carrying baskets of dirt on their heads for the next mound. You see many pairs of hunters returning, carrying deer carcasses hung from poles. Fields of corn. No trees to speak of, just like now. I guess they all got cut down.”

“I’ll come visit you,” I said. “I’d like to see that. I’ll get Ava and DeeDee to come too.”

“Do it,” he said.

Then Will stooped to look at something shiny on the ground. “Um, it’s a gold coin.”

“Careful!” I bent down. “That’s got the Ortolan mark on it. Martin was here.”

Will reached for it. 

“Wait!” I cried. My hands shook. “Touching it will take you somewhere you don’t want to go! Remember that’s how we got stuck in the desert!”

Will chuckled. “I know, I know. But Paracelsus asked me to bring him any of these coins I found. He wants to study them.” Paracelsus, of course, was our adult mentor in the Guardians of Time Guild.

He handed me the lacrosse stick, draped a corner of his T-shirt over his hand, and picked the coin up. Then he dropped it into his pocket and smiled. “See? I’m still here. No problem. In fact, there’s another coin in my pocket too. I found it this morning after breakfast when I was at home with my Dad and stepmom in the village.”

“I think you should leave those coins where they are,” I said. “Martin Ortolan is trying to snag you. He’s up to no good, that’s always true.”

“Then others will pick the coins up. They won’t have a clue, and they’ll end up with trouble,” said Will. He frowned at me. “I don’t want that.”

“You might be the one in trouble. You could stick your hand in your pocket without thinking. Then you’ll get sent somewhere you don’t want to be.”

“Oh, I won’t do that,” said Will. “I’ll remember.”

I shook my head as I handed Will his lacrosse stick and we parted ways. I had a bad feeling about this.
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St. Louis Missouri 2020s 

A dull week went by in my summer life in St. Louis, and then it was Monday morning. I poked my head into the kitchen and sniffed. Dad’s bacon flooded the house with aromas. My stomach rumbled in response.

A knock at the front door turned out to be Aunt Dayna dropping off our four-year-old cousin DeeDee on her way to work. Ava and I were babysitting her for the summer, and in fact she had already been on one of our time-travel adventures. 

I grabbed the child’s hand and led her inside. “Breakfast is cooking!” I told her.

“Oatmeal?” DeeDee asked. “Bacon?”

“Yup!” I said.

Meanwhile, I could hear the Beethoven piano music my twin Ava listened to in her room down the hall, nice and loud. A bird chirped outside the open living room windows. A car vroomed past.

The sounds ceased. 

Silence. Dead silence.

I could hear myself draw breath.

What?

From the front hall, I glanced at the wall clock in the living room above the TV. Its second hand stood frozen.

Time stopped?

DeeDee hugged me around the waist. “Jake, what are we going to do today?”

“I’m not sure, DeeDee,” I said. I patted the fuzzy pigtails on top of her head as the two of us peeked into the kitchen. Dad stood at the sink, unmoving. A splash of water hung in the air.
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Ava brushed her wet, curly dark hair as she clumped down the hall in her clogs. “What’s going on?” she asked.

“I have a feeling,” I said. “When things get weird, the Guardians of Time have to be part of it.”

The three of us turned toward the front door. I stepped forward and opened it.

On the doorstep stood our balding friend Paracelsus, Renaissance alchemist. As usual he wore a black cloak with a white lace ruffle at the throat. Next to his generous stomach he carried a toaster-sized gadget with gears and a crank, strapped to him by a loop around his neck. 

He smiled a delighted smile. “Ach, I suspected this time slicer vould get your attention, my friends,” he said. His balding head neatly reflected the morning light. 

We stood there open-mouthed. A shiver ran across my back.

“Vell, may I come in?” he asked.

“Oh. Of course,” I said.

“This instrument is an Ortolan time slicer,” he said breathlessly as he stepped into the living room. “That Martin Ortolan invented it. Stops everything. It allows us to steal time to talk between minutes.” 

Not everything had stopped. I could still smell the bacon.

He waved an arm in front of me. “Pay attention! I have urgent news. Will is missing.”

My insides twisted. “What?” 

“His father hasn’t seen him for five days. His friends, former neighbors in St. Louis, haven’t seen him for a month. I haven’t seen him for two weeks.”

I wasn’t digesting this information. “I can’t believe that
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