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A New Adventure Begins

The sound of a ringing telephone pierced the stillness. Ellen Bartlett groaned as she was jarred awake. She reached for the receiver. 

"Hello?"

"Good morning, Mrs. Bartlett," said a cheery male voice on the other end of the line. "This is the front desk calling. You asked to be woken up at seven o'clock."

"Oh yes," she said, remembering she had asked for a wake-up call when they checked in the evening before. "Thank you. Goodbye." 

As she placed the receiver in its cradle, Jenny began stirring. Luke, who had been sleeping in the bed near the window, pulled back on the curtains, allowing a sliver of bright sunlight to come into the room. 

"These blackout curtains really work." 

Jenny reached over and turned on the lamp next to her bed. They all yawned and stretched, then Jenny and Luke's mother got out of bed to make herself some coffee.

"Did you two sleep well?" she asked as she dropped the coffee packet into the top of the coffee maker.

"Just fine, Mom," said Jenny, sweeping a strand of blonde hair away from her eyes.

"What's the name of this town again?" asked Luke.

"Ruidoso. Ruidoso, New Mexico," said his mother as she poured water into the coffee maker. "And today we're going to take another side trip. We're going to an Old West town not too far from here. It's called Lincoln. It's where Billy the Kid used to live."

"Cool," said Luke, remembering the adventure he and his sister had shared in Tombstone a couple days before.

"I don't know what happened to change your mind Luke, but I'm glad to see you taking more of an interest in this trip. I'm really looking forward to our next stop." 

It wasn't the vacation they had planned. That vacation was to have been a trip to Disneyland. But now, due to circumstances beyond their control, their plans had changed. Instead of Disneyland, they were going to Texas to visit their grandparents. And while Luke and Jenny both loved Grandma and Grandpa, it just wasn't the same as going to Disneyland. Luke had been especially disappointed. But when they made a stop in Tombstone, something unexpected happened, and they experienced an adventure beyond anything they could have possibly imagined.

"I'm going to take a shower," said their mother as she switched on the coffee maker. "And while I'm doing that you guys can check your e-mail."

As she stepped into the bathroom, Jenny got up and retrieved the laptop. She brought it back to the bed, took it out of its case, and turned in on.

"I wonder if Dad got my e-mail yet?"

For as long as Luke and Jenny could remember, their father had served in the Army Reserve. It wasn't like being in the regular army. Most of the time he lived at home and worked at his regular job designing computer hardware for an electronics company. Then he would go away for two weeks every year for field training, as well as spend an occasional weekend with the Reserve. Everyone in the family called him their weekend warrior because it seemed like an adventure game. But now it was no longer a game. Their father had recently been sent to serve overseas, and he would be away for at least a year. They all missed him terribly. It was especially hard on Luke. He felt as if he had lost his very best friend and now nothing seemed right anymore.

Luke sat down next to Jenny and watched the computer screen. A few moments later they found what they were looking for. Jenny eagerly opened the e-mail and read it out loud to Luke. 

Hi you two. I see you guys had a lot of fun in Tombstone without me. I really wish I could have been there with you but duty calls. Thanks for the photos. I especially loved the one of Luke getting hung at Big Nose Kate's. I showed it to all the guys and they thought it was pretty funny, too. Good job, Jenny. Tell your mother there's an e-mail for her, too. I really miss you guys and can't wait to get home. When I do, I promise we'll all go to Disneyland. Love, Dad.

Luke suddenly got quiet and leaned back against the headboard. He was relieved to know his dad was okay, but he was solemn, knowing it was still going to be a very long time before he got home. 

Jenny looked at him. "I know, Luke. I miss Dad, too. But he wouldn't be happy if you were sitting around moping. Besides, I'm going to take lots more pictures today to e-mail him. That way he can feel like he's with us."

Luke smiled and nodded in agreement as he reached for the remote and turned on the TV. A few minutes later their mother emerged from the bathroom and began towel drying her short, curly blonde hair. 

"Okay Jenny, you're next. Then Luke."

"And hurry up, Jenny," said her brother. "I'm getting hungry."

It was a mystery to Luke how a ten-year-old girl could take so long in the bathroom. Jenny always said it was because her long hair took more time to wash. Luke sighed as he leaned back against the headboard and ran his fingers through his short, dark brown hair. He looked at his mother who was sipping coffee while she brushed makeup powder on her face. Then he remembered. 

"Dad said to tell you he sent you an e-mail."

His mother let out a big smile as a look of relief came upon her face. "That's good. Thanks for letting me know."

"Well, aren't you going to read it?" 

She picked up her coffee cup. "Of course I am. I'll read it tonight, after you guys have gone to bed. Right now, Luke, I want you to get some clean clothes out of your suitcase. Better wear your blue jeans. Lincoln is out in the country. There's a lot of grass and brush around here and I don't want you getting poison ivy."

About an hour or so later they checked out of the motel and drove around Ruidoso in search of a breakfast place. Ruidoso is a little mountain town nestled in a forest of pine trees. They enjoyed the cool mountain air. It was a refreshing change from the summer heat at home in Phoenix. As they drove along, they noticed rental cabins and tourist shops lining the road.  They soon found a roadside cafe. 

"Well, guys, what do you think?" 

"Looks okay to me, Mom," said Luke.  

She parked the car and they went inside for breakfast. After enjoying big plates of pancakes they were on their way. 

"How far is it to Lincoln?" asked Luke as he reached into his backpack and retrieved his tablet.

"Not that far," said his mother.  

Jenny looked at her brother. "Don't you ever get tired of playing games on that thing?" 

"Nope." 

She turned her attention back to her mother. "Have you ever been to Lincoln, Mom?" 

"No I haven't, so it will be a first time for me, too." 

Luke looked up from his tablet. "Do you know anything about Billy the Kid?" 

"Not that much," saidd his mother. "Just what I've seen in movies, like that John Wayne movie we all watched on one of the cable channels not too long ago. Remember?"

"Yeah, I think so," said Luke. "Didn't he play some guy named John Chisum? That was a good one."

"That's the one. But you know, a lot of that stuff in the movies is probably made up. I've heard some people say that Billy was a bad guy. Others say he wasn't that bad and he was actually helping the good guys. So I've always wondered what Billy the Kid was really like."

Luke thought it over for a moment. Then he leaned back and started playing with his tablet again. After his and Jenny's adventure in Tombstone he wondered what would be in store for them in Lincoln, New Mexico.  
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Chapter Two
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Lincoln, New Mexico

Luke looked up from his tablet when he felt the car slowing down. They were turning off the main highway onto another road. They drove a little while longer and soon made their way into a tiny town with just one road going through it. 

"This can't be Lincoln," said Luke, suddenly disappointed. The quaint little town didn't look like anything he'd ever seen in a western movie or on a TV show.

"It's Lincoln," said his mother. 

She drove past most of the buildings, finally stopping to park along the side of the road just across the street from the only two-story building. As they got out of their car she noticed a few puddles along the side of the road. 

"It must have rained here last night," she said. "So let's watch our steps and try to keep out of the mud." 

Luke and Jenny put on their backpacks while their mother locked the car. Then they crossed the road and entered the two-story building. It was called the Lincoln County Courthouse. Once inside a lady park ranger, seated behind a desk, greeted them.

"Welcome to Lincoln, folks. Would you like to see some of the historic museums?"

"Yes ma'am," said Ellen. "How much is it?"

While she bought tickets Luke and Jenny looked around. "This sure doesn't look anything like Tombstone," said Luke to his sister.

"You're right about that, son," said the ranger. "That's because Tombstone was a big city, at least by Old West standards. And it was a mining town. Lincoln wasn't. It started out as a little Mexican settlement called La Placita del Rio Bonito." 

She went on to explain that back in the 1870s and 1880s, Lincoln County covered all of southeastern New Mexico but not many folks lived there. Those who did were mostly farmers or ranchers, and Lincoln was a little community that also served as the county seat. She went on to say that the building they were standing in used to be the Murphy Store. It had also been called The House and later on it was known as the Dolan Store. She handed Ellen a map, took out her pen and circled some of the sites they might want to look at. 

"There's the Tunstall Store, here's where the McSween house stood, and over there are their graves. And at the other end of the road there's the Anderson-Freeman Museum."  

After thanking the ranger they looked at the exhibits in the next room. A number of old photographs and historic artifacts were on display. Then, at the end of the staircase, they discovered a hole in the wall covered by a piece of Plexiglas. 

"I wonder what that is?" asked Jenny.

Another tourist standing at the top of the stairs overheard her. "Legend has it that hole's from the bullet fired by Billy the Kid when he killed Deputy Bell. They were going to hang him so he shot the deputy while making his escape."

"Cool," said Luke.

They made their way to the top of the landing. There they found the gray-haired tourist wearing a navy polo shirt and blue shorts. 

"Then what happened?" asked Luke.

"Well," said the man as he pointed to one of the windows, "if you look over there, in that corner, that's the window he ran to and shot Bob Olinger from after he shot Deputy Bell."  

"Did he escape?" asked Luke.

"He sure did. But then later on Pat Garrett gunned him down in Pete Maxwell's bedroom. Or so they say." The man's friends came over to join him. "You folks have a good day," he said with a tip of his hat.

Luke watched them head down the stairs and couldn't help but imagine Billy the Kid shooting Deputy Bell on this very staircase. His sister soon interrupted his daydream.

"Are you coming, Luke?" 

He caught up with his mother and sister at the window the man had pointed out. They gazed at the street below, and then turned to look around the courtroom. Afterwards they wandered to the other end of the building and found a room that had been used as a Masonic Lodge. Small rows of wooden chairs sat next to what looked like altars. On the walls hung paintings of famous men, such as George Washington, who had been Freemasons. A plaque on the wall explained that Murphy had also been a Freemason and that he had put the Lodge above his store.

"What's a Freemason?" asked Luke.

"It means he was a member of a secret society," said his mother. "I don't know a whole lot about the Masons because they're such a secretive group."

"How come they're so secretive?" asked Luke. "Is it because they're doing something wrong and they don't want us to know about it?"

"I doubt they're doing anything bad. Your grandpa is a Freemason and they do a lot of good things for their community. I don't know why they're so secretive, but they probably get a big laugh out of watching the rest of us wondering what they're up to."  

A few minutes later they went down the stairs and stepped outside. There they found plaques marking where both Deputy Bell and Bob Olinger had died after being shot by Billy the Kid.

From the courthouse they walked down the road to the Tunstall Store. It was a typical nineteenth century general store. Inside were three counters, two of which came together to form an L-shape. While their mother showed their tickets to another park ranger Luke and Jenny looked around. Old merchandise filled the shelves behind the counters; everything from antique shoes and clothes to dusty coffee cans and hardware. It all looked as if it had been there for a very long time. 

"How could you go shopping when everything was behind the counter?" asked Jenny.

"People shopped differently back then," said the ranger. "The clerk stood behind the counter. You came in, told him what you needed, then he went back and got it for you. It was simple really."

"Yeah, but it wouldn't have been that much fun." 

Jenny's mother pointed out a nearby plaque. "According to this it was the murder of this store's owner, John Tunstall, that started the Lincoln County War. Interesting. Let's go see what else is around here."

They thanked the ranger and went outside to look at the vacant lot next door. This was where the McSween house had once stood. Ellen showed the children another plaque that explained that Alexander McSween had been gunned down there by the local authorities and that they had also burned down his home.

"Geez," said Luke. "That's a bit harsh. What could he have done that was so bad?"

They spotted two graves behind the Tunstall Store and walked over to get a closer look. One grave was John Tunstall's, the other Alexander McSween's. Ellen read the dates on the headstones. 

"They were both such young men when they died. That's really sad." 

Luke, Jenny and their mother looked at more of the sites, including a big, round fortress-like tower. It was called the Torreon and it stood near the Tunstall Store. They were working their way toward the Anderson-Freeman Museum when Luke and Jenny started getting bored. Lincoln was a very quiet place compared to Tombstone. It didn't have all the little shops and restaurants or people walking around in western clothes like in Tombstone. And Lincoln wasn't as high up in the mountains as Ruidoso, so it was beginning to get hot.  

The Anderson-Freeman Museum was also filled with many historic photographs and antiques. They even saw some letters written by Billy the Kid himself. But after a few minutes Luke became restless once again.

"I think I would have rather watched a movie about Billy the Kid," he whispered to his sister. Jenny nodded her head in agreement. 

Luke spoke up. "Are we going to be here much longer?"

His mother looked at her watch. "You're right, Luke. It's later than I thought. We have a long drive ahead of us today so we'd best be on our way."

They left the museum and headed to their car. Along the way Jenny remembered she had wanted to take a few photos to e-mail to her father. As they approached the courthouse she stopped and reached into her backpack for her camera. 

"Mom, why don't you and Luke stand over there?' she said, pointing to a nearby tree. "That way I can get some of the building in the background." 

When she looked into the viewfinder she noticed the sky was getting cloudy. Very cloudy. She wondered if it would rain soon. A cold breeze blew past her arm. It was much too cold a breeze for such a hot day. She took a couple of photos when a sudden gust of wind blew on her mother's face.

"Eeew, yuck," she said as she took off her sunglasses.

"Are you okay, Mom?" asked Luke.

"Yes Luke, I'm fine. The wind just blew dust in my eyes, that's all." She blinked a few times. "There, I'm okay now." 

She started to put her sunglasses back on when another sudden gust hit, blowing her sunglasses out of her hand and onto the ground. She reached down to pick them up, but as her fingers touched the glasses they once again blew out of her reach. 

"Well I'll be—-" She thought better of completing her sentence as she stepped away to retrieve the sunglasses.

Jenny ran up to join Luke. 

"Jenny, do you think—-"

"Shhh," she whispered back. "Don't say the 'g' word around Mom. You know she doesn't believe in ghosts. Remember how mad she got at us in the Bird Cage Theater?"

"How could I forget?" Luke whispered back. "I thought for sure we were gonna get grounded right then and there."

The Bird Cage Theater was a historic saloon in Tombstone, Arizona that was now a museum. It had a reputation for being one of the most haunted buildings in America. And when Jenny had taken a picture inside the Bird Cage a strange, misty fog appeared in her photo. Both she and Luke thought it might have been a ghost. But then their mother got very upset and insisted, in no uncertain terms, that there were no such things as ghosts. She said the strange fog was nothing more than the camera flash reflecting dust in the air. 

After leaving the Bird Cage their mother left them to rest on a bench while she bought souvenirs. While waiting for her to return Luke and Jenny were approached by a real ghost, although he preferred to be called a spirit person. He called himself the Swamper and he said he had lived in Tombstone in the 1880s. He took them back to his time and the next thing Luke and Jenny knew, they were face-to-face with Wyatt Earp and his brothers.

As they watched their mother chasing her sunglasses they began to wonder if indeed another ghost was around. Once again she reached for her sunglasses and once again they blew out of her reach landing in a puddle of water. She ran up to retrieve them. This time she was successful, but they were covered with mud. She walked back toward her children.  

"Did you guys see that? That was the strangest thing. The weather must do some crazy things around here." She stopped and looked her sunglasses over more closely. "Well, at least they don't appear to be broken, but I'm going to have to take them inside somewhere and wash them off. Would you two mind waiting for me out here? I won't be but a couple of minutes."

"Sure Mom, take your time," said Jenny. "Luke and I can take a few more pictures while we're waiting."

While they watched their mother walk away Luke asked, "Are you thinking what I'm thinking?"

"I sure am. Just before the wind blew in Mom's face I felt a cold breeze go past my arm. There's a ghost around here and this one wants to play pranks on us."

"But I mean you no harm," said a soft-spoken voice behind them. 

Luke and Jenny spun around and saw a young African American man standing behind them. He looked more like a teenager than an adult. He was wearing a U.S. Cavalry uniform complete with a sidearm and a sword. And he had that same eerie white glow about him that the Swamper and the other spirit people in Tombstone had.

"All right. So who are you and why are you picking on my mom?" asked Luke.

"My name is Paul. I was an army private and a Buffalo Soldier here during the Lincoln County War." Luke and Jenny noticed the southern drawl in his voice. "And I wasn't pickin' on your mama. I know she doesn't believe in us spirit people so I figured I had to do somethin' to keep her busy for a while so I could talk to you. I hear you two had quite an adventure when you went back in time in Tombstone. Would you like to come back in time with me and see some of the things that happened during the Lincoln County War?"

"Was it a real war? With real armies? Did you fight in it?" asked Luke.

While they were talking they heard the sound of distant thunder. Jenny put the camera back in her backpack.

"Well, why don't y'all come with me and see for yourselves?" 

Luke and Jenny looked at one another.  

"What is it?" asked Paul.

"We're not used to all of this time travel stuff," said Luke.  

"We're still trying to figure out how we're able to do it," said Jenny.

Paul thought it over for a minute. "You are two special people. You know, most people can't see us sprit people, much less talk to us, but you can because you both have a gift. As to how you're travelin' in time, well, it's sort of like mental telepathy. Maybe someday you'll learn how to do this on your own, but for the time bein', I'll help you. 

"So you're saying we're having out-of-body experiences?" asked Jenny. 

"Exactly."

"We have an aunt who's into meditation and astral travel and out-of-body stuff like that but my mom says it's all nonsense," said Luke.

"That's a shame," said Paul. "I don't mean to criticize your mother, but you know, you should never call another person's beliefs nonsense just because you don't happen to agree. What if someone were to say what you believed was nonsense?"

They heard another rumble of thunder. Then a strange streak of lightning flashed across the sky. A moment later, they discovered themselves in a different time.

"Here we go again," said Luke.
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Chapter Three
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Fort Stanton

Luke and Jenny looked around. They could plainly see they were once again in the days of the Old West. But they were in a different place than Lincoln.

"Where are we?" asked Jenny. She could see other Buffalo Soldiers walking around a small group of buildings. There were gardens and a number of trees, as well as a large open square.

"I took you to my home," said Paul. "They say every story has to have a beginnin' and the Lincoln County story begins here. This is Fort Stanton. It's where the army sent me. I'm part of the Ninth Cavalry." 

He went on to explain that Fort Stanton was about nine miles upstream on the Bonito River from the town of Lincoln. And because the fort was there to protect settlers from the Mescalero Apache Indians, people had begun settling in the area after the Civil War. 

"It's like that lady park ranger told you, they're all mostly farmers and ranchers. And they're white and Mexican, although I hear the Mexicans prefer to be called Hispanics in your time. And we Buffalo Soldiers are here to keep them safe from the Indians."  

"So why did you join the army?" asked Luke.

"Well, in my day it was the best opportunity I had," said Paul. "You see, I was born in 1859 on a plantation in Louisiana." He paused for a moment. "That means I was born a slave. But along came the Emancipation Proclamation, which set my people free, and then the Civil War came right after that. I was only about five or six years old when it all ended, so I can't say I recall a whole lot about it, but my family sure did. And while I was growin' up they told me what it was like to be a slave so I decided to join the army. I wanted to prove that my people could serve our country just as well as anyone else. You could say that I wanted to do my part to make America a better place for all its people."

"I see," said Jenny.  

"But it's a hard life. Living conditions in the army are never easy, your father could vouch for that. And here, in this time and place, it's just awful. The food is bad, we don't have runnin' water and our barracks? Well, I'm here to tell you that our horses probably live better than we soldiers do. And when we're not fightin' Indians, we march and drill seven days a week. That's what bein' in the cavalry is all about." He paused for a moment. "But you know what?" Paul's face swelled with pride. "We're all good soldiers and we can take whatever the army wants to dish out at us. Y'all must remember that at this time, the Indians are very, very dangerous. Why, they have ways of torturin' people that are so horrible I don't dare describe 'em to you 'cause if I did, you two'd be having nightmares about it for weeks."

The three continued walking around Fort Stanton and Paul pointed out more of the buildings.

"Is Fort Stanton still around?" asked Jenny.

"Yep, Fort Stanton's still around in your time but you'd hardly recognize it. Not that many of the buildings from my time are left. The Fort went through lots of changes after the army decommissioned it in the late 1890s. It became a tuberculosis hospital and it even housed Germans and Japanese during World War II. I've seen it all but when I was here, Fort Stanton was an important army post." 

He smiled at a long-forgotten memory. "You know, I still remember the time when Governor Lew Wallace visited Lincoln. He was writing a book. It was called Ben-Hur."

"Ben-Hur?" asked Luke. "The same Ben-Hur we have on DVD at home? The one with that old-time movie actor Charlton Heston in it? The one that takes place in ancient Rome and has this really cool chariot race?"

"The very same from what I hear. A lot of it was written right here in Lincoln County, right after the Lincoln County War."

"Wow," said Luke. "Did you ever get to read it?"

"No Luke, I can't say I did. I didn't get much chance to have a whole lot of schoolin' so I never learned how to read that well."  

"I'm sorry," said Luke. He thought it over for a minute. "Hey! I have an idea Paul. Let's
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