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Chapter 1: St. Louis Missouri, 2020s
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At first, I thought it must be a neighbor’s cat. The small animal crouched and raced to a spot in our driveway, then looked around. Its tail twitched. Its sandy colored fur looked messy, like it just got out of bed. 

It fit right into our neighborhood of small houses with green lawns, shaded by huge oak trees. There were plenty of cats and dogs.

Wait a minute. We have a dog, and most cats wouldn’t hang out in our driveway. 

The cat sat down and stared at us with huge green eyes. Then I noticed that although he was normal cat size, he had big paws. His eyes held that wide-eyed look that kittens have.
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What was he seeing? Me, a boy eleven years old with short blond hair; my twin Ava, with dark curly hair; and DeeDee, age four, with dark skin and pigtails. Our cousin.

The cat blinked, lazily. I guess he didn’t feel outnumbered or anything.

Was this cat somehow unusual? Since Ava and I are time travelers, we never know quite what’s next. But we have to be ready, of course. 

It had been a routine afternoon. We were coming back from getting mid-afternoon ice cream at the little grocery store some blocks away. I’d gotten ahead of Ava and DeeDee, who we were babysitting for the summer. Bugs wheezed in the trees in the summer warmth.

Ava and DeeDee caught up. “Look, Jake! A kitty!” said DeeDee to me as she stooped to pet the creature. 

I held my breath. What do stray kittens do when petted? Do they bite? Scratch?

This one ducked his head and closed his eyes. He seemed to like it. He didn’t purr, but instead made a tiny sighing sound.

“That’s going to be a very big cat when it grows up,” said Ava. 

“No kidding,” I said.

The animal’s stomach rumbled. 

“He’s hungry,” said DeeDee. “Let’s feed him.”

I considered what might be in the refrigerator. “Maybe there’s leftover meat loaf.”

Ava opened the front door. Nicky, our small dog, came barreling out, barking his head off. Typical dog behavior. Oof, why hadn’t we kept him from doing that?

In a flash of white, black, and brown, he charged over to the driveway. DeeDee stood up. 

The seated cat yawned at the hysterical dog.

Yep, that’s what a wild cat will do to a small dog. Either yawn at him or eat him.

Nicky dropped to a crouch. Then he cautiously inched forward, sniffing. Finally he stood up, nose to nose. A mini Australian shepherd, he was only a little bigger than the cat. He snorted, backed off, and sat down too.

Somebody needed to get the meat loaf, and I didn’t want it to be me. “About that meat loaf,” I said.

I’d always wanted to be a leader. So, now was always a good time to start. Would Ava do what I wanted her to do?

Ava rolled her eyes and disappeared into the house. She came back with bits of meat loaf in two saucers and gave one to each animal. “Nicky has to have some, too,” she said.

The cat sniffed it and delicately bit it. Meanwhile, Nicky gulped his down in one bite.

Soon we found ourselves in the kitchen. Nicky, in the back yard, complained while we fed the rest of the meat loaf to the cat. He licked his chops and looked at us for more. But of course, there wasn’t any.

I swear, that cat looked bigger.

“Now what?” asked Ava.

Dad came down the hall from the laundry room. 

“Look!” said DeeDee. “We found a cat! Maybe we can keep him?” 

“You need to go find the owner,” he said. “Put a collar and leash on that cat, and ask around the neighborhood.” 

The cat didn’t think much of the collar and leash, but he was willing to follow us if we led with little bits of dog food.

We started down the concrete street. Our neighbor Grace Catherine, Ava’s friend, stood outside her front door and waved. “You have a cat!” she called. Her wispy reddish-blonde hair almost matched Bailey’s fur. “Let me see!” She ran up and knelt to stroke him.

“We’re going to adopt him!” said DeeDee. 

“Isn’t he great?” asked Ava. “Dad says we have to look for the owner, though. You know anybody who’s lost a cat?”

“Well, no,” said Grace Catherine.

Her blonde mother leaned out the front door and called her in to practice the piano.

“Let’s go.” DeeDee tugged on the leash. The cat laid his ears back, legs stiff, and resisted with all his weight. In fact, his weight seemed to be increasing, after the big meal of meat loaf.

We got him moving, finally. 

“We’ll need a litter box,” said Ava. “Some cat litter. Some cat food. A food dish. A water dish.” She ticked them off on her fingers as she named them. “Cats are often shy of strangers, but very loving to their owners.”

She must have gotten all that info off of Wikipedia. She spent hours learning stuff that way.

Things had been going along normally for us for days and days. We’d been hanging out with DeeDee for afternoon ice cream and long summer days at the pool. 

Maybe finding this cat meant it was time for something more interesting, like a time-travel adventure.

Sure enough, as soon as we turned a corner, our time-traveler friends popped into view. Paracelsus, our Guardians of Time Guild mentor, and his teenage assistant Will strode toward us. Surprise and delight gave me one big smile for them. 

Bald Paracelsus wore his usual black and white outfit with white lace at the throat, just the right thing for a 700-year-old alchemist from Switzerland. Dark-haired Will was a teenager from elsewhere in our city, St. Louis, three years older than us. He wore tee shirt and jeans, like we did.

“Greetings, my friends!” said Paracelsus in his German accent. He and Will bowed from the waist in the quaint manner of the Guardians of Time and their assistants.

We bowed back, of course. We were assistants now too, after all. I wondered what the neighbors thought, if they were watching. 

“You have need of new adventures, I believe,” said Paracelsus.

DeeDee pointed at the cat. “We have a cat now. His name is Bailey.”

Will cleared his throat. “Um, things are happening all over. My grandfather has gone to Surrey in England to investigate a report of a giant ox, an aurochs, wandering around. Paracelsus is being called to Patagonia to check out a sighting of a young woolly mammoth.”

Paracelsus knelt and looked Bailey over, then stood up. “This is not a regular cat. It is a species not seen for many thousand years.”

Ava wasn’t listening. “It’s a cute cat,” she said. “We’re going to adopt it.”

“Take my vord,” said Paracelsus. “It is from the same time as the voolly mammoth.  See these markings?” He pointed to some faint brown lines on the animal’s back. “Have you seen those before?”

“Well, no,” Ava said. “Actually, he could be a Maine coon cat.  I read about those. They have stripes, and they’re twice as big as regular cats.”

“Ve vill see,” said Paracelsus, with a bit of a smile.

“So, you say there are ancient animals wandering around in our time? Who is doing this? What’s going on?” I asked.

“It is Martin,” said Paracelsus. He referred to our enemy, a Guardians of Time alchemist from medieval Germany. The Guiding Hand, creator of the universe, had granted Martin long life to rescue those lost in time. That was the same as He had done for the other Guardians like Paracelsus. But Martin rejected his calling and went bad. 

“He’s opening holes in space-time all over the place, and pulling ancient animals into the present time.” Will shook his head. “This is big trouble. Um, for everyone.”

DeeDee scratched the cat behind the ears. “Bailey’s no trouble,” she said. 

“Those space-time holes vill just get bigger, unless ve find them and glue them shut,” said Paracelsus. “Aurochs and woolly mammoths are here already. Who knows what else vill vander in from prehistoric times. And all this back-and-forth in time with large animals isn’t good. It makes the space-time matrix less and less stable.”

“Dinosaurs?” I asked. My eyebrows arched sky-high.

“Dinosaurs!” said DeeDee. “Where? I want to see!” She bounced on her tiptoes and looked around.

Would we have Jurassic Park in our own town? Yikes!

“Ve need to return the animals. Ve must also find the holes Martin made and close them up mit space-time glue,” said Paracelsus. He pulled an old glass bottle from his pocket, partly filled with a murky liquid. “And ve need to send the beasts home. Here is your job, my apprentices. Return this kitten to his mother.”

DeeDee threw her arms around the cat’s neck and burst into tears. “I want to keep him.”
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Chapter 2: Iceland 2020s
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Apprentices take their assignments. I knew that much. “All right,” I said. “We’ll take Bailey home to his mama.” Hopefully his mama wasn’t far off. Maybe somewhere in the neighborhood.

Paracelsus looked me in the eye, then Ava. “My friends, I am sorry to have to leave. Young Will can help you for now. You are in good hands. I must look for that voolly mammoth in Patagonia.”

“Where is Patagonia?” asked DeeDee.

“It’s the southern part of South America,” said Ava. “It’s a big part of Chile and Argentina.”

“Why is there a mammoth there?” asked DeeDee.

“Martin decided to put it there,” said Paracelsus with a shrug.

“How are you going to catch it?” asked Ava.

“I don’t know right now,” said Paracelsus. “But soon enough, I vill know. The Guiding Hand will show the vay.” He didn’t seem nervous at all.

He bowed, lifted his time-travel key—a fancy skeleton key, like mine—and vanished.

There in the street, the four of us formed a circle around Bailey. 

So now, Will was in charge of our expedition to take Bailey home. I wasn’t totally thrilled about that. Will had been a Guardians of Time apprentice for at least two years, right? He knew what he was doing. 

Yes, he knew what he was doing, I told myself. 

A couple came toward us walking two huge dogs, long-legged Great Danes. The dogs didn’t react to the cat at all. The
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