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			Chapter 1[image: ]

			When Brigit, the medieval assassin, turned up in my science class at Crows Nest High posing as a new student, I knew things could get bad. I just didn’t know how bad.

			I knew she’d try to kill me and my friend Riley Sinclair. We’d ruined her scheme to help Lord Pearce take over Donchester castle in medieval England during our recent trip in Riley’s time machine and she wasn’t the forgiving sort. So, I expected her to ambush me with a sword in the change room after phys ed or come at me with a dagger in a darkened street on my way home from school. To blow a poisoned dart at me as I snoozed through history, or to flip the top off her snake ring and slip belladonna into my apple juice at break time. All this I could just about have handled.

			What she did was worse. She turned my best friend, Lauren, against me.

			The trouble began when our science teacher, Peterson Graves, put Brigit next to Lauren on her first day in science class. Brigit could see that Lauren was someone special to me, so she went to work on her.

			“It is lovely to meet you, Lauren.” She coyly twirled her long blonde hair around her index finger. “I was a little afraid of how the other students might receive me. But your kindness has chased away all my fears.” 

			Lauren put the formality of Brigit’s speech down to her being educated in Europe—which I guess she was, if you called on-the-job assassin training in medieval England “education”—and declared her to be “sweet”. Yeah, right! She was about as sweet as a crocodile chewing on your leg!

			I had to stop this fast or I could see the assassin being invited to sit with our group at break times. So at morning tea, as Lauren and I claimed our usual spot on the silver bench seats in front of the English block, I said: “Stay away from that girl, Lauren. I’ve got a bad feeling about her.” 

			Courtney and Chi arrived just then, eating hot potato wedges from a greasy paper bag. “Stay away from who?” asked Chi.

			“Who are we talking about?” Courtney blew on a chip.

			“This new girl in our year, named Brigit,” I said.

			“Blonde, pretty?” said Chi. “I think I saw her around.”

			“You should steer clear of her. She’s bad news,” I said.

			When it came to people, my friends usually trusted my instincts—character reading was kind of my thing. 

			But today, Lauren’s eyes narrowed and she tipped her head, like a bird’s. “Have you even spoken to the girl?”

			“Yeah.” 

			“When?”

			“Err, before school at the front gate?”

			“But you and I walked in together this morning.”

			Oops. “Yeah, but I went back to the front gate later…to wait for Riley.”

			Her frown deepened. “Didn’t we see him in the playground when we arrived?”

			This was NOT good. I needed to smarten up my lies as Lauren was not easily fooled. 

			“Yeah, but he had to go out again, to pick up some test tubes, I think he said, and—”

			“You’re not jealous of Brigit, are you, Maddy?” she asked. Flat out.

			“Jealous of Brigit? As if!”

			“She knows no-one and she’s scared,” said Lauren. “Imagine how you’d feel going to a strange school halfway around the world in term three. I think we should give the girl a chance.”

			A chance to what? Thrust a dagger in our throats or poison the school’s water supply? That was a chance I was NOT prepared to give.

			“All right,” I said, clearing my throat as my brain went into overdrive. “This morning, I heard Brigit on the phone. She said the girls in our high school all looked like Before Shots for pimple cream.”

			Lauren’s forehead buckled in disgust. “Brigit doesn’t even have a phone, Maddy. Her parents haven’t given her one. What kind of medieval world are they living in?”

			“She’s lying,” I said, red-faced. “She doesn’t have any parents!” 

			Even to my ears that sounded harsh. Like I was mocking her for being an orphan. Courtney and Chi swapped bug-eyed looks.

			“And how do you know about her parents?” Lauren asked.

			“Well, I, err, I just, err....” I dug deep but the lie bank was empty. 

			Lauren folded her arms and shook her head.

			“You saw her talking and laughing with Riley in the corridor, didn’t you?” said Courtney. 

			“No.” Brigit and Riley were laughing together? That was news to me. Bad news. 

			“You do like-like Riley, don’t you, Maddy?” Lauren said. “That’s why you’re making this up. You’re scared he might go for her.”

			I scoffed. “No way.” 

			“Then what do you have against the girl?”

			Let’s see...there were the murders of Lord Hugo and the kitchen hand, the attempted murders of Sir Fabien, Lady Isobella and Riley, the smiling and pretending to be an ally while she secretly poisoned our food supplies. 

			It would have been a good answer. But I couldn’t give it as time travel was totally secret. Only Riley and I, our new science teacher, Peterson Graves, and our old one, Mr Johnson (now in jail), knew about it. And Brigit, a stowaway from the medieval era, who’d travelled to our time in Mr Johnson’s machine before she stole it from him.

			My cheeks burned. I hated my friends thinking badly of me. 

			“Well, unless you have an actual reason why she shouldn’t,” Lauren said, “I’m going to invite Brigit to sit with us.”

			I opened my mouth to speak then closed it again. Lauren smiled smugly and strode over to the assassin.

			Noooo!

			Now, more than ever, I wished Riley had never invented the time machine or dragged me into his ill-conceived adventures to the past! (Although, technically, I had leapt into the time machine on both his previous trips—to medieval England and Ancient Egypt. But there was no need to go into that.)

			I raced back to the science lab to talk to Riley. He was stirring a luminous green liquid in a beaker. The mixture bubbled and frothed like a witch’s potion.

			As I watched him, I was struck by how muscular his arms had become from all the knight’s training during our medieval trip. When teamed with the misty blue eyes, the unruly golden locks and lips as red as summer strawberries, the impression was less dweeby scientific genius, more surfer/warrior. 

			“Hi, Maddy,” he said, giving me a cheeky half smile—one straight out of the medieval jester’s playbook—which turned passing girls into giggling mini-brains.

			Before we went time travelling, I was the only girl he felt comfortable with. Now, he seemed at ease with admirers trailing him around the school. His name was popping up at an alarming rate inside hearts on walls and desks. Apart from making me nauseated, it made my job of fending off the lovelorn hordes—so he could devote his energy to science—more difficult. To redress the balance, I gave him a hard time whenever I could. Someone had to!

			“I’m working on a new version of the time machine,” he said. “But my calculations must be slightly off.”

			“Riley!” I stopped him before he launched into a scientific explanation so boring it made me lose the will to live. “We need to talk about Brigit!”

			It took Riley a few seconds to process my meaning. “Oh yeah, Brigit,” he said. “Her turning up was a bit of a surprise!”

			A bit of a surprise? If Aunty Agnes arrived with a birthday present six months after the event, that would be “a bit of a surprise”. If a cafe put marshmallows in your hot chocolate for no extra charge, or you found ten dollars in the pocket of your jeans when they came out of the wash…a bit of a surprise. But an assassin from another time turning up at the desk next to you in science class was a total waking nightmare!

			“What are we going to do about it?” I said, pacing. 

			To my annoyance, Riley’s eyes drifted back to the green liquid.

			“Riley, please!”

			“Sorry.” He turned away from the beaker. “I guess we need to watch for a while and figure out why she’s here.”

			It was all we could do really. 

			Riley was too busy to take a break, so I went outside and sat under the giant fig tree to eat my apple as I watched Brigit across the quadrangle moving in on my friends. Seeing her talking and laughing with Lauren, Courtney and Chi, and Jay, Lauren’s new boyfriend, murdered my appetite. I hurled the half-eaten apple at the tree.

			“What did that tree ever do to you?” a teasing voice said.

			I looked around at Jamie Fletcher, a dark-haired sporty boy who thought he was a new student at school but who actually wasn’t. We’d been through years seven to ten with him. But when Riley and I got back from Ancient Egypt, he wasn’t here. And I don’t mean he was off sick or away on holidays. No-one but Riley and I could even remember his name. He’d been erased. Something we’d done on our trip to the past must have brought this about. 

			That’s why we time travelled the second time to medieval England to fix the Fletcher family’s timeline. And we must have succeeded, too, because when we went back to school, there he was—being introduced as a new student. Whether that was a good thing or not, I hadn’t yet decided.

			“Bad day?” Jamie asked. “Let me guess. It’s Geography, isn’t it? Do you think geography teachers get special training on torturing students or is it just natural talent?”

			“It’s not Geography,” I said.

			He followed my gaze to the source of my pain.

			“Ah, friend problems,” he said. “Well, if they’re giving you a hard time, perhaps you should hang out with someone else? Someone new perhaps, who would treat you better?” His hypnotic green eyes sparkled my way.

			 Wait, what! I knew way too much about his Uluru-sized ego to ever fall for that. I wanted to say so, too, but I held back. Experience had taught me the meaner you treated this guy, the more he liked you. The last thing I needed was Jamie Fletcher trailing me round the school, witnessing the mess I was in.

			So I stretched my cheeks till they hurt in the dorkiest of smiles. “Do you know someone who would treat me right, Jamie? Because I would love to meet them.” I gazed up at him with puppy dog devotion. He remembered he had to be somewhere—the library, I think he said. Which was interesting, as he headed in the opposite direction. Mission accomplished. 

			As the bell rang, I watched my friends making their way to class. And it occurred to me I didn’t have to wait for Brigit to reveal what she was up to. I could try a more direct approach.

			Chapter 2[image: ]

			I followed the gang and, when Brigit peeled off for a drink at the bubblers, I waited for her in the corridor.

			“Lady Brigit,” I said, blocking her path. 

			She gave me a wicked smile. She didn’t waste any of that fake charm on me. From the moment we first met in medieval England, we’d disliked each other. And, no, that had nothing to do with the way she’d attached herself to Riley like an alien host or how much he seemed to enjoy it! Though, to be fair, at that time he didn’t know she was a cold-blooded assassin.

			“Stay away from my friends,” I warned.

			“There’s no reason for us to be enemies, Lady Madison.” She spoke in honeyed tones. “Those unfortunate events were in another time.”

			“Another time for everyone here, but for you and me it was only last week.”

			Her eyes darted back and forth along the corridor to check no-one was listening. 

			“If I’d been born now, I might have turned out differently,” she whispered. “Who knows, Lady Madison, you and I might even have become close.” 

			I felt a twinge of sympathy for her then, but ignored it. 

			“We would never have been friends,” I said.

			“What would you have done in my place? Both my parents died when I was small. I was alone and unprotected, facing life as a kitchen maid or an assassin. One was an honest living that turned you old before your time, saw your hands wither, your back bent. The life of an assassin was a vile job but afforded a few luxuries, some social standing and respect, the prospect of a warm meal most evenings. Something all of you here take for granted.”

			When she chose to, she had quite the velvety tone. I found myself drawn to it—the same way pirates were drawn to the siren’s song before being dragged down to their death by drowning. And there was no doubt what she said was true—we were lucky to live in a time and place where we didn’t have to make those choices.

			But I wasn’t buying it.

			“I would have chosen the kitchen maid,” I said flatly.

			“It’s easy for you to say, living in that house with your grandmother and mother. And your father when he returns from work.”

			My throat tightened. She must have followed me, spying on me, to find all this out.

			“Stay away from my family!” 

			“Sorry, Madison, I can’t help you with that book, though I dearly wish I could,” she said. “I beg you, allow me to pass so I may get to class. To be late would be disrespectful to our teacher!”

			What was she on about? 

			But—du-uh—I should have known. She was performing for my English teacher, Miss Robotham, standing behind me. 

			“Thank you, err...?

			“Brigit.”

			“Thank you, Brigit.” Miss Robotham was a petite woman with short, black hair and a stern manner. “Madison, if you can’t find your books, that’s your problem. Don’t make it someone else’s.”

			Great! Brigit had stitched me up with my favourite teacher.

			To sum up: on her first day at school, she’d stolen my friends, threatened my family and got me into trouble with the teachers! This meant war!

			The school day dragged on interminably—English, Geography, double History and Science—a blur of tedium and pain. I stared at the back of Lauren’s head, willing her to turn around, but she avoided my gaze. There was a moment in the lab when we were side by side at the storage cupboard and I went to speak, but the reproachful look in her eye choked the words in my throat.

			I was never so glad to get back home, sling the heavy school bag off my shoulder and slump onto the stool at the breakfast bar.

			Gran made hot chocolate for afternoon tea. It was one of the few things she actually knew how to make. She slipped a handful of pink and white marshmallows into my mug. A sugar hit. Just what I needed after the day I’d had. A microwavable spaghetti bolognese sat thawing on the bench for our dinner.

			“Hey, Gran,” I said flatly.

			“Bad day at school?” 

			I nodded. 

			“Did you have a fight with Riley?” 

			“No,” I said. “With Lauren.”

			“Oh.” Gran curled her bottom lip. “Don’t worry. I’m sure she’ll get over it.”

			I hoped she was right.

			“Now, about my trip through time...” she said.

			“What trip?” I gave my standard reply.

			Ever since she’d worked out that Riley and I had time travelled, she’d been blackmailing me. If we didn’t take her on a trip through time, she would tell the world about Riley’s invention. 

			“I’ve been thinking about where I could go.” She blew on the drink to cool it. 

			“Thinking? That’s good. Time travel is all in the mind,” I said. “You might not be able to physically go to the past, but you can in your mind...with your memories.” I gave it a shot. I didn’t really think she’d buy it.

			“I thought about going to the Chicago World Fair,” she continued, “which would be thrilling. Or sailing on the Titanic. Maybe I could stop it hitting that iceberg this time. Or to Hollywood in those early years, with all that glitz and glamour. 

			“But in the end, I think I’d like to see your grandfather again. Not as he was in the last few years but about ten years before that.”

			Oh no. I stirred the marshmallows into oblivion, staring into the cup, not sure what to say. 

			“I miss him, Maddy,” she went on. “More than I expected to. I’m strong and independent, I knew I’d survive when he...left. But I miss having someone to talk to, to share things with.”

			“You can talk to me.”

			She smiled and squeezed my hand.

			“The man drove me mad at times. He was stubborn and he could be a real stick-in-the-mud. But he was the first person I went to if something good or bad happened. I miss that closeness with another person.”

			“Well, if we could time travel,” I said, “and I’m not saying we can, but, hypothetically, if you went back ten years, you’d see your younger self there.”

			“Really?” Gran shook her head in amazement. “I could give her and him advice to eat less meat and cheese and do more exercise, so he doesn’t…go so soon.”

			I took a long slow slurp, considering my next words.

			“Don’t you think you might scare yourself and Grandpa? Seeing you there, hearing you say that, they’d guess you were telling them for a reason. Because something bad had happened. But you couldn’t actually say what it was.”

			“Why not?” Gran asked. Then she nodded slowly, as if now she got it. “Because when you know something like that’s coming, you live in the shadow of death. We’d spend all our time worrying about the future and miss out on the present.” She sighed.

			One more swig of her hot chocolate and she put down the cup with new resolve. “So, okay. I won’t visit your grandfather. We’ll switch to Plan B. I’ll go somewhere I can play a good game of poker. Let’s say, Las Vegas, the Desert Inn, 1951. I can see Frank Sinatra in his first Vegas show. Imagine that! And play poker with proper card players who don’t whine to the club president when they lose money.”

			“Riley is not running a time travel service for senior citizens,” I said. “And he wouldn’t be, even if he was able to time travel. Which he isn’t.”

			“I just want to feel a thrill, a sense of excitement shooting through me...once more before I....you know.”

			“If you go to Las Vegas in 1951 and win too much at cards, excitement won’t be the only thing ‘shooting’ through you. Weren’t gangsters running the place then?”

			“Yes, but they wouldn’t waste bullets on me. And if I can’t see your grandfather, well, sending me on that trip is the least you can do.”

			Emotional and actual blackmail. 

			The sound of a key turning in the front lock ended our discussion...for now.

			“Evening, all.” Mum came in. “I took an early mark so I could spend some time with you two. I bought us a special treat.”

			She produced a small box filled with my favourite treat—chocolate and hazelnut macaroons. Crunchy as your teeth break the biscuity surface, with smooth chocolate inside, they were just the thing to shift the gloom I’d been wallowing in. Gran usually loved them, too, but tonight she declined and said she was going for a lie down, her sparkle dimmed. She really wanted to go on this trip and probably felt it was never going to happen. If I had anything to do with it, she’d be right.

			Mum ate dinner with me and listened to my problems with Lauren, though I didn’t give her all the details.

			“You know, sweetie,” she said, “‘sorry’ can be a magic word.” 

			Then she left to make a few calls.

			I went online where my friends chatted happily. I so wanted to join in. Perhaps saying “sorry” would make that possible. It would be easier to do online than face to face with everyone watching me squirm.

			I took a deep breath, then typed: “Hi guys. Sorry about today.” 

			My heart thumped in my chest. Writing something like that was major humiliation though it was a tad easier when you knew you weren’t really in the wrong. If Lauren had all the facts, she’d see that too.

			There was a long pause, before: “So did you make up that story about Brigit?”

			Blunt. I wanted to deny it—I hated admitting I’d lied. But I figured it was best to take a verbal beating now and move on.

			“Yeah.”

			“Wow!” Lauren replied. “Why?”

			“I just got a bad vibe about the girl.” 

			“Was her hair too pretty, her skin too perfect? Did you see Riley checking her out?”

			This was worse than I expected. Lauren’s questions seemed dipped in poison. 

			“Even if Riley was checking her out,” I said, “why would I care? He and I are just friends.”

			“And another lie,” Lauren replied. “You’re making quite a habit of it for someone who claims to be so truthful. And loyal.”

			Loyal? What? 

			“I just wanted you and the girls to stay away from Brigit because I have this feeling about her.”

			“You have a feeling? I see.” 

			I bit my fingernails, watching the dots dancing on the screen as she composed her message. “Or perhaps you wanted to stop us talking to Brigit so we didn’t find out.”

			Feeling like I was blundering into a trap, I typed: “Find out what?”

			“You said you heard her talking on the phone. But isn’t this the truth? It was Brigit who heard you on the phone. Telling someone you fancied my friend Jay and that you’d steal him off me by the end of the month.”

			What the—? 

			“Steal your boyfriend? No! I would never!” My fingers pounded the keyboard in outrage. “I like Jay, but I don’t like-like him. And even if I did, no guy would be worth losing your friendship over.”

			“That’s what I thought,” Lauren said. “But how come I saw the two of you sneaking off behind the girls’ bathrooms last week?”

			Oh, no! It was true, Jay and I did have a secret chat behind the girls’ bathrooms. He was thinking of throwing a surprise party for Lauren’s birthday and wanted my help. 

			“We were just talking about, err, the English assignment.”

			A long pause. Oops! I remembered Jay was not in my English class! Stupid! Stupid!

			“What’s going on here, Maddy?” Lauren said. “Just tell me the truth!” 

			“The truth is, I’m not trying to steal Jay off you,” I said, “no matter what Brigit says.” 

			“But why would she make up something like that when she doesn’t know Jay or you? What motive could she have for lying?”

			Let’s see, there was (a) revenge, (b) sick fun, (c) strategic advantage with my friends. But saying this would lead to the subject of time travel. The consequences of spilling that would be worse than a fight with my bestie.

			I could stick with flat-out denial. But, with Lauren in lawyer mode, I wouldn’t get far. Time to change tactics. 

			“Okay.” I took a deep breath before pounding the keys. “I did say...I fancied playing chess with Jay and I would get a game off him and off you by the end of the month if Riley would teach me some moves. And Brigit, well, she must have got the wrong end of the story.” The best I could do in a tight situation.

			“You? Play chess?” Lauren wrote. I felt the sneer in the words.

			“Why not?” 

			A long silence greeted my words.

			“Lauren?...Lauren!”

			But there was no reply.

			I tried calling her but she didn’t answer, so I called her mother’s number. When I asked if I could speak to Lauren, her mum sounded embarrassed. “I’m sorry, Maddy, but Lauren doesn’t want to talk to you. Did you two have a fight?”

			Oh no! This couldn’t be happening! 

			I pulled on my trainers, told Mum I’d be back later (“But Maddy, I came home early to spend time with you,” she protested) and raced out the door. It was only a short jog through the suburb of Crows Nest to Riley’s dad’s place, a sprawling two-storey house with palm trees at the front gate. I didn’t knock on the front door, just slipped down the side and made my way to the back part of the garage, which had been converted into a laboratory for Riley. 

			Bursting in, I found my friend staring at a tan-coloured basketball inside a circle of string.

			“Riley, we’ve got to send her back. She’s ruining my life!” I said. 

			He looked up and frowned, as if trying to work out who I was and why I was there. I felt fury rising inside me like magma beneath the Earth’s crust. I’d never got that whole science of the underground build-up before but waiting for Riley’s reply, I suddenly got it. If he said “Who must we send back?” I would erupt!

			“Brigit?” he said uncertainly. 

			I nodded. 

			His eyes drifted back to the ball and the string. 

			I sighed. 

			If I wanted him to concentrate on my problem, I’d have to give him a moment first.

			“Okay, what is it you’re doing?” I hoped I wouldn’t regret it.

			“Well, I’m experimenting with the elasticity of molecular division in elements of refracted time, and, so far, I’ve concluded—”

			“In English please!” I was in no mood for scientific double-speak.

			“I’m trying a new kind of time travel that is more along the lines of what science fiction would call dematerialising.”

			Wow! That was amazing. He had actually managed to say it in words I could understand. And the dematerialising was pretty clever too. He tapped away on the flattest computer panel I’d ever seen and focused on the ball inside the string. “That string represents the circumference of the relocation area. It can be enlarged as required.”

			“It just looks like ordinary kitchen string.”

			“It is ordinary string,” said Riley. “I use it to give physical force to the metaphysical parameters.”

			“You mean to mark out the space?” 

			He nodded. “It still needs a few modifications, but let me demonstrate.” Centring the basketball in the string circle, he stepped back and tap, tap, tapped. After a minute, a high-pitched sound began that you could just hear. Then a kind of fog speckled the air. When it cleared, the basketball had vanished.

			“Whoa! Where did it go?” I did a three-sixty around the room.

			“By my calculations, a thousand years into the past,” Riley said.

			“How are you going to get it back?”

			“As long as it remains in the same spot, it should return, no problems.”

			“Then maybe you shouldn’t have sent an object that can roll or bounce.”

			Riley did a double take at that and I could see him making mental notes to use a flat object in future trials. He fiddled a bit more on his keyboard, but nothing happened. “Hmmm,” he said. “One of my calculations must have been off.” 

			“Take a break for a moment,” I said to Riley. “I need to talk to you.”

			He looked up and did try to give me his attention. I saw his gaze veer off only a couple of times and his brow pucker once as, doubtless, calculations and formulae appeared on the whiteboard of his mind.

			“Brigit is creating trouble.” I paced on the chemical-scorched rug near the laboratory bench. “She’s wrecking my relationships and seems to know all about my life. I think she’s spying on us.”

			My gaze darted to the round window at the back of Riley’s garage lab as if I might glimpse her perfect little nose pressed against the glass. I walked right up to the window and peered through, but all I saw was the night sky.

			“I wonder what she wants,” said Riley.

			“Isn’t it obvious? She wants a life. Freedom. She can have it now. She couldn’t in medieval England.” It wasn’t really a time when a poor girl on her own could do well. I didn’t blame her for that. But I didn’t want her anywhere near my family or friends.

			I told Riley what had happened during the day—how the lies I’d told to keep my friends away from Brigit had backfired. 

			“I was stupid,” I said. “I underestimated her and, well, I don’t know how to make things right.” 

			Just then the ball reappeared, clunking Riley on the head before bouncing off and knocking over a small bin.

			“Ow!” Riley rubbed his head. 

			“Be thankful it wasn’t a flat object, Riley. It might have crushed your skull.”

			“It just needs a little tweaking.” He stared at the symbols on the screen. 

			I left soon after that. Once he was in the grip of scientific “tweaking”, there wasn’t much that could distract him. Besides, Mum had come home to spend time with us and I wanted to make the most of it.

			We had a fun night, watching three episodes of our favourite TV show, Single, No Kids, about a woman in New York on the hunt for love. The credits always showed some of the bloopers from the episode. Once the lead actress got the giggles and couldn’t get through her line. She did nine takes before she nailed it.

			And that gave me an idea for how to fix things with Lauren.

			I said goodnight to Mum and called Riley. He was still at work on the new-version time machine.

			“I’m almost there,” he said.

			That was amazing. My friend was a genius. “Before we use the new model to go a long way into the past,” I said, “wouldn’t it be wise to do some short trips to the not-too-distant past?”

			“Got anything in mind?” 

			You know I did! I wanted to go back in time to earlier today and do the whole Brigit-Lauren thing over again. Only question was, would I be any the wiser the second time around?

			And there was a minor secondary question. As this was a trial and Riley would be working with a mass far more complex than a bouncing ball, would we make it back at all?

			Chapter 3[image: ]

			The next day, at break time, Riley and I made our way to the rear of the science block to try out his new-version time machine.

			With a vegetable garden at one end, tended by students doing units on the environment, and a eucalypt forest where science teachers took classes when they were bored of being in the lab, the area was out of bounds during school break times—which suited us. We didn’t want any witnesses for what we were about to do.

			First, we found a flat area on the grass. Riley made a string circle and we stepped inside. As he tapped on his screen, symbols and numbers scrolled by rapidly. It was only then I began to fret. My mate was brilliant and all, but what if the “dematerialising” went wrong and bits of us ended up scattered all over the time continuum? 

			Riley wasn’t usually switched on to people’s moods but I think he sensed my uneasiness. “You sure you want to do this?” he said.

			Did I want to risk death and molecular disintegration to make up with Lauren? Well, du-uh! She was my best friend! “I’m sure.”

			He resumed tapping and the high-pitched noise began. For a few seconds everything outside the string went soupy white as a thick fog swirled about us. Then the cloud dispersed and everything was normal again.

			Too normal. Our eyes roved around the grounds. Nothing had changed. My friend’s brow ridged with confusion.

			“I guess it didn’t work,” I said.

			“Yes, it did,” he said excitedly. “See that apple core just to your left?” Turning brown and covered in ants. “David Payne threw it at me yesterday in science, but I ducked and it flew out of the window. Peterson saw what he did and put David on clean-up detention after school.”

			“Which means...?” I asked.

			“He picked it up yesterday afternoon. But, it’s back again, so today must be yesterday.”

			As if that wasn’t the strangest sentence ever! I felt a smile busting out on my face. We’d made it back to yesterday before all the trouble with Lauren began. I had a second chance to make things right with my friend.

			Lauren was on a bench in the sun with Jay, Courtney and Chi. When she spotted me, her faced creased in a smile. Which felt so good.

			It was around this time yesterday I’d made my comments about Brigit, so I was keen not to make the same mistake.

			“Brigit seems nice,” I said. My teeth ground together as I spoke the words.

			“Yes, she’s quite sweet,” said Lauren. “And unique.”

			Now, that we could agree on. Brigit was definitely one of a kind. 

			I had to clear my throat three times to get the next sentence out. “Why don’t we invite her to sit with us?” If I couldn’t banish her, I could stay close and make sure she didn’t hurt anyone.

			“Good idea, Maddy!” Lauren beamed. “She must be lonely.”

			Awww! The Sydney funnel web spider was probably lonely too. That was just the way when you were a vicious killer. I thought it but didn’t say it. 

			A few minutes later, Lauren returned with Brigit, whose smile was so honey-sweet, I felt sticky just looking at it. 

			When she spotted me, her brow wrinkled in confusion. “So the two of you have found it in your hearts to forgive each other? That pleases me so,” she said. Though she looked about as pleased as a kid who thought they had a free period, but realised they’d been looking at the wrong day’s schedule and found they had double Maths instead. 

			“Forgive each other for what?” asked Lauren.

			Everyone looked blankly at Brigit, whose cheeks flushed a delicate pink. “May I beg a word with you, Madison?” Brigit clutched my arm and led me across the playground, past the bubblers, into a deserted corridor, where she pinned me against the wall. “What did you do?”

			“Nothing,” I said. 

			Just then, Mr Payton, the deputy principal, went by. Tall, with thick glasses and brown hair sticking out every which way, he nodded a greeting to us. We smiled as though everything was peachy and, as he walked away, went back to glaring murderously at each other. 

			“One minute, I was talking of my day and things were going well and then...?” Brigit did a double take at the guy heading down the corridor. “That man is wearing the same blue and red striped shirt as yesterday. I have noted that people in this time change their clothes every day. So, I conclude...you have transported us back through time to eliminate your errors of judgement.” 

			I had to admit, the girl was clever. And it was interesting that only the two of us could remember the previous version of this day. 

			After that, Brigit and I sat with Lauren and the gang, quiet and watchful for a time. 

			I took out my lunchbox, which was powder blue with a picture of a pug I’d named Snug on the lid. It had looked great when I first bought it, but six months later it was manky with food stains. Inside was a Vegemite sandwich—the only thing I’d had time to make that morning—and an apple, deep red with yellowing peaks, past its best. 

			Brigit took out her silver thermal bag with a strip of Hawaiian plants on it. She had a pumpkin and cous cous salad, cheese and crackers, fresh pineapple and strawberries. As she bit into the fruit, the juice trickled down her chin, which she wiped away with a pink napkin.

			How had this happened? How had a medieval girl got the drop on a local like me? And now I thought about it, she’d adapted very well to the time period. She wasn’t freaking out about the roads, the cars, the technology, the plumbing. Where had she got her uniform, her food, her lunchbox? 

			As we ate, I brooded over these questions, and Brigit and I gave each other smiles so tight they could have been drawn on a balloon. 

			“Lauren, you must have slept well last night,” said Brigit, “for today, your eyes are clear as a winter sky.”

			“Yeah, I feel pretty good!” Lauren smiled. “Thanks, Brigit.” 

			“But you did not sleep so well, Madison?” Brigit feigned concern. “For your eyes and skin have a dull, tired appearance.”

			Her remark seemed harmless enough to everyone else, but I knew she was sticking it to me. 

			“Yes, I had trouble sleeping,” I said. “I had a nightmare that the lovely blonde angel at the top of the Christmas tree was actually an evil witch.”

			Brigit struggled not to smile. She was rattling my cage so I’d snap at her and my friends would turn against me. Well, dream on, girl! Nothing she could say could possibly provoke me.

			“Does anyone know Riley Sinclair?” asked Brigit. “I find him very interesting.” 

			Except that. 

			“Ooooh,” went the gang. 

			“Watch out, Brigit,” said Courtney. “Go after Riley and you’ll have Madison to deal with.”

			I felt my cheeks warming up but tried to stay cool. “Don’t mind them,” I said. “They can’t get it through their thick skulls that Riley and I are just friends.”

			“Friends?” said Brigit. “Good. Then perhaps you could introduce me?”

			Courtney nudged Chi. “Yeah, Maddy, would you introduce Brigit?”

			“He is very busy at the moment with his experiments.” My words triggered a cascade of teasing laughter.

			“Well, perhaps I could help him...with his work,” said Brigit suggestively. 

			“Hear that? Brigit wants to work under Riley,” said Chi. “Is that okay, Maddy?”

			My friends fell about at that. Courtney cackled like a witch, Chi giggled machine-gun style and Lauren did her famous donkey wheeze. Thankfully, Jay was more polite and just grinned. As I waited for the laughter to subside—or them to suffocate, whichever came first—my face felt like a barbecue plate switched on High. But the break had to end soon, right? All I had to do was keep my mouth shut till the bell rang.

			“Funny,” I said. Not.

			“I would be very content to labour beneath such a one as him,” said Brigit, pressing her advantage. 

			How they laughed.

			Where the hell is the bell? Let it ring in 5, 4, 3, 2, 1...? And there was Brigit’s goading smile. 

			“I imagine a lot of things interest you, Brigit,” I said. “Like dissecting rats while their hearts are still beating. Or listening to the glugging sound of blood draining out of an artery, or looking into someone’s eyes as the light of life flickers out!”

			Brigit and I glared at each other. Sworn enemies. A hatred that spanned almost a thousand years.

			“Maddy! What the—?” said Lauren, all humour gone. “Where did that come from?” 

			Now, in an Oscar-worthy performance, Brigit began crying. “If I have offended you in some way, Madison, I am truly sorry.” 

			“You’re not the one who should apologise, Brigit.” Lauren glared at me. “It wasn’t you who had total sense of humour failure!”

			Okay, that was my cue to say “sorry”. If I did, the bad vibes filling the air like poisonous gas would dissipate. I wouldn’t even lose face as Brigit would know I didn’t mean it. But could I say the word? At that point, I’d sooner have ripped out my own throat.

			A tense silence followed, then Lauren stood up. “Come on, let’s go.” She cast me a withering look as she walked away, arm around Brigit’s shaking shoulders. And then the bell rang! 

			So much for wisdom, second time around. 

			I raced back to see Riley in the lab. He was with Samantha Lee, a shy girl in our year who was good at science. I’d never had a clear look at her face as most of the time it was hidden behind a curtain of dark hair. The pair were looking down a microscope at something. Samantha spotted me first. 

			“Riley.” She nodded my way.

			Following me into the corridor, Riley took one look at my eyes, red and watery with held-back tears, and said: “Want another re-do?”

			So we went back again. 

			This time, things went more smoothly. Brigit prodded and pushed but I remained as cool as frozen yoghurt. When she mentioned Riley, I even suggested she meet him right then and there.

			It was going well, the pair pretending they’d never met before. Then she tripped accidentally-on-purpose and stumbled into his arms. Watching her fluttering her eyelashes as she coiled her arms around him like a python around a deer was annoying enough, but the smile he gave her in return... 

			Later on, after being spurned yet again for calling Brigit a “manipulating little murderer”, I told Riley what I thought of his behaviour.

			“You totally enjoyed helping her up,” I said.

			“No, I didn’t,” he said. 

			“You’ve still got a crush on her.”

			“I never had a crush on her.” 

			So, we resolved to go back just once more. Come what may.

			The problem was that, though I got better each time at resisting Brigit’s prods, she got better at making them.

			But the fourth time, the tables turned unexpectedly while I was at the bubblers. Brigit must have made an ill-judged comment about me because, as I approached the group, I heard Lauren say: “Come on, Brigit. Maddy wouldn’t call you a manipulating little murderer. You must have heard wrong.”

			 “I swear it is true,” said Brigit. “Though, perhaps, as you have suggested, my ears deceived me.”

			Brigit’s cheeks flushed scarlet. And I could see Lauren was not so taken with the sugar-coated assassin this time around.

			Which was why she resorted to more desperate measures. When I went to wash my hands before class, I found her waiting in the girls’ bathrooms, armed with a slim oak branch, sharpened to a deadly point. 

			“I think we’ve done this day quite enough,” she said. “It’s time it ended for one of us. And that one is going to be you.”

			She lunged and slashed at me with the branch. I jumped back, though not far enough. It skated across my left shoulder, cutting the skin. It stung badly, but I couldn’t worry about that now. If I didn’t arm myself and fast, all my travels, time or otherwise, would be over.

			As she came at me again, I dodged her swipe and raced past the toilet cubicles to the cleaner’s storeroom at the back, locking the door behind me. I had time only to grab a couple of things before—bang, bang, crack—Brigit’s third kick splintered the door frame and she burst in. I was waiting for her, a toilet plunger in one hand and the battered lid of a metal bin in the other—the closest I could find to a sword and shield.

			She lurched at me. I blocked with the shield, then hit her with the plunger and kicked her in the shins. She hopped back in pain and I dashed past.

			I ran into the basin area, which was open and spacious and lined on both sides by silver sinks and mirrors. We circled each other like knights in a tournament. As we did, I glimpsed our reflection. It was one of those strange multiplying effects you get when two mirrors mirror each other, which in turn reflect the others and so on. Looking into the glass, I saw a dozen Maddys squaring up to battle as many Brigits. An army on either side, moving in unison, landing blows, ducking and diving as one. Somehow, this surreal image seemed appropriate for two people fighting their way through layers of time. I didn’t feel afraid, only determined to give the girl a good clock on the head and vent some of the frustration that had been building for days replayed. 

			Bang, clash, bang, clash. The bin gave a dull echo. Quite quickly, I gained the upper hand. My sword training was more recent than hers and, as an assassin, she was more used to fighting in the shadows. Bang, clash. I just kept pushing her back. She struck low at my legs a few times, but her branch sliced harmlessly through the air.

			Eventually, I forced her up against the brick wall, where I noted, with annoyance, the words ‘“RILEY 4 EVER” drawn inside a chalk heart beside her head. 

			With the fury of a cornered animal, Brigit lashed out, shrieking to energise herself. I parried each blow and, when I felt her weakening, lowered my shield and gave her a good hard whack across the face with the plunger. Dropping her branch, she clutched her cheek in pain and her eyes filled with tears. 

			“Madison, why are you doing this?” she asked feebly. “I promise I won’t steal Riley from you or talk to Lauren any more. Only please don’t hurt me.”

			I could have asked what she was talking about, but I had a sinking feeling I knew. With dread, I turned to find Lauren, Courtney and Chi there, jaws hanging loose.

			“Oh. My. God!” said Lauren.

			“Maddy!” Chi frowned.

			Brigit ran past me, sobbing, into Lauren’s protective embrace.

			“When Brigit asked us to come check on her in the toilets because she was afraid to be alone with you,” Lauren said, “I thought she was being ridiculous. What is the story with you two?”

			I licked my lips. I so wanted to tell her...everything. About Brigit and her deceptions, and murders. And about time travel. But I couldn’t. For we’d learned the hard way that time travel was dangerous. Even small changes, made with good intentions, could ripple through the timeline with devastating effect. The fewer people who knew about it, the safer everyone would be.

			The assassin had won again. Every time I thought I had the upper hand, that I was pursuing her, I found I’d fallen into a trap. 

			“What’s wrong with you, Maddy?” Courtney asked. 

			The silence dragged. But how could I explain this? The truth was not an option. And in my distressed state, I couldn’t come up with a reason—not even a weak one—for attacking the new girl with a toilet plunger.

			After a long, disappointed silence, Lauren shook her head and left. I slumped against the bathroom wall and roared my frustration. 

			Beaten again!
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			When I tried to sit next to Lauren in science, she put her arm over the chair to stop me. So I skulked back a few rows to an empty desk, cheeks burning with shame. Being rejected by your best friend was total humiliation. It was even worse when Brigit took my seat.

			I was so intent on watching Brigit and Lauren buddying up, I barely registered the squeak of a chair next to me as someone sat down beside me. Jamie Fletcher.

			“Hey,” he said enthusiastically.

			“Hey,” I replied. 

			“Still having friend trouble? Oh well, their loss and all.”

			Peterson Graves, our science teacher, shouted at him to be quiet. Jamie stayed silent for almost a minute before he began asking me questions about school and my friends and family, forcing a conversation I wasn’t in the mood for.

			“Listen, Maddy,” he said, “if those girls give you grief tomorrow, hang out with me. You don’t need that.”

			“Okay.” 

			His coy smile in response was—I have to admit—not totally repugnant. 

			“Fletcher!” shouted Peterson. “If I catch you bothering Madison, again, you can do your work at lunchtime.”

			The classroom fell quiet, eyebrows raised around the room. Peterson was usually Mr Cool in the classroom and in every situation. And I’d seen him in some tense ones! The guy wasn’t just my teacher; he was a fellow time traveller. 

			He’d turned up first in Ancient Egypt. And it had been his idea for Riley and me to take the second trip through time to medieval England to get Jamie Fletcher back. Our old science teacher, Mr Johnson, turned up in both those places too—in disguise as he tried to steal Riley’s time machine and claim credit as the inventor. It was Peterson who stopped Johnno when he tried to launch time travel to the world on Bondi Beach. 

			Peterson saved me, too, when I overshot to the dinosaur era during the medieval trip—and for that I’d be eternally grateful. It was then I figured out he was from the future. But when, specifically? He wouldn’t say. Nor would he answer any of my other questions about why he was here or what he knew about what was to come. 

			The guy liked mystery. He gave out information on a need-to-know basis—like a well-fed man helping the hungry, breadcrumb by breadcrumb. Which drove me nuts. I’ve always believed that if any information is out there, I need to know it RIGHT NOW! I’d subjected him to a very Maddy cross-examination more than once but hadn’t got much out of him. Or even shaken his cool a little.

			Though he looked rattled enough now. Clearly, Jamie’s superpower was pushing the guy’s buttons. 

			Jamie and I didn’t talk again except about the experiment. Though he kept sending me flirty little smiles that I pretended to ignore.

			After class, I told Riley I might hang with Jamie during the break. 

			“You don’t have to,” he said. “You could keep me company in the lab.”

			“You and your green liquid?” I said. “And Samantha? How would she feel about me joining you two?” 

			Samantha was in the lab during every break time and after school. Riley thought she was devoted to science, but I could tell it was him she was devoted to.

			“Just say the word and she won’t be there,” he said before we were swept up in the current of kids through the corridor. 

			Passing the locker area, we saw Brigit getting stuff out of hers and dealing with the complicated lock like she’d done it all her life. And I had a brainwave.

			“Brigit seems to have adapted well to everything in our time,” I said.

			Riley bit his lip, nodding. “Someone must be helping her.” 

			It was the only explanation.

			“Are you thinking what I’m thinking?” I asked Riley.

			“That these wooden floorboards must be heavily reinforced to take the pounding they get every day?”

			What the—? “No!” I felt my face twist in horror. 

			“Kidding.” He grinned. “Yeah, let’s follow her.”

			Before the final bell, Riley slipped back home to fetch his invisibility cloth—that’s what I call it. It’s a piece of material that reflects the light around it, making it seem invisible. We huddled under the cloth at the bus stop till we saw Brigit go past. She caught a cab more expertly than you’d expect from a girl used to side-saddling her way to work. So, we took the next one.

			“Follow that car,” Riley told the driver. 

			The man’s dark eyes crinkled with delight. “I’ve been waiting all my life for someone to say that.”

			The cab zoomed along the busy Pacific Highway, then weaved down the streets towards the harbour-side suburb of Milsons Point, full of high-rise apartments.

			We just caught sight of Brigit entering one of the buildings as we pulled in. 

			“Who is she?” the cab driver asked, way too interested.

			“She’s an assassin,” I said. “If she looks into your eyes, it’s the last thing you see.”

			He didn’t ask any more questions, just took the money and took off.

			We peered through the glass, watching Brigit talk to the concierge before disappearing down a corridor. 

			“What do we do now?” Riley asked. 

			The man seated at the desk was tall and muscular with spiky hair and a formal manner. Hmmm.

			I buzzed the apartment’s entry button. He reached under his desk, I suppose to press something, and the glass doors slid open. 

			“Good evening.” He came over to greet us. “What can I do for you?”

			“Err, the girl who just came in. She left this behind.” I waved my wallet at him.

			“You can leave that with me, if you like.” As he reached for it, I pulled it back.

			“I’d like to give it to her in person,” I said. “I need to ask her something. You see, Brigit’s my personal development and hygiene tutor at school and...I wanted to ask her about the lesson today on...women’s issues. I can tell you what I want to ask if you prefer?”

			Women’s issues? “Err…” the guy retreated behind the desk like a crab in a hidey hole “…end of the corridor, apartment one hundred and eight.” He didn’t meet my eye.

			We scooted along the carpeted hall to a dark blue door.

			Riley looked from 107 on the left to 109 on the right of Brigit’s. “One of these apartments may have a balcony that adjoins hers,” he said. “We might be able to climb over.”

			We knocked on door number 109. A frazzled woman answered and the familiar Play School theme wafted out. We apologised, then tried 107. No answer.

			“Can you get in?” I asked Riley. 

			He grinned and reached into his coat pocket, producing a pen he’d modified into a lock pick. That was one of the upsides of having a scientific genius for a friend. You could pretty much break in anywhere. 

			In under a minute, we were inside. The apartment was modern and neatly kept. A beige leather sofa, a flat-screen TV, glass desk and office chair. No photos on any surfaces. A framed sketch of some guns on the wall. Whoever lived here must have just moved in or didn’t spend much time here. 

			Riley went to the sliding doors and out onto the balcony. I was heading out to join him when something shiny caught my eye on the kitchen bench—a rock, powdery-brown with copper-coloured veins. One of the sharp edges was a shiny gold colour. 

			“Is this…a gold nugget?” I muttered.

			“Maddy!” Riley beckoned me over. “The balcony’s clear. We can go over.”

			I put the rock down and went outside. This balcony abutted Brigit’s, with just a small gap between them. We climbed onto hers easily.

			It was wide, with a view of the harbour and Sydney Harbour Bridge. If you leaned out far enough, you could glimpse the white sails of the Opera House. 

			“How does a seventeen-year-old girl get a place like this?” I asked. Or more to the point—how could I? Then, I had a gruesome thought. “I guess we should check the basement for a rich person with their throat slashed.”

			“You think so?” Riley’s brow creased.

			“It’s possible. She is an assassin.” 

			The apartment’s sliding doors onto the balcony opened and Riley and I just slipped beneath his invisibility cloth before Brigit emerged. We squatted, side by side, watching her through the cloth’s web-like fibres. Her alert eyes scanned the city view, her dainty mouth curling ever-so-slightly in satisfaction. 

			And why wouldn’t she be satisfied? She’d escaped the oppressive medieval era to arrive in a time where she had more freedom, more comfort than she’d dreamed possible. Great new food—pasta, stir-fries, chocolate and ice cream! Who wouldn’t time travel for those? And she’d embarrassed me repeatedly today. 

			After a few minutes of taking it all in, she went inside.

			Riley and I snuck over to the glass doors to peer through, staying beneath the cloth as we did. I felt like a kid at the aquarium, nose pressed against the glass, watching an exotic fish.

			The interior of the apartment was mostly white—white sofa, white cupboards, painted table and walls, with a silver-grey rug. A giant painting of a cheetah’s face dominated the room, its eyes black and gold, its lips red with blood. 

			Brigit danced about barefoot on the rug, holding up an imaginary skirt and bowing to her invisible partner. I felt awkward, watching this private, uncool moment. Then she switched on the TV and flashed through various services, stopping on what looked like an old cowboy movie. She seemed transfixed by the action on the screen before she began copying the cowboy phrases. 

			“You’ll live to regret that, Sheriff Stone,” she drawled with a perfect cowboy twang. “Why, Chet, you oughtn’t say that kind of thing to a lady!”

			“She’s pretty good,” Riley said.

			She was more than “pretty good”. She had an amazing ear for accents. 

			“Seen enough?” Riley asked.

			More than enough. Though oddly, I found it hard to look away. A ship’s horn blared out over the harbour, snapping me out of it. Yes, it was time to go. We made our way to the side of the balcony and climbed onto the railings. But before leaping across, I took a last look back. Brigit was side-on to me and I saw her lips moving. 

			“Wait. She’s talking to someone,” I said.

			Whoever it was hadn’t come far enough into the room for us to see them. But their arrival produced a child-like excitement in the girl. She raced into the kitchen, emerging with plates and cutlery, laying them out on the white table. Her visitor must have brought takeaway for dinner.

			We hung back to see who it was. I had a gut-churning suspicion before I got the confirmation. There, dishing out what looked like fried rice and some kind of stir-fried meat and veggies, was our “friend” and science teacher, Peterson Graves.
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			“Oh, that sucks!” I said. “Just when I’d begun to trust him.”

			On the way home by train, I chided myself for being taken in by Peterson, though at least I’d been wary for a while. Riley, on the other hand, had trusted him completely from the start.

			“There must be an explanation,” he said, flummoxed.

			Back home, things weren’t much better. As I ate my Thai chicken microwave dinner, Gran played songs by the Sinatra guy warming up before his concert in old Las Vegas.

			“Just getting ready for the trip,” she said.

			“What trip?”

			I rinsed my empty plate, then shoved it in the dishwasher and tried for a quick getaway. But Gran planted herself in my path.

			“My trip to Vegas. It doesn’t have to be for very long. Just a weekend, or a teeny tiny week? I’m ready whenever you two are.” 

			“Yeah, well...even if we did know how to time travel—which we don’t—you wouldn’t just do it for a weekend break. It’s way too dangerous.”

			When I smiled at the wrong Ancient Egyptian noble, the world as we knew it ceased to exist. And when Jester and I got close in medieval England, Riley was erased from the continuum until I went back and did some totally embarrassing things to make the guy change his opinion of me.

			“I spoke to one of those nice chappies at the CIA today,” said Gran.

			“The CIA?” Surely not the Central Intelligence Agency? “You mean the CSIRO?” Our main scientific body.

			She nodded. “That’s the one. I told him I had information on one of the greatest scientific innovations of the century and he’s coming here to talk to me about it tomorrow.”

			Would she carry out her threat to tell the world about time travel unless we sent her on a trip through time? Not good! Although, how seriously the CSIRO would take such claims from an elderly lady with no real proof remained to be seen.

			“Of course,” she said coyly, “if I was away somewhere, like the Desert Inn, Las Vegas, 1951, I might not be home when they got here.”

			“Actually, Gran, with time travel you could have a whole world of adventure and still be back here by the afternoon.”

			“Well, after a really good show and card game, I might be too tired to chat. Otherwise, I might just put on the kettle and invite him in for a cuppa and a chinwag.”

			The next day I woke early, got dressed and slipped out of the house. Mum had already left for the office; Dad was overseas selling a pair of luxury boats. 

			When I got to Riley’s place, his mum went into his room and whispered in his ear: “Wakey, wakey!” 

			Riley opened one eye, then the other, and struggled to focus on my face. He smiled dreamily, hugged his second pillow tightly and said, “Maddeeee!”

			And drifted off again, with this silly smile that made me smile too. His mum tapped him hard on the shoulder.

			“Riley, wake up. Maddy’s here.”

			He opened his eyes, saw me again, then blushed flamingo pink as he realised this was not a dream and I was in his room.

			“I need to talk to you,” I said. “I’ll wait outside while you—” my gaze snagged on the T-shirt he wore, pink with a grey bunny in the centre with a 3D fluffy white tail “—change.”

			I shook my head as I waited in the living room. No doubt, he’d been so caught up in scientific problem-solving the evening before he grabbed the first T-shirt he found—his sister’s. It might have felt a bit tighter than usual and softer around the bunny tail, but he didn’t notice as his giant brain was focused on other things.

			Five minutes later he appeared in his school uniform: grey trousers, white shirt, bottle-green tie. 

			“Do you have any classes you can’t miss this morning?” I asked.

			He shook his head. 

			“Good,” I said. “’Cause we’re going to be late for school.”

			Using Mum’s credit card, Riley and I got a ride to Long Bay jail to visit our old science teacher, Mr Johnson, aka Johnno. If he was locked up while Brigit—who’d stolen his time machine—was living it up on the outside, he’d have to be feeling pretty annoyed. Maybe he’d know some way we could get the better of her and send her back to her own time.

			It wasn’t till I’d paid the cab driver and we stood in front of the prison in Sydney’s eastern suburbs that I began to feel uneasy. In many ways, the prison was like the castle we’d visited in medieval times, with its huge windowless brick walls, guard towers on the corners and soldiers patrolling the battlements. However, this “castle” had barbed wire coiled along the top and the blue-uniformed officers carried rifles, not bow and arrows. A large palm tree stood sentry in front of the jail but there was no breezy, tropical vibe to go with it.

			Two uniformed guards ushered us into a large room with a dozen other visitors. A couple of hard dudes puffed on cigarettes, the smoke coiling around a sign that said: THANK YOU FOR NOT SMOKING.

			“Put that out,” one guard ordered. When the guy was slow to comply, the bigger guard snatched the cigarette out of his mouth and ground it under his big black boot. As one, we shrank back, imagining our skulls there. Two dogs trotted into the room—a beagle and an Alsatian—and sniffed us and our belongings. The beagle sat down in front of one guy. The guards grabbed his arms and frogmarched him out.

			We filed along a corridor into a reception area to join the queue of people wanting to visit an inmate.

			When we got to the front, a man behind a glassed-in desk demanded we show him three forms of identification. Luckily, I had enough on me—library card and student ID. Riley had passes and memberships to various scientific organisations. The man scrutinised the cards and our faces (not seeming to like what he saw) then shoved them back at us. “You can’t come in without an adult.”

			I cleared my throat. “But we need to see Mr Johnson, our teacher,” I said. “My psychologist said it was important to confront my attacker. So I can get closure and begin to heal.”

			 I hoped to tug on the guy’s heart strings. Only problem was, he didn’t have a heart. He shook his head with a nice try look and waved Riley and me aside so he could deal with the next visitor.

			“Well, that’s that,” I said. 

			“Excuse me, can I help?” A woman in a business suit frayed at the cuffs introduced herself as Clare, an official prison visitor. She visited inmates as an act of charity, it seemed.

			“I was going to visit a prisoner today,” said Clare, “but he’s not here.”

			Strange. If there was one place I thought you could be certain a person would be home when you went to visit, it was prison.

			“But, since I’m here,” she said, “why don’t I go in as your accompanying adult and you can see your teacher?” 

			We got back in line. The guy behind the desk obviously knew Clare and was not a fan. However, she was tougher than she looked and knew her rights. So we got in. 

			We put our things in a locker, then passed through a metal scanner and had our photo taken.

			“If this is how much security there is getting into the prison, imagine how much there is to stop people getting out,” I whispered to Riley.

			We entered a long room with plastic chairs and tables and a security desk along one side. A guard pointed to some seats and the three of us sat down to wait for Johnno. Visitors filled the tables around us, talking in hushed tones.

			While we waited, we learned that Clare was supposed to visit an inmate called Shane. From the light in her eyes as she talked about him, I suspected she had a crush on him.

			At the table next to us, a woman with long, grey hair hugged a small girl on her knee as she stared, transfixed, at a door at the end of the room. A couple of heavily tattooed blokes a few tables across eyeballed the guards aggressively. It was a bit like a cafe, except for the mega-tense atmosphere and the smell—boiled cabbage and floral air freshener. Instead of waiters circulating, guards with black batons hovered, ready to intervene if a discussion got too heated. Prisoners came in one at a time and sat at tables with their guests. Some cried, seeing their friends or family. Some seemed quiet and rigid with cold fury. 

			Eventually, the door opened and Johnno entered. He wore a pair of white overalls, toggled at the back, which made him look kind of scary. Especially with the two black eyes he had. 

			When he saw us, a muscle along his jaw clenched. “My two favourite students,” he said, smiling-not-smiling.

			We all made awkward small talk for Clare’s sake, though I’m not sure she was listening. She was watching the guards on the security desk and eventually she went over to speak to them. 

			With her gone, we could speak freely. 

			“What brings you two here?” asked Johnno. 

			“A better question would be who brings us here,” I said.

			Johnno chuckled. “So, Brigit’s been giving you hell, has she? Well, that’s something at least.”

			“That’s not fair, Mr Johnson!” Riley said. “Maddy’s always played straight with you. If anyone did wrong, it was you.”

			The angry lines on Johnno’s face melted away and he sighed. “You’re right! I’ve been sitting in my cell thinking. You have a lot of time for that in here. And I want to apologise to the two of you—for scaring you, Maddy, and for trying to take credit for something amazing you did, Riley. I got obsessed with the idea of money and fame.” He hung his head for a moment before adding: “The worst of it is I lost something more valuable—your respect and friendship.”

			Did I believe him? Not really. But I could see it was just what Riley wanted to hear—that his favourite science teacher wasn’t a villain but just had a psychotic lapse.

			“We need to get Brigit back to her own time before she does some serious damage,” I said. Like hurting one of my friends or my family when she got bored of taunting me.

			“Get me out of here, and I’ll gladly help with that,” he said.

			“Get you out of here?” I frowned. “You mean, find a lawyer to help you get out? Where would I find one of those?”

			“I can’t do much while I’m inside.” Johnno gave a slow shrug.

			“You can give us information,” I said. “You were close with her for weeks in the medieval period. You must have learned something about her weaknesses. Anything we can use to give us an edge.”

			Johnno leaned forward and spoke softly. “I can do better than that. I can give you the ID frequency on the time machine she stole from me in case you need to track her,” he said. “Or block her.”

			“I didn’t know you could track people’s time machines,” I said. Or block them.

			Riley shook his head. It was news to him, too.

			“Well, it’s a start.” I twisted my tight lips into a sort-of smile at Johnno. “So...what’s the ID frequency?”

			Our teacher leaned back and folded his arms, shaking his head. “As soon as I’m outside these walls, I’ll tell you. I promise.”

			What the—? A court case would take months to resolve, maybe longer. By that time, anything could have happened. But that wasn’t what he meant, I could see. Was he seriously thinking...jail break? That Riley and I, two high school students, could break him out of a maximum security prison? Resourceful as we were, not even we could manage that. Even if we wanted to. Which we didn’t. 

			“How do we know you won’t try to kidnap me again,” I said, “or leave us stranded in another time so you can take credit for Riley’s invention?”

			He had been in the middle of doing just that—claiming, before an audience, on Bondi Beach that he had invented time travel. It was only Peterson jamming his signals that stopped him. And that’s when the police moved in to arrest him for his attempt to kidnap me before our medieval trip. 

			“I don’t blame you for not trusting me, Maddy,” he said. “But I would never have hurt you. You must know that? I just wanted you for leverage so Riley would go along with my plan. But it was wrong. So wrong. I see that now. I see a lot of things more clearly. Despite...” He gestured to his two panda-like black eyes.

			I surveyed the room, unimpressed. 

			“I can see you don’t believe me, Maddy.” He raked his fingers through his hair in frustration. “And I don’t blame you. But I’ll make it up to you, I promise. From now on, it’s Team Riley all the way.”

			He looked around, licking his lips and lowering his voice again. “But you have to help me get out of here. There’s this prisoner they call Spud who has it in for me. Apparently, he hated his science teacher in high school and I remind him of that guy. If you don’t get me out of here—” he paused and took a slow breath “—well, I won’t be able to help you, or anyone, ever again.”

			“Get you out of here?” Horrified, I looked over to Riley. “Are you hearing this?”

			Yes, he heard. But he didn’t say anything. He just sat there, his brow slightly wrinkled, like the hallway rug at the end of the day.

			So I spoke for the two of us. “We will not be getting you out of here. We couldn’t even if we wanted to. And we don’t want to! Only a judge can do that. In a court. And if a prisoner is attacking you, you need to report it to someone—a guard or the prison governor or something. So are you going to help us with Brigit or not?”

			But Johnno didn’t answer or even register my question. He kept his gaze fixed on Riley. 

			“What cell number?” Riley asked.

			“One six two.”

			Riley nodded. As if some agreement had passed between them. 

			“What do you need his cell number for?” I hissed at my friend. 

			Johnno stood up and shouted to the guard that he was ready to return to his cell.

			We left after that. Clare didn’t want to go, but she and the man on the desk had finished their discussion—or argument. Red in the face, she stormed out with us trailing behind. By the time we hit the street, her cheeks were damp with tears. She’d found out that Shane had been transferred to a jail in another state. 

			“When you like someone, you should let them know,” she said. “Because one day, they may be gone. Far away, where you can’t reach them.”

			It got me thinking. The number of times I’d almost lost Riley. What if I hadn’t got him back? If he’d vanished forever and I never got to tell him...

			“Riley,” I began. 

			“Yes, Maddy?”

			In the back seat of the cab, the cityscape whizzed past, a blur of colour and light. I felt my cheeks heating up and my mouth was suddenly as dry as a dust sandwich. “I wanted to tell you how I feel, about....”

			His eyes locked onto mine. “About?”

			I cleared my throat once, twice. “The temperature. I’m boiling in here. Mind if I open the window?” 

			I opened the window and relished the blast of cold air on my cheeks. It blew away the cobwebs of confusion. What had I been about to say? That I had feelings for Riley? Strong feelings? 

			What would Riley have said back? That he had feelings too? More likely, he’d have sat there, struggling to process what he’d heard and clueless as to how he should respond. 

			And anyway, did I really feel that strongly about him? I liked him as a friend, a good friend. Maybe more. But could I put that out there without him saying something first? No, no, no. Much better just to cruise along and see what happened. As long as someone else, like Samantha Lee, didn’t snap him up in the meantime. To sum up: I did have feelings for Riley, but I wasn’t ready to do anything about it. Though I didn’t want anyone else to have him either. 

			Above the roar of the wind, I heard Riley say: “I think I know how we can get Johnno out of jail.”

			I wound the window up. “Why would you want to do that?” I checked the cab driver wasn’t listening. “Why would you free a man who’s tried, twice, to trap us in the past and steal the time machine for his own personal gain?”

			“He said he was sorry,” said Riley.

			“Oh, well, let’s break him out then. Him, all the other inmates who are sorry. Wait, no, those who said they were sorry.” 

			“Even if Johnno is lying,” Riley said, “he doesn’t have a time machine; Brigit stole his. So he won’t be able to do much damage. And that ID frequency he mentioned might be useful. Plus, you wouldn’t want him to be killed in there, would you?”

			“No.” Though, I knew Johnno hadn’t been as concerned with Riley’s continued existence in medieval England when he proposed to Lady Isobella, Riley’s ancestor. If she’d accepted him, Riley would never have been born.

			“Do you have some kind of plan to bust him out?” I couldn’t believe what I was saying.

			“I’m still figuring out the details.”

			Riley and I spent the rest of the drive in silence—him lost in thoughts of jailbreak, me cringing about what a close call I’d had in almost confessing my “feelings”. Weirdly, Jamie Fletcher and his silly attempts to charm me in science popped into my head just then. 

			Dream on, Fletcher!
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			We arrived at school just before lunchtime, talked our way into a late note at the office. I said a possum was stuck in our chimney and Riley and I had helped WIRES, the animal rescue service, free it. Mrs Patchett, the school secretary, wanted to recommend us for a Nature Award! Then we crossed the playground to the science block.

			A substitute teacher was minding the class while Peterson wrote our reports. (Imagine getting Riley’s report: GENIUS, GENIUS, GENIUS, it would say. Mine usually said something like: Bright girl, would do better with more consistent application. Except in Drama and English. They were my favourite subjects.)

			I slid into my seat next to Jamie Fletcher and tried to focus on the science worksheet on genes with little success as (a) my head was filled with thoughts of jailbreak and what Johnno might try to do to us if we broke him out, and (b) Jamie kept smiling goofily at me, making me laugh. 

			Brigit sat at the desk by herself. Presumably, Lauren was sick or running an errand for the teacher. 

			When the buzzer went for class change, I asked Courtney where Lauren was. She frowned slightly: “Lauren who?”

			“Lauren. Stop mucking about. Where is she?”

			Courtney tilted her head. “I don’t know who you mean. There’s a Lauren on the school paper. A year above us. Is that who you mean?”

			Oh. No. As if the door of an industrial deep freeze had opened, a chill blasted through me. I’d been down this path before, when Jamie vanished and only Riley and I remembered his name. 

			On shaky legs, I made my way over to Brigit, sitting at the desk. 

			“Where is she?” I demanded.

			“Where’s who?” she asked, inspecting her painted fingernails.

			“Where’s Lauren? What have you done with her?”

			She paused a few seconds, relishing the moment, then leaned in. “That’s for me to know and for you to find out...pardner.”

			She leaned down to get something under the desk and then...vanished completely. For all the weird time travel stuff I’d seen, that freaked me out.

			 I lurched along the corridor, overtaking the other kids, to catch up with Riley. He was walking with Samantha but when they saw me, her head dipped and the hair curtain closed.

			I addressed the shiny black strands. “Excuse me, Samantha. I need a word with Riley.” 

			She scurried off along the corridor.

			Riley and I moved to a quiet corner and he listened to my tale with an almost inhuman calm. 

			“Did you hear what I said? Brigit’s got Lauren. And she’s gone somewhere in the world at some point in history without leaving any clue as to where that might be.”

			“No clue?” he said. “Are you sure?”

			“What do you mean? Do you think she left something back in the science lab?” I turned to go back, but he held my arm.

			“I don’t mean a physical clue,” he said. “You’ve had a lot of contact with Brigit over the past few days. Did she give some hint of what she was planning?”

			I folded my arms as I replayed our encounters in my head. There was the Hawaiian-style lunchbox. The harbour apartment. The fight in the rest rooms.

			“She might have put Lauren on a battlefield during a war,” I said, “or in the path of an exploding volcano. She could be anywhere.”

			“True,” said Riley. “But she didn’t just take Lauren somewhere. She hung around in the classroom until she was sure you knew about it.”

			“Because she’s a vindictive person who gets her thrills watching other people suffer.” Especially me.

			“Yes, and because, wherever it is she’s gone, maybe she wants you to follow her? To chase her?”

			That was some smart deduction there—the sort of thing I might have expected myself to come up with if I wasn’t in pieces worrying about my bestie. Brigit wanted me to chase her through history? Fine! Bring. It. On! 

			“But where did she go?” I asked.

			Riley shrugged. “Think, Maddy.”

			The answer was there somewhere. Like a ball wedged in a high branch of a tree, it just had to be shaken out. 

			I had a flash of her dancing barefoot on the rug in the Milsons Point apartment.

			“She wouldn’t go back to the medieval period,” I said. “Not now that people know who she is.” From the little I knew about her past, the period sucked for her. “If I was Brigit, I’d want freedom, the power to do what I chose.”

			She had plenty of freedom in modern Sydney. Why would she give that up? Then it occurred to me that though she appeared to be doing well, she was actually miles behind in reading and technology. She couldn’t hope to catch up, not without a lot of study. Brigit didn’t seem the studying sort. 

			“What would I be looking for if I was her?” I tried to dive into her brain. She needed somewhere her skill set—that of a cool-headed, cold-hearted assassin—would give her an edge. Preferably while allowing her independence and freedom as a female. Where and when in the world would she find that?

			I looked up at Riley. He had the sun behind him and the ends of his hair caught the light as if they were on fire. 

			Golden...like the gold nugget we’d seen in the apartment next door to Brigit’s. Was that a coincidence? And there was that show she was watching. And imitating.

			“She’s gone to the Wild West of America...pardner.”

			The last word she’d spoken was a clue, I realised.
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			It was a thrilling moment, to have solved her riddle, yet heart-sinking at the same time. For it meant we’d have to travel through time again, possibly warping the time continuum and jeopardising our life here with the people we loved. 

			But with Lauren’s life on the line, what choice did we have? 

			I appreciated Riley’s calm acceptance of our mission—Lauren wasn’t his best friend, but he stood to lose as much as me on a trip through time.

			“Go home and change into something suitable for the Wild West,” he said. “I’ll meet you at your place in fifteen minutes.” 

			“Okay.” I took off.

			I was about to go through the front gate when a stern male voice called: “Ms Bryant! Halt!” 

			Seriously! Was some teacher about to get all fussy about school rules when Lauren’s life was on the line? I turned, ready to say whatever was necessary to get out of the school and stay out of trouble.

			And there was Peterson. My teacher, time travel associate and...what else? I wasn’t quite sure. The guy never gave a straight answer to any of my questions.

			“You’re heading off, are you, Maddy?” he asked. “I take it you know what Brigit’s done.”

			“Your friend Brigit, yes, I know what she’s done. And by the way, did she enjoy the fried rice the other night?” 

			Maybe I shouldn’t have let on that I knew what he was doing. But I couldn’t help it. Watching Mr Cool look shaken for a few seconds, knowing we’d discovered something before he chose to tell us, was worth it.

			“Brigit’s no friend of mine,” he said. 

			“But you’ve got her an apartment with a harbour view, brought her dinners and clothes and a uniform and packed her a cous cous lunch. With enemies like you, who needs friends?”

			“By providing those things for her, I saved a lot of people grief. She would only have taken them anyway.”

			There was some logic to it, not that I’d ever admit it.

			“And you must have spent a lot of time explaining the modern world to her because she seems very comfortable here.”

			“She’s not that comfortable, but she’s good at pretending.”

			“I presume you’ve been teaching her to read.”

			“Trying. She gets frustrated.”

			I bet she did. And the idea of Peterson dealing with the assassin’s “frustrations” was some measure of justice at least. 

			“Do you live next door to her by any chance?”

			“I have a place there, yes.”

			So the gold nugget was his.

			“And you’ve heard about Lauren?” I asked.

			He nodded grimly. “Riley told me. And he said you’d figured out where they’ve gone.”

			“The Wild West?” It emerged as a question.

			He nodded. “The West is a big place. Perhaps I can narrow it down a bit.”

			I told him Johnno would give us the ID code on Brigit’s time machine. 

			“That will be useful.”

			“Did Brigit say what she was planning to do?” I asked.

			“She’s not much of a sharer.”

			The pair of them had that in common. I huffed and headed off.

			“See you soon,” he called after me. 

			I sprinted home, keen to get going after Lauren and Brigit as soon as we could. 

			Approaching the house, I saw half a dozen people clustered around the front gate. As I got closer, I saw a couple had cameras and were hurrying towards me. Click click click. 

			“Trisha Devine from the North Shore Enquirer,” said an older woman with green streaks in her hair. “Is it true you and your friend have discovered the secrets of time travel?” 

			I gave her my best “What planet are you on?” look and moved past her to the front gate.

			“Callum McGuinness, UFOs Today.” A young guy with thick glasses blocked my path. “Where have you been time travelling so far?”

			“Was it you who invented the time machine, or your friend Railene?” a middle-aged man shouted. “Gerald Doon, from Unsolved Mysteries.”

			“Can you tell us, does the world blow itself up in future?”

			“Can you travel to other planets in your machine?”

			What the—? Gran must have contacted the news agencies, as she’d threatened to do. Though only the “out there” loony publications had taken her up on it. I thought she’d been bluffing. As I went to put my key in the lock, the front door whipped open. A flurry of clicks and questions followed as Gran pulled me inside.

			“What’s the best time period to visit?” a shrill voice called.

			“Did you happen to hear the names of any horses who win—?”

			I locked the door and leaned heavily against it. In the next room, Gran was grinning and singing Come Fly with Me.

			“Gran, did you call the media?”

			“Was that wrong?” She frowned in mock concern. “I’m sorry. Wish I could take it back. Oh, you know what? I can. With the time machine. Of course, it’s up to you whether or not I do, dear.”

			I went into my room and trawled through my clothes for something vaguely western to wear. Jeans and boots that just about fit, and a checked flannel shirt I’d worn once in a school show, was the nearest I could find. Western wasn’t my vibe.

			The reporters kept knocking and ringing the doorbell. We saw their shadowy forms outside the curtains, searching for an opening to peek through at us.

			Riley would be arriving soon and would be beset by them. I peered through the gossamer curtains to see if he was coming along.

			“Maddy, are you ready to go?” His voice behind me made me jump. I turned to see him, a bag on his shoulder, in the middle of our living room. He wore jeans and a green checked shirt.

			“How did you get in?” I asked.

			“Same way we’ll get out. With the time machine.”

			Gran emerged then, dressed in a pale blue skirt suit and carrying a pink suitcase. She frowned. “You’re wearing jeans. So we’re not going to Las Vegas?”

			“Lauren’s been kidnapped and taken to the Wild West,” I said. “We have to go and get her.”

			So now, she knows.

			“The Wild West!” Gran nodded. “They have card games there. Could we go to St Louis and one of those gambling boats on the Mississippi? I’ve always wanted to go there.”

			“My friend’s been kidnapped. This is not a holiday, Gran. It’s a rescue mission.”

			“I’m sorry! Of course,” said Gran. “Give me five minutes. I have something perfect for this.”

			She disappeared into her room and we heard wardrobe doors banging, coat hangers rattling.

			Riley frowned a question at me. 

			“Gran’s coming with us,” I said.

			Without asking any more questions, he got busy tapping on the screen and laying out the string, preparing for blast off. 

			“We had a Wild West theme for our last Seniors social night,” Gran called from her bedroom. “I think this will do.” She appeared in a red skirt and matching top, with white bonnet. “Where’s your machine?” She looked around the room.

			 “We don’t need a physical machine,” Riley explained. “I reversed the polarities on air molecules around us, which gives as much tensile strength as the toughest building materials.”

			Gran giggled as we moved inside the string circle. “So we’re really going to the Wild West?” Then she frowned. “Do we have to stand up all the way?”

			“If you think you might get tired, Gran, perhaps you should step off.” Maybe this would discourage her.

			“It’s all right.” Riley tapped on his screen. “I’ve factored in some seating.”

			I looked at my Gran, tapestry suitcase at her feet, as if she was about to board a Greyhound bus for a holiday up north—which was the kind of trip she should have been taking. I thought I’d give it one last shot.

			“Gran, before we go, better leave your false teeth on the kitchen bench,” I said. “Dentures can’t pass through time zones.”

			Worry wrinkled my grandmother’s brow. She hated going out without her teeth. “No-one loves a toothless crone,” she always said.

			“If you’d prefer not to feel the wind rushing through your gums,” I added, “you should wait here and we’ll be back before you know it.” 

			She looked into my eyes with that probing gaze of hers. I willed my facial muscles to remain still and relaxed. But something must have given me away because she grinned and shook her head.

			“Nice try, Maddy,” she said. “How much longer before we leave?” 

			What’s your hurry? I felt like asking. Can’t wait to get that bullet in your brain? Because if she started using tricks like this and winning all the card games she played in Wild West saloons, that was surely how it would end.

			Riley stopped tapping and the device emitted a high-pitched note. The world went milky white outside our circle. 

			“Oooh, this sure is excitin’, honey,” said Gran in an awful parody of a Southern States accent. 

			The pitch climbed a notch and now something truly strange happened. A circular sofa appeared inside the string. It wasn’t a real sofa, but a holographic image—that is, it looked 3D, but at the same time I could see right through it. 

			Riley sat on the sofa. I touched it—it felt solid and firm and cool. Gingerly, I eased my weight onto the cushions. Gran did likewise. 

			“It’s a resistance sofa,” Riley said. “I just altered and shaped the air velocity within the machine to give the right amount of counter-resistance, then superimposed a holographic sofa image onto it.”

			“Oh, is that all?” I said. “So, I saw Peterson. I told him about that ID code Johnno mentioned at the jail.”

			Riley nodded. “He’s got it now.” 

			“Already?” I’d only spoken to the guy half an hour ago.

			“And so now...we’re off to a town in northern Texas,” said Riley.

			Gran giggled some more.

			“Hold on tight, Gran,” I said. “We’re going to fly up into the air, like we’re a stone in a giant slingshot.”

			“Not in this model,” said Riley. “There shouldn’t be much sensation of movement at all. And we have to make a stop first. To pick up Mr Johnson.”

			“Pick him up...in jail? No, we need to talk more about this!”

			“That was the deal he made with Peterson for the code,” Riley said. “And he really can’t stay in this time. There’s that science-teacher-hating inmate.”

			“Spud.” I recalled the name.

			“And the police will be after him.”

			“So we’re taking Johnno to the Wild West with us?”

			I wanted to argue that this was a terrible idea. That Johnno had followed us through time twice before and both times he’d tried to erase us. But it was already too late. The soupy mist was breaking up. Flashes of grey, green and blue appeared through the white. As the sound frequency dropped and visibility returned, I saw a clear blue sky above, with houses and roads below. And, on the same level as us, two gobsmacked prison guards slowly shifting their rifles off their shoulders into their hands. 

			We had landed on the ramparts of Long Bay jail and from the befuddled look on Riley’s face, this wasn’t part of the plan.
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			“What the—?” said the smaller guard, freaked. “Hands up!”

			“How did you get up here?” asked the taller, bearded man. 

			“We’re from, err, Prison Break Security Services,” I stammered. “We’ve been hired to check for weaknesses in the security systems of all Sydney’s jails. Please lower your weapons.”

			It was the best I could do with no notice. And it wasn’t a bad effort, but they didn’t totally buy it. Until Gran took over. 

			“Emmeline Porter, at your service,” she said, offering her hand to shake. “Now, I want to commend you boys on your attention to your duty. I want you to know we will be noting your alertness in our report to the highest levels of the Department of Justice.” 

			Oops, Gran! There was no Department of Justice! But the guys didn’t seem to notice. “I need to note down your names and employee numbers,” she went on. “Would you be so kind, dear, as to fetch a pen and paper?”

			Dazed, the tall man went back to the guard room to get the writing material. Meanwhile, Gran asked the other guy questions about security—weird questions, like, what kind of padlocks they used in the cells, what colour uniform they’d like to have and did they ever play card games to pass the time. I was amazed he answered her questions so readily. It was a combination, I think, of the shock at our sudden appearance and Gran’s convincing delivery. She was scary-good.

			While she kept them busy, I whispered to Riley: “What happened?”

			“It’s a glitch,” he said. 

			A glitch? That was something I didn’t hear him say often—and didn’t want to hear ever again! 

			“But I think I know how to fix it,” he said. “Get Gran to come over here in a few minutes.”

			The tall man was writing down things, but the smaller guy’s eyes were narrowing with suspicion. I had to do something.

			I marched forward. “Show me your gun, officer.”

			When he seemed reluctant, Gran stepped in. “Pass it to me, dear.” She put her hand out, brooking no argument.

			He frowned but handed the gun to her. Her arm sagged at the weight of it and she dropped it over the wall to the footpath below. It fell within a caged area between the prison wall and the street, so at least there was no risk that some passer-by would pick it up and go bushranger on us. 

			“Oops, sorry,” said Gran. “Perhaps one of you could pop down and get that.” 

			Behind us, the high-pitched frequency began as Riley started up the time machine. Something about the sound snapped the guards back to alertness.

			“Can I see some ID?” the smaller man asked.

			“Well, yes, of course, you have it, don’t you, Ms Bryant?”

			“Yes, it’s over there,” I said, pointing back to Riley. “Why don’t we go and get it.”

			We both walked as slowly and calmly as we could, though my legs were twitching to leap towards the time circle. As the machine’s pitch rose, the guard called: “Stop right there!” 

			I heard the click of a gun being primed and looked back to see one guard lifting a rifle, the other drawing a handgun to point at us. We were almost at the circle. Would we make it before they fired? 

			“Oh my goodness,” said Gran. 

			“Look! Behind you!” we shouted together. The guards turned and, in those few seconds, we dashed to the circle. The mist began to rise. The men turned back, aimed and...I heard the echo of a bang, but we were unharmed. By now, the white vapour was all around us, which meant, I suppose, we were on our way.

			That was close. No-one said it, but three deeply released sighs communicated it clearly enough.

			“Well done, Gran,” I said with new respect.

			“Back at you, kid.” 

			Now I was slightly less unhappy about having her with us. She might prove useful. Though Riley looked from one to the other of us with something like fear. I guess he felt like one of those truck drivers transporting dangerous substances. He knew he had a source of great power in the vehicle with him but wondered if it would, ultimately, be used against him.

			“Are we going to the Wild West now?” I asked. 

			“No, we still have to get into Mr Johnson’s cell. But I’m trying a different approach.” 

			Minutes later, the mist ebbed away and before us was nothing but gum trees and bush.

			“We’re in the spot Johnno’s cell should be, but two hundred years in the past,” said Riley.

			“Marvellous!” Gran clapped her hands with glee.

			“Is this another glitch?” I asked. I was happy to find Riley did make the odd mistake like the rest of us, but not while navigating the space-time continuum! Time travelling with a whoops-what-happened-there guy was NOT my idea of a good time.

			Riley went into a long and technical explanation about what had gone wrong, the gist of which was that, as yet, his machine was not super-accurate when passing through solid walls. It was safer, he said, to put us in the spot where Johnno’s jail cell should be and travel forward in time so the jail would appear around us. It sounded dodgy to me and I would have said so, but I was distracted by a crunching on the forest floor as four kangaroos bounded past.

			My grandmother squealed with delight. “Do you know I’ve never seen a kangaroo in the wild?”

			Which was all well and good, and I might have enjoyed the sighting too except (a) this was a jailbreak and not a nature tour, and (b) they might not be moving so fast, just for the sheer joy of it, but because—

			Whoomp, whoomp, whoomp, whoomp. 

			“Duck!” I shouted. I grabbed Gran’s arm and yanked her down, just in time. We watched as a large boomerang cut through the air over our heads before arcing back towards an unseen hand. Somewhere nearby, a group of hunters was out getting their evening meal. If they saw us, they’d get the shock of their lives! 

			“Ri-ley,” I said nervously. “Can you hurry up?” 

			He tapped intently on the screen. And the piercing frequency began.

			We heard a light shooshing of bushes. I imagined I saw dark eyes peering through the foliage before the milky fog enveloped our machine. Pressing my face against the mist, it felt cold and solid like a wall, though it rippled ever so slightly, as if it had a pulse. I tried to peer through it but couldn’t see a thing.

			“I liked our old time machine better,” I said. “I could see what was going on around us.”

			“Oh, sorry,” said Riley. 

			He tapped a button and a clear window appeared behind the sofa. Gran came over and all three of us squeezed together to look out.

			We saw the landscape change. Trees were there one minute, gone the next, then houses and roads appeared in the distance. The light dimmed and darkness descended as brick walls enclosed us, literally, and the jail was built around us.

			When the noise stopped, we were in the corner of Johnno’s cell. Riley had calculated our landing perfectly. 

			Our former teacher lay on his bed, reading. 

			“Did anyone hear that weird noise?” one inmate shouted.

			“If it sounds like a ticking clock, Hargraves, it’s the sound of your miserable life running out!” another yelled.

			As a full-on shouting match began, Johnno put down the book he was reading—called How to Take Charge of Your Mistakes and Reclaim Your Life—and stood up. “I wondered when you’d show up.” He wore a prison-issue grey tracksuit. 

			Luckily, he had a cell to himself. Though there wasn’t much to it. Single metal-framed bed, thin mattress, an old grey blanket. Dull, dirty silver toilet with no seat, wash basin. A couple of shelves with a small TV and a few books. Johnno had three pictures Blu-Tacked to the wall. Torn from magazines, they were all of the interiors of beautiful apartments on Sydney Harbour. Either he was trying to visualise a better place or he still yearned for mega-bucks and a billionaire lifestyle. 

			Riley laid out the string and we all stepped inside. As we waited for the machine to charge up, the inmates went quiet. The noise of the machine seemed loud in the silence. 

			So, Gran called out, in her gruffest voice: “Hey, loser. Saw your old lady visiting the other day? Does the zoo let her out often?” 

			Wild shouting and jeering broke out again, drowning out the sound of our departure. I looked over at my Gran, a little disturbed.

			She winked and clicked her tongue. “Giddy up,” she said.
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			The journey back in time around a hundred and fifty years took a little over twenty-two minutes in Riley’s new-model time machine, during which time Riley attended to the screen while the rest of us got acquainted.

			I introduced Gran to Johnno. She smiled and shook his hand. 

			“The Wild West was full of lawbreakers,” she said. “It was a place where people didn’t hold your past indiscretions against you.” He was just beginning to relax when she leaned forward. “But I do. I know you’re that teacher that tried to kidnap Maddy. If you ever think about hurting her again, you’ll have me to answer to.”

			She might have been small and old, but she exuded such an air of menace that Johnno shrank back on his holographic cushion. Good on you, Gran!

			“So where are we going?” I asked. “And when?” 

			“It’s a town called Temperance. The year is 1871,” Riley said.

			“Peterson gave you the co-ordinates?” Johnno asked. 

			Riley nodded. 

			“He must have used the ID code I gave him. I gather he’s your new science teacher? Is he any good?”

			“He’s okay,” I replied. “But he gives way too much homework.”

			“I’m glad to hear it, Maddy. Hard work is very character-building.”

			I wanted to ask Johnno if he’d worked hard in the prison kitchen or in the prison veggie garden to remind him which of the two of us had the best character to date. But it didn’t seem like the best way to build relations at the start of this journey. And, besides, we still needed something from him.

			“Anything more you can tell us about Brigit?” I asked.

			“Well, something happened when we first met in the period, which could give us some clue about who she is,” he said.

			He told Brigit about the time machine early in their “association”, he said, whereupon she demanded he take her back in time to see her mother.

			“Her mother?” This was interesting.

			“The woman died when Brigit was ten, eating poisoned food meant for Lord Pearce,” said Johnno.

			The woman was a cook but, as the official food taster had died from sampling poisoned food a few days before, she had to do the tasting for her master.

			“Brigit went back and tried to prevent her mother’s death this time around by disguising herself as a peasant and taking a job in the kitchen, where she ‘accidentally’ dropped the poisoned food so it had to be binned.

			“No-one recognised her,” said Johnno. “And she got to see her younger self before she’d been corrupted by her role as an assassin.”

			That was...unsettling. As much as I despised the assassin, that felt sad somehow.

			“So her mother didn’t die from food poisoning as she did before,” Johnno said. “But later the same day, she collapsed in the hot kitchen. And died soon after, in Brigit’s arms.”

			In her arms? Oh, no!

			“What did she die of?” Riley asked. “Heart attack?”

			“Who knows?” Johnno said. “Unlikely to be an autopsy. The woman wouldn’t have had a long life expectancy.”

			“Her death still happened on the same day?” Riley scrunched his brow.

			I knew what he was thinking. It was more evidence for his theory that death couldn’t cross timelines. If someone died on one timeline, changing their past might not prevent their expiration at the same time on a different timeline. It was like the end date was indelibly stamped on all timelines thereafter. Still only a theory, though.

			“Brigit did truly love her mother,” Johnno said. “She is capable of love.”

			“What else did you learn?” I asked.

			“Well, I know she’s single-minded, goal-driven, ruthless. And if you think you’re following her, that you’re on her trail, watch out. You’re probably walking into a trap.” 

			Not good!

			“I’m looking forward to catching up with my ‘sister’ again,” Johnno added, leaning back on the sofa, his jaw tight as he imagined his reunion with Brigit. She wasn’t really his sister. They’d only pretended to be related for their cover story in medieval England.

			“What will you do if you find her?” I asked.

			 Johnno didn’t answer, but Gran dragged her index finger across her throat and hung her tongue out the side of her mouth. 

			Would he really try to kill Brigit? The guy was a lot of things—a liar, a thief, a cheat, a kidnapper. But a murderer?

			I would have probed further, but we were about to land. Riley signalled us to stand. As we did, the holographic sofa vanished and the milky white walls of our transport ebbed away like a warm breath on a frosty day. Leaving us in the middle of a vast, open landscape with long yellowing grasses swaying in the breeze. This must be the prairie we’d heard of in those cowboy stories. The plains where buffalo roamed.

			Gran did a slow turn, her mouth agape. “We’re really here! Riley, you are a genius.” 

			She was grinning so hard, she made me smile too. These trips always began like this, I knew, with the wonder of a new place and time. But it was never long before we were up to our necks in local strife.

			“Just try to stay out of trouble, Gran,” I said. “And don’t change things too much while you’re here. You never know how it will affect the future.”

			“I’ve seen time travel films, sweetie,” she said. “I know the drill.”

			We saw a few shacks on top of the nearest hill so decided to head that way—or, as Gran put it, “to mosey on over there”. But first, Johnno changed into some brown canvas pants and a blue checked shirt Riley had brought for him. They were Riley’s dad’s gardening clothes. Though they were big on him, Johnno was overjoyed to be in civilian clothes again. I hoped we wouldn’t live to regret it.

			As Gran and Johnno shuffled ahead, I pulled Riley back and whispered: “Are you sure about him?”

			 “I think we should give the guy another chance,” he said.

			“What if he tries to trap us here?”

			“We’ll deal with that if it happens.”

			“If? Or when it happens?” 

			Wasn’t that the question?

			Ten minutes later, we’d crested the hill to find ourselves looking down at a real Wild West town. Two rows of ramshackle wooden buildings faced off across a dusty road with a tumbleweed rolling along the centre. A lopsided sign on a fence proclaimed: Temperance, population...The original 23, painted in black, had been crossed out and replaced by 113, then 207. Finally, 434 was scratched into the wood. 

			“Temperance,” I said. “Is that a joke?”

			Didn’t “temperance” mean no alcohol? I counted two saloons among the small number of shopfronts.

			I was psyching myself up for a last-minute briefing with my companions to get us in and Lauren out of town as fast as possible. But Gran was already striding towards the Sunset Saloon, the largest of the two. 

			“If Lauren’s here, she’s probably in the saloon,” Gran called. Without a glance back at us, she went inside.

			The Sunset Saloon was one of the few two-storey buildings in town. Its double swing doors were low enough to peek over but the bottom only came to my knees. Riley, Johnno and I stood on the street savouring the moment—our first look inside a real Wild West saloon! I took a deep breath, pushed the double doors open and went inside. They squeaked forward then snapped back like the jaws of a hungry croc behind me. 

			Inside, it was a mix of spit and polish—literally. The floor was dirt but compulsively swept by a skinny boy in huge trousers secured at the waist with rope. The bar was dark wood with an impressive carving of a buffalo on the front panel. Some of the patrons were well dressed, with long coats and patterned vests, gold pocket chains and exaggerated moustaches. Others looked like they’d stepped out of a dust bath. 

			Around the bar, men talked and laughed and drank some tawny-coloured liquid in small glasses—swigging them down in one gulp before banging the glasses back on the bar to be refilled. Temperance? Yeah, right!

			 Several card games were underway. Gran was doing a slow walk past, checking them out. A man with a beard you could lose a small child in clutched his hand of cards to his chest, eyeballing her with suspicion. She put her hands up, palms out, and gave him a wide berth. 

			On one side of the room, a man with greasy hair and a middle-parting played a tinny-sounding piano. Country music. Not my favourite.

			“Riley, look!” I tipped my head towards a gold-rimmed glass on the bar with a gun inside. “Think they’re expecting trouble?”

			Riley pointed at the wall behind the bar, which I now saw was peppered with bullet holes. “Expected trouble, had expectations filled, and expect it again would be my guess.” 

			“You fellas want something?” The barmaid was a girl about my age, with frizzy reddish-brown hair pulled into a tight bun and a bridge of freckles across her cheek. She wore a long rust-coloured skirt with a lump at the rear end—a bustle—and matching high-necked top. 

			“No thanks, we’re fine.” I smiled.

			The girl’s expression turned to confusion. “You’re not a fella? What in the name of Aunt Betsy’s breeches are you wearing, girl?”

			Several people turned to stare. What was the problem? I’d worn long pants and a checked shirt. Wasn’t that what people wore in cowboy times? But no. It was what guys wore. We girls had a whole other fashion nightmare going on, one involving too much material and too little comfort.

			 “We were robbed on the road back a ways.” I tried to inject some cowboy into my story. “Luckily my brother had some extra...duds...in his trunk that just about fit.”

			“Someone took your clothes?” The girl tutted. “Tell you what, next break I get, come up top with me and we’ll see if we can find you something more fitting for a female. My name’s Ruby. Ruby Harris.”

			“That’s very kind, Ruby,” I said, “but there’s no need.”

			“No trouble at all,” Ruby said. “We girls have got to stick together. And that’s an unusual way of speaking you have.” 

			“Yeah, we come from a small town, way up north.” 

			She nodded and smiled, then left to serve someone else.

			I didn’t really want to wear anything like the clothes she had on and hoped she’d be too busy to follow through. Though it was sweet of her to offer.

			“Do you suppose Brigit’s here?” I said. 

			Riley, Johnno and I scanned the faces round the room.

			“I can’t see her,” Riley said. 

			Johnno did a quick lap around the room, scrutinising the women—there was only a handful—making sure none was Brigit in disguise. On his second trip, he checked out the guys as well. Then he went around asking people whether they’d seen “a beautiful young blonde woman about town”. 

			“‘Beautiful’ is a bit strong, isn’t it?” I said.

			People had talked about a few blondes—one who was someone’s daughter, another who was the preacher’s wife. Another was the local school teacher and an excellent pie-baker. None sounded remotely like Brigit. 

			“How about you, honey?” Johnno asked Ruby, the barmaid. “You seen or heard of a pretty blonde woman? This girl would be really tough, mind.”

			“In my experience,” said Ruby, “most women around these parts have got hides as thick as buffaloes’. They have to, to survive out here in the West.”

			“This woman may be doing something against the law,” said Johnno.

			“That doesn’t narrow it down much. You got more lawbreakers here than cow pats and that’s saying something. Though now I think on it, I did hear once about a blonde woman leading a band of outlaws. They robbed a bank and a couple of stagecoaches. But that was a while back. I ain’t heard nothing since.”

			A band of outlaws? The could be Brigit. But a while back?

			“More’n likely, your pretty lady, she died with her boots on, like most outlaws do in the end,” said Ruby.

			Dying with her boots on did not sound like Brigit. So where could she be?
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			Things were quiet at the bar for a few moments, so Ruby invited me upstairs to get changed. I tried to resist but she insisted. As I followed her up the stairs to her “lodgings”, I saw Gran sit down at her first poker table. She hadn’t brought any currency with her, but plonked her diamond engagement ring in the centre of the table as collateral. If she lost it, what would she bet with next, I wondered. Maybe her gold fillings? I wouldn’t put it past her to try to dig them out of her mouth with a rusty knife. 

			The three men on her poker table were all gruff and grimy looking. The one that worried me most was an old guy with a patch over one eye and a long, grizzled beard. He looked like Blackbeard the pirate, in cowboy gear. Even scarier, while he considered his cards, he bit down on a silver bullet. 

			“Look at this old girl, she’s crazy as a soup sandwich,” I heard him say about Gran. He threw back his head and roared with laughter, revealing teeth like a picket fence with many of the pickets missing.

			Stepping into Ruby’s room, I said a silent prayer he’d be as happy when we went back out.

			“Sorry about the mess,” said Ruby, “I ain’t much of a housekeeper.” 

			This wasn’t much of a house to keep anyway. Just two beds so close together you had to walk sideways to pass between them, a couple of battered trunks and a framed flower embroidery on the wall. 

			“Do you share the room with your mother?” I asked.

			“No, err, Annie, who runs the saloon. She’s like a mother to me.”

			Sadness swept across her face and I wondered what her story was—why someone my age would be here with no family around. But, of course, I was in no position to ask.

			She unstrapped one of the trunks and took out a dark brown flared skirt and matching top—high necked, long sleeved, no embellishments. 

			“It’s not as pretty as this one I have on,” she said, “but you’re welcome to borrow it till you get the chance to make yourself something new.” 

			I tried on the top, which fit snugly, then the skirt, which I couldn’t do up.

			“I can move the button,” said Ruby, “but I can’t do it till I finish my shift.”

			I put my jeans back on. “You don’t have to lend me your clothes,” I said. Especially since, as far as I could see, she had only three outfits in total. “My brother’s pants are actually quite comfortable.”

			“Ain’t no trouble.”

			As we went back out onto the landing, a crimson-faced, wild-haired card player leapt to his feet to confront—guess who?—Gran!

			“You are cheatin’, madam,” he said. “Show us your sleeves. You got an ace hidden up there or my name ain’t Three-shot Travis.”

			Three-shot? I didn’t like the sound of that.

			“Sit down and have another drink, Travis,” said Gran. “I ain’t got no aces hidden. See?” She pulled up both sleeves. “Now, are you going to play cards or keep whining like a cow that’s lost its calf!” (She really was getting into the spirit of things!)

			“Who you callin’ a cow, lady?” said Travis. 

			There was a double click of metal as the man primed his gun and pointed it right at Gran. I had to grab the balcony railing with both hands as my legs instantly lost their strength.

			There was another double click and Travis must have felt cold steel pressed to his temple. 

			“Squeeze that trigger and you’ll be dead so fast you won’t hear the bang,” said Blackbeard.

			The music stopped, the gambling stopped. Everyone waited to see what would happen. A beat. Then Travis lowered his gun. So did Blackbeard—or One-eyed Gus as I learnt later he was called. And everything started up again, business as usual, as if nothing life-threatening had ever happened.

			“Wait! You betting your horses?” I thought I heard Gus say, though the pounding of my heartbeat in my ear was loud. “That’s a darn stupid bet, Travis. Whiskey’s rottin’ your brain. How you gonna git round if’n you lose?”

			“I ain’t gonna lose,” said Travis. “I got a good feelin’ about this!” 

			“You all right?” Ruby asked me. “Don’t mind Travis, he’s a bit of a hothead, but a sweetie really.” 

			Yeah, right. As sweet as a cactus cupcake. 

			Welcome to the Wild West!

			Somehow, I made it over to the bar where Riley and Johnno were as white as soap with worry. We let out a long sigh in unison.

			“In hot water within an hour of arrival,” I said.

			“That’s a record,” said Riley, “even for us.”

			Johnno’s eyes followed tin plates of food carried to customers around the room. They contained some kind of stewed meat and beans, not very appetising.

			 “What I wouldn’t give for a bit of roasted boar right about now,” he said in his Sir Giles voice.

			He was referring to the lavish feasts we’d had in medieval England with strange meats and sickly sauces. This scene was so far removed from that period, it wasn’t funny. Or was it? When I considered these Wild West guys, ready to push arguments or insults to the limit with a gun, were they so different from medieval knights who would give their lives in a heartbeat to avenge a slur on their “honour”? Temperance was just Camelot of a different colour. A much browner, grimier colour.

			Now Johnno had got me thinking about food, my tummy started rumbling. Gran seemed to be doing well, with a tidy stack of Sunset Saloon gambling chips and silver dollars. I was considering asking her for money for food when I heard a familiar voice behind me.

			“Well, hi there, little lady. Are you fixing on dining in this fine establishment on this fair evening?”

			 Peterson, looking every inch the cowboy, with embroidered blue shirt, red neck scarf, brown boots and a super-tall cowboy hat, stood smiling at me.

			“Peterson,” I said coolly. “Fancy meeting you here.”

			It was good to see a familiar face, but I was still annoyed at him for taking care of my enemy in such style. He said he’d done it to make sure Brigit didn’t take what she needed by force, which was plausible. But it didn’t mean he wasn’t working with her. If there was one thing I knew for sure, it was that Peterson had some agenda he wasn’t telling us about.

			“Nice hat,” said Riley.

			“It’s called a sugarloaf sombrero.” He showed us the rattlesnake skin that formed the band around the brim. 

			“You’ve been here a while then?” I asked. 

			“Little while.”

			Which told me not much. As usual.

			“Have you seen Brigit or Lauren?” I asked.

			He shook his head. Which was disappointing.

			Riley introduced him to Johnno and the pair shook hands, but the greeting was as frosty as frozen yoghurt. Johnno, of course, suspected it was Peterson who’d thwarted his plans to launch time travel to the world on Bondi Beach—and he was right. While Johnno claimed not to have any more ambitions in that direction, he probably hadn’t forgiven Peterson for the public humiliation he’d suffered that day. And for the police catching up with him there and charging him with attempting to kidnap me. 

			“Do you folks want some dinner?” Peterson asked. 

			Riley and Johnno nodded vigorously. 

			“Whatever,” I said, acting cool. 

			We gave Ruby our food order. She shouted it out to Annie, a thin woman with tired eyes  and skin like leather. This must be the woman who shared Ruby’s room and ran the saloon. I watched her chivvying the boy sweeping the floor. She seemed a tough boss, though she had a warm, motherly smile for Ruby.

			Annie curled a bony finger at me behind the bar. I leaned in to hear her. “If Travis or anyone gives your kinfolk any more trouble,” she said, “let me know. I got these pointy-toed boots made special to deal with the likes of them.”

			“Thanks,” I said, then turned back to Peterson. “So, how do you know Brigit came here?”

			“I put a tracker on her time machine,” he said.

			“My machine,” Johnno said, correcting him. She’d stolen it from him when he and Brigit fled the medieval era. 

			“And where did you get a time machine?” Peterson asked Johnno.

			“A friend...lent it to me.” 

			Peterson’s brows formed a caterpillar line of suspicion. We’d need to get to the bottom of how Johnno came to have a time machine, but right now I had a more pressing question.

			I tipped my head at Peterson. “Are you saying you found Brigit’s time machine and put a tracker on it, but you didn’t take it away from her?” 

			Peterson nodded. “That was a...miscalculation.” 

			Since when did he miscalculate? The guy was an oracle who foresaw all possibilities, all forks in the road ahead, and planned for every one of them. To think he’d make this kind of basic error—forgetting to take the time machine from a deadly assassin when he had the chance—was beyond belief.

			“I knew I’d never have found the machine unless she wanted me to,” he explained. “I thought it must have been a test. At the time, it seemed best to keep her trust. So, I didn’t take it. I put a tempestrial tracker on it so we could keep tabs on her.”

			“Tempestrial?” Johnno asked.

			“It seeks both temporal and terrestrial signals.”

			“Does she know you put the device on her machine?” I asked.

			Peterson shrugged and then couldn’t meet my eye.

			Johnno interpreted Peterson’s reaction. “I think we can assume she does.” 

			“So...she wanted us to follow her?” I said.

			“Seems like it,” said Peterson.

			“Then she has to be here, somewhere,” I said. “Watching us.”

			All four sets of eyes began trawling the room again. When we came up blank, I looked up at the numbered doors lining the upper floor. She could be behind any of those. 

			“There is one thing,” Peterson said, twisting his lips to the side. “The tracking device works best if there’s some kind of power surge—like a time or space realignment. If she has it switched off and moves through the period on foot, or on horseback, I’m not sure the signal would be strong enough for the tracker to detect.”

			“Well, what about that ID frequency Johnno gave you?” Riley said. “Won’t that help?” 

			“The ID frequency gives my tracker a specific signal to hunt for, like blocking out the white noise around it. It should boost our chances of finding her. But it may still not be enough.”

			“So, if I understand what you’re telling me,” I said, “basically Brigit and Lauren could be anywhere. Quite nearby or far, far away in space or time, but we can’t be sure because Brigit might have the machine switched off.” 

			“I’m working on improving the signal,” said Peterson.

			“Don’t forget,” said Riley, “Brigit wants you to follow her. She’s bound to have left clues, like a trail of breadcrumbs, for you to follow.”

			That was the good news. And the bad. How were we supposed to find breadcrumbs out here in all this wilderness?

			And it got worse. The guy on the piano was belting out Home on the Range, singing about buffalo and deer playing on the prairie while the decapitated heads of those same animals looked down from the wall behind him. 

			Dinner arrived—gristly meat with beans. But I felt better with food in my tummy. We got a plate for Gran, too, but she couldn’t eat just now. She was at a crucial point in the card game. Ruby kept the plate warm for her.

			Three-shot Travis and the other guy had bailed out, minus their loot, which had been redistributed evenly between Gran and One-eyed Gus. As many of the saloon customers hurried over to watch the final hand, the pair squared up for the final round—winner takes all.
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			Gran had started with a single bet—her engagement ring—but had since amassed several towers of gambling chips and coins. Watching the spectators watch her, their eyes sly and covetous, it occurred to me that, if Gran won, we might have trouble getting her winnings out of here. Which was exactly why I didn’t want to bring her along in the first place! 

			Riley and I wormed through the crowd to Gran’s right shoulder. She looked up at me and smiled with deep satisfaction as she picked up her five cards. She loved poker—the thrill of the chase, the bluffing, the tension. There was plenty of that here. 

			As she fanned her cards out, I saw two aces on the left, then, on the right, another two. Four aces! An almost unbeatable hand. I forced my face to remain expressionless, as if the muscles of the cheek, jaw and eye were disconnected from those of my neck, shoulder and everywhere else. The slightest twitch or clench or shifting shadow on the skin would be read by Gus as clearly as the headline on the Temperance Post. Poker players were masters of body language. 

			I forced my face to stay rigidly blank despite the avalanche of terror within—my heart toppling through my ribs, my stomach twisting like a double helix. Normally, four aces would be a reason to celebrate, but not here. If Gran won this hand, Gus wouldn’t take it well. I watched him chomping down on that bullet like it was a chocolate biscuit as he considered his next move. Almost absently, he scratched his chest. The clawing action opened his coat, revealing two giant guns on his belt. Oh great! He could shoot two of us at once! 

			“I hope she has the sense to throw the game,” I whispered to Riley. 

			Gran ran her fingers along the edge of the fanned-out cards and they made a noise like a rattlesnake’s warning. She tossed a handful of chips into the centre of the table with a triumphant smirk. “I’ll see your bet, Gus, and double it.”

			Oh, no! Not only was she winning, she was gloating about it. This could be our shortest trip in time ever.

			Gus stared Gran down with his one good eye. When I say good, it wasn’t that good—pale blue and filmy. She met his gaze coolly till he threw his cards face down on the table.

			“Fold,” he said.

			“Thank you kindly, sir.” Gran scooped up the chips like a greedy child at a party, unaware of the death stare her opponent gave her or of how everyone around the table went quiet, their eyes sweeping the room for somewhere to hide when bullets began to fly.

			“Think I’ll take a little break now, Gus,” said Gran. As she stood, Gus jumped to his feet and everyone reeled back, expecting him to draw his gun. Instead, he laughed and removed his hat. 

			“Let me buy you a drink,” said Gus. “Give those hands a rest from collecting all those winnings.”

			“That would be kind of you,” said Gran.

			Who’d have thought the old guy would be such a good loser?

			Riley slowly released the breath he’d been holding. “You Bryant women are trouble with a capital T, you know that?” 

			“Oh, you want to talk about trouble?” I said. “Well, time machine starts with ‘T’ and trouble starts with ‘T’. But for you and your crazy invention, I’d be home doing Geography homework right now.”

			“Yeah, right!” He gave me a sideways grin. 

			Gran had won so much, she needed our help to carry it to an empty table by the wall. With everyone watching, the five of us—Riley and me, Peterson, Johnno and Gran—shoved silver dollars and Sunset Saloon gambling chips into pockets, socks, any place we could find. We didn’t count it, but it seemed like a lot. Maybe even enough to keep us going for our stay in the period. As long as she didn’t lose it all in the next hand, of course! 

			“Oh, there are these, too.” Gran threw some scraps of paper onto the table. I squinted at the barely legible scrawl, read out loud: “IOU Old Bess. IOU white...hose?”

			“White horse, I think it says.” Gran smiled.

			“Horse? You won a horse?”

			“I won three, I believe.”

			“Won’t someone miss their horses? How are they going to get around?” 

			“I guess they’ll have to figure that out when they sober up,” Gran said. 

			Outside the saloon, a dozen horses stood calmly tethered to a wooden rail, tails shooing away flies. Three of them now belonged to Gran.

			Old Bess was a well-worn brown horse, smaller than most, with suspicious eyes and a splash of white on her nose. When I patted her, she nuzzled against me. The white horse was more off-white really. It seemed younger and stronger, holding its head aloft with equine disdain. As Johnno tried to pat it, it bit him, which made it a good judge of character in my opinion. The third horse had a caramel body with a black mane and tail and black legs from the knees down. Its name was Peanut. 

			“What are we supposed to do with them?” I asked. 

			“Ride ’em, cowboy,” said Johnno.

			Chapter 12[image: ]

			As Gran tucked into her plate of food, I put my head on my hands and sulked. “Brigit is unbeatable.” 

			“No-one is unbeatable,” said Johnno. “Everyone has a weakness. You just have to find it.”

			At some point, Johnno must have figured that I was Riley’s weakness because he tried to kidnap me to force Riley to give up the time machine. 

			“She loved her mum,” I said. “We know that. But she couldn’t get her back. So what else is it that Brigit wants?”

			“She could be lonely,” said Riley. “She works alone and has to hide who she is to be an assassin. And she tried to make friends with Lauren.”

			“Not because she wanted Lauren’s company!” I scoffed. “She did that to get back at me for outing her in medieval England.” I shook my head at him, annoyed that he could get it so wrong.

			“What about you, Peterson?” I said. “Did you learn anything useful about Brigit? Apart from the fact she likes cous cous for lunch.” 

			Peterson frowned, thinking. “When she was at home in Sydney, she seemed...content.”

			“Content? Well, who wouldn’t be in a luxury apartment with a harbour view and someone bringing yummy meals every night?” I asked. “What are you saying? That Brigit’s a homebody really, we’ve got her all wrong?”

			“No, just that—”

			“What?”

			“Who knows what any of us would have done in her position, given her choices?”

			I couldn’t believe what I was hearing. Had they gone soft in the head? 

			“So, we’re supposed to feel sorry for Brigit, are we?” I said. “The girl who kidnapped my best friend as bait to bring me here and...murder me?”

			“No-one feels sorry for Brigit,” said Johnno. “But you know what they say: Know thy enemy.”

			It was disturbing to hear Johnno talk strategy when, up till now, he’d used all of his sneakiness against Riley and me. 

			“Well, before we worry about whether what Brigit wants is a home, or a cous cous lunch or a supportive friend group, we have to find her,” I said. “So where do we start looking? Any insights into her location? Anyone?”

			There were blank looks all around. But, as I glared at each of them in turn, the answer came to me. Someone like Brigit, who preferred murder to regular work, might come to the attention of the local sheriff. We could ask him.

			Gus turned up with a drink for Gran just then—some kind of murky brown liquid giving off fumes so strong, it made my eyes water. Gran didn’t usually drink alcohol, but she thanked him, took a sip and began coughing. 

			“That’s some strong liquor there,” said Gus. “Maybe it’s too rough for a delicate lady like yourself.” 

			“You’ll see how delicate I am next time we play poker, sugar,” she said. There was a strange vibe between the two. Were they...flirting? At their age? Gross!

			I asked Gus if he knew where we could find the sheriff to begin our search. 

			“Sheriff round here is Ambrose Dart,” said Gus. “He’s a paperwork man. He files the reports, fills out the log books, not much else. That’s how he’s lasted so long in the job. He darts off at the first sign of strife, if ya catch my drift?” He chuckled at his own joke. “No, if you’re looking for someone to get their hands dirty, you need the deputy sheriff, Zane Cooper.” 

			“How do we find Mr Cooper?” I asked.

			He squinted into the busy crowd around the bar. “Want to do it the slow way or the quick way?” 

			Riley shrugged. “The quick way?”

			Gus rose to his feet, knees creaking, snatched one of the guns off his belt and fired three bullets into the ceiling. Everyone in the saloon hit the ground. Except one man, standing, relaxed, by the piano. 

			“Ah, Deputy Sheriff. Just the man we wuz lookin’ for,” said Gus.

			Deputy Sheriff Zane Cooper was wild-eyed with long sandy hair and a bushy moustache. He wore a dark blue coat, grimy and tattered, with a row of gold buttons, black knee-length boots and a black hat. The coat looked like an army uniform, which it was, except it wasn’t his, we learned later. It belonged to a man he’d killed in a street shootout. He wore it as a trophy, like hunters wore the pelts of animals they’d slain. 

			The deputy sheriff turned his bloodshot eyes our way. “Who’s asking?” He stroked his moustache like a beloved pet.

			I went to answer, but Riley jumped in: “We’re looking for a girl who might be an outlaw: slim, long blonde hair.”

			 The man sucked on a lump of tobacco as he listened. When his jaw stopped moving, he spat the vile gob onto the floor. “Where are you fellas from? Why are you looking for this outlaw female?”

			“She took something of ours,” Riley said. “We’re lookin’ to get it back?”

			“In a law-biding fashion, I presume? Don’t want no hot-head strangers shootin’ up my town, you hear!”

			“Yes, sir,” I said. “Any discussions we have with her about our missing item, we’ll do outside Temperance.”

			Cooper eyeballed each of us, as if gauging the threat we might pose. “Why don’t you come over to the jail and see what turns up?” he said.

			So Johnno and Peterson, Riley and I followed him out of the saloon and along the dusty street.

			The centre of law and order in Temperance was a wooden shack with a sign SHERIF’S OFFICE nailed above the door. A rocking chair creaked on the wooden porch. 

			Inside were a couple of desks, one piled with paper—presumably Sheriff Dart’s—the other had a pouch of tobacco in the centre and a nasty-looking knife with a jagged blade stuck in the wood.

			At the end of the room were three jail cells with thick metal bars. Two of the cells were empty. A sorry-looking cowboy sat slumped in the third. He had a sad expression and his left eye turned away slightly from whatever he focused on. Two wooden pails sat in either corner—presumably one for the toilet, one for drinking (mix them up at your peril).

			“Hey Sheriff, how about you let me out, it stinks in here!” said the cowboy.

			“I can’t let you go,” said Cooper. “Molly Vickers says she saw you attempting to steal a horse. You know our feelings towards horse thieves. Man without his horse out on them plains is as good as dead. It’s akin to murder, Bartholomew Dodds.”

			“I didn’t take no horse.” The guy clutched the bars. “I swear on a stack of holy Bibles that Molly Vickers has got it in for me. I did a day’s work for the lady, tidying up round the farm, and she didn’t want to pay me, so she made up that lie.”

			“Yeah, well, we’ll see about that,” Cooper said. “And as for the stink, it’s your own doing. My advice? Hold your breath.” 

			Bartholomew Dodds flopped onto the dirt floor, his bottom lip thrust forward in a pout. For a moment, he caught my eye and squinted.

			“Excuse me, ma’am?” The guy was quicker to spot me as a girl than most others we’d encountered. “Have we met before? You look familiar.” 

			“Me? Sorry, I don’t think so.” I turned away quickly.

			“I wouldn’t forget a pretty face like that.” 

			Walking about the room, I felt his eyes on me, creeping me out.

			“Now, you folks want to find an outlaw, have a look there.” Cooper gestured at two walls, filled top to bottom with Wanted posters. Riley and I took one wall, Johnno and Peterson the other. We scrutinised the posters, studying the black and white photos of the bad guys and, where there was no photo, the descriptions of the criminals.

			It seemed odd that there were photos of these gangs at all. And they weren’t hurried shots of criminals fleeing a crime scene. They looked posed, as if the participants had been willing. There was the Rockwell gang and Kid Lonergan. Homer Benson and his band of outlaws wore pristine white shirts, their beards trimmed, their guns polished. This was no coat-over-the-head stuff to protect their identity. The old style of photography made people’s eyes look pale and cruel. And the lists of crimes were long—mostly cattle or horse theft, assault and murder many times over. Most of them were wanted Dead or Alive.

			At the bottom of the wall, I found a photo of four men called the Goodnight Gang brandishing rifles on a rocky outcrop. I waved Riley over.

			“Does anyone in that photo look familiar to you?” I asked.

			The guy second from the left had a bushy moustache, which he appeared to be stroking. Riley’s gaze slid over to the deputy sheriff, then back to me, eyebrows raised. Yup, that was definitely Zane Cooper in the photo, though he looked much neater in print than in person. 

			The deputy sheriff must have sensed what we’d found because he sidled up to the wall and snatched the poster down. “Some of these are a bit out of date.” He tore the poster into itty-bitty pieces and tossed them into the bin. 

			So, the deputy sheriff had been an outlaw? I was getting a much clearer picture of why it was called the “Wild” West.

			“Has anyone found any gangs with women in them?” I asked.

			“There are a couple, but they don’t seem that common,” said Peterson. 

			“Hey, I have something!” Johnno waved us over.

			He had checked out all the pictures on the top layer without success, then, like a crime archaeologist, begun excavating the layer beneath. And there it was! A poster offering a reward for apprehension of the Sweetheart Four—three tough blokes and a blonde girl with a taunting smile.

			“That’s her all right.” I reached for the paper. It was tawny brown and crispy with age, crumbling at my touch. “That’s weird.” 

			“It must have been up there a while,” Riley said.

			“But how? She only left Sydney a couple of days ago. It doesn’t make sense.”

			“This is time travel, remember. Anything’s possible.” Still, his brow creased as he tried to figure out how it might have happened. 

			The deputy sheriff began ripping posters off the wall at a great rate, screwing them up and tossing them into a pile on the floor. He was getting into quite a rhythm when he froze and studied one. I thought he might have found another photo of Brigit or himself. But, no. 

			“You two there—you, girl, and the boy with the blond curls!” He drew his gun and pointed it at us. “Reach for the sky. Now!”

			We did as he asked, raising our arms, like we’d seen in films. 

			“You was right, Bart,” said Cooper. “You had seen the little lady before. She and her partner are notorious horse thieves. It says so right on this here poster.”

			“What? Let me see that!” I said.

			Cooper held up the poster of Riley and me. Whoever made it had used last year’s school photos, I reckoned. “Young and Ruthless” was the headline. Peterson read the small print aloud: “They look like butter wouldn’t melt in their mouths, but these are two of the most reckless deviants the West has seen. Wanted for horse theft and many brutal murders.” 

			What the—?

			“We don’t like horse thieves around here,” Cooper said. 

			“But we didn’t do any of that! We’re innocent,” I shouted. 

			“Yeah, me too,” said Bart. “I’m innocent. Let me out.”

			Cooper pressed the gun barrel to my temple. It felt cold and the pressure gave me an instant headache. 

			He opened the door of the middle cell. “Get in there.”

			“Don’t touch her!” Riley inserted himself between the deputy sheriff and me.

			Cooper shoved us both into the cell and, with a giant black key from a ring on his belt, locked it. The sound of the key turning in the rusty lock made my stomach turn too.

			“Brigit did this,” I said. “This must be the trap you were talking about, Johnno.”

			“Seems like it,” he said. Was that a flicker of a smile on his face? It was just for an instant, quickly replaced by a look of teacherly concern.

			“Don’t worry, we will get out of this, Maddy,” Riley said.

			I nodded and tried not to fret. We’d been in tighter situations. Though it was grim enough. 

			“Do you want us to pay a fine, Deputy Sheriff,” asked Peterson, “as a bond of trust so our friends can go free to mount their legal defence?” 

			Good idea, Peterson. Bail us out. Then we’d scarper. He wouldn’t see us for dust.

			“If I let you out of there, I won’t see you for dust,” said the deputy sheriff. “I’ve got a better idea. Once in a while, it’s good to remind people to respect the law. And of what the consequences will be if they fail to do so. You two can help with that.”

			“How?” I asked. 

			“No better way to put the fear of the law into a man than with a good old neck-stretching.”

			“Neck-stretching?” Bartholomew sat up in the next cell.

			“That’s hanging to you, Bartholomew Dodds,” said the deputy sheriff. “When your three bodies are swinging in the breeze, no-one will dare put a foot out of line in Temperance for at least a few weeks. I can hang up my gun belt and have me a little holiday.”

			I gripped the bars to stop from falling. 

			“You can’t do that!” I said.

			“Who says I can’t?” he asked.

			This was all Brigit’s fault! If Cooper hanged Riley and me today it would be the quickest victory she’d ever had.

			“When are you planning to do this, Sheriff?” asked Johnno.

			“How does ‘now’ sound? I’ve started spring cleaning with the Wanted posters,” he said. “Might as well clear out the muck from the cells whiles I’m at it. Or as soon as the good folk of the town can finish their drinks and make their way outside to watch the show.”

			Great! This was about where we usually found ourselves at the end of the first day on our time travels—on the brink of death, with little chance of rescue. But that didn’t mean I had to like it.
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			Deputy Sheriff Zane Cooper went off to rally the town. While he was gone, Riley picked the lock on the cell with his handy tool. Yay! Unfortunately, by the time we got out, Cooper was back again, waving his gun about and we were his prisoners once more. Boo! 

			Johnno went back to the saloon to appeal to the real sheriff, Ambrose Dart, for more time to prepare our defence. The guy said he had some important business to attend to and ran off in the other direction. Gran asked Gus for help—he promised to do what he could. But nothing much had come of that by sunset when we were dragged out of our cells.

			Cooper tied our hands in front of our bodies and led us and the man from the other cell down the street. Stumbling along, we tripped and bumped each other and I wondered which of us would be hanged first. Me, I supposed. Ladies first and all that. If I had to go, it was better that way. I’d hate to watch Riley die.

			But as we turned the corner, I realised that wouldn’t be an issue. In a large clearing behind the shopfronts was a gallows that could accommodate six hangings at once. We’d all die at the same time.

			A log barrier ran around the hanging site and fifty or more people had already claimed front-row positions. They packed in on only one side of the square; I suppose they all wanted to see our faces as the life was choked out of us. 

			People booed and jeered as we were dragged through the crowd. 

			“Rotten horse thieves,” snarled one old woman with hair like steel wool.

			“Look at those scornful faces, they’re not one bit sorry about their evil deeds,” said a man in a black coat and a hat like an undertaker. Perhaps he was the undertaker?

			“I’m sorry about my deeds, sir,” said our fellow criminal. “Not that I did any horse thieving, you understand, but there was times when I could have been kinder to my mama.”

			A man with a reedy voice and a black hood over his face stood in our path. “Repent, sinners, and you can find a seat at the table of our Lord.” 

			We were jostled along as spectators threw things at us—half-chewed fruit, rocks, lumps of dry mud. I looked into the eyes of one woman with the face of an angel and tiny rosebuds on her dress. She hurled an apple core right in my eye. “That’ll teach you not to steal folks’ horses!”

			As I jiggled my head about, trying to dislodge the apple chunk, it occurred to me people seemed a lot more upset about the horses than the murders I was meant to have committed.

			Riley, Bart and I were shoved inside the arena. At the bottom of the stairs to the gallows, I felt my bean dinner keen to make a comeback. This was getting way too scary. 

			I looked over at Riley, whose brow was trenched with worry. I wondered what he was thinking about and hoped it was an escape plan rather than some calculation about the angles of trajectory and fall velocity required to snap our necks.

			“Riley, what’s on your mind?”

			“I’m thinking...maybe it wasn’t such a great idea to come looking for Lauren after all.” 

			Was he actually lingering with regret for his last moments, like the rest of us, rather than formulating an escape plan like the scientific genius-who-never-gave-up I thought he was?

			“Get up those stairs!” The deputy sheriff prodded us so hard with the barrel of his gun, I was sure I’d get a bruise. Do bruises come up on dead bodies? 

			He marched us to the centre of the platform and the crowd fell silent, which was somehow more unnerving than the abuse. It made me realise this was going to happen. Riley and I and some poor babbling prisoner were going to die today. 

			I looked out at the crowd and saw Gran, her hand clamped over her mouth. There was nothing poker-faced about her emotion right now. I looked around but couldn’t see Gus and guessed he’d chosen to do nothing to help. Why should he? He didn’t know us, though I’d had a good vibe about him. Ruby, the barmaid, was at the back of the crowd, looking fretful, and Johnno trailed Sheriff Dart, haranguing him to do something. I couldn’t see Peterson anywhere. 

			As a masked hangman slipped the noose around my neck and adjusted the rope, then re-tied my hands behind my back, a weird wave of calm washed over me. There was nothing I could do now but accept my fate and try to die with dignity. I took a breath, looked past the crowd to the fiery sky. In the orange and pink swirls, I saw my parents for the last time: Mum pacing in her study on a call, talking passionately about some advertising campaign; Dad kicking back and laughing on a luxury boat with some sheik. The worst thing was they would never know what happened to me. I would be one of those unsolved missing person cases, which must be so much harder to accept.

			“Maddy?”

			“Yes, Riley.” 

			His complexion looked golden in the sunset. “I wanted to tell you something.”

			“Yes?”

			“You see the thing is, I—” He cleared his throat. “I’ve always meant to tell you how I felt about...”

			“About?”

			“Any last words?” Deputy Sheriff Zane Cooper called out. 

			Riley had been about to say something. I waited for my friend to continue, but he just closed his mouth and looked grim. So I spoke up. 

			“Well, yes, there is something I’d like to say,” I began.

			“Too bad,” said the deputy sheriff. He stamped on a lever and the floor slid out from beneath us.

			At that moment a few things happened at once.

			Several shots rang out. As far as I could tell, one came from the priest in the cassock who, hood down, was actually One-eyed Gus. He was aiming for the rope above me but missed and sent the bullet flying through space, his eyesight not being what it used to be, I supposed.

			The second shot came from Johnno, who’d found a rifle, though he’d never used one before. Presumably, he was aiming for the rope above me, too, but he missed and the bullet skimmed past my head, lodging itself in the wall of a storage shed behind the arena. 

			A third shot came from Ruby. Her bullet struck its target—the hanging rope above me— slicing through the woven strands, though not fully severing them.

			I thought I glimpsed Lauren in the crowd or was it just my life flashing before me?

			And I saw someone on top of a roof kneeling down and firing on Riley’s rope likewise.

			Not even these efforts would have been enough to save us had the ropes tying us to the gallows not been untied in the first place. We dropped but didn’t stop short at the neck. We kept falling onto a huge pile of hay placed beneath the structure to soften our landing. 

			All three of us—the cowboy they’d called Bart, Riley and me—found ourselves alive under the gallows rather than swinging from them. We didn’t have time to figure things out. We jumped up and ran as our friends moved in to help. Gus pointed his gun at the deputy sheriff, Ruby covered the sheriff, and Johnno waved the rifle around at the crowd, causing them to reel back.

			Deputy Sheriff Zane Cooper kept his hands up in surrender as the hooded hangman—Peterson, in disguise—stripped him of his guns, then slashed at the ropes on our hands and on Bart’s too. 

			“Go!” he said. 

			We took off. Bart hurtled ahead of us, weaving through the noisy crowd.

			On the main street, I turned back briefly to see if I could spot Lauren anywhere. But I must have been imagining it.

			Ruby rushed over to us.

			“You need to get out of town quickly,” she said. “I’ve collected some supplies for the road. The horses are ready. We’ll ride out right away.”

			“We?” I said.

			“I can’t stay, not now I’m an associate of outlaws like yourselves.”

			She grinned as she said this and pulled the tie from her hair, letting it fall free and wild, like the look in her eyes.

			Before we left, we had a word with Gran, who said she’d stay behind in Temperance to play a bit more poker and keep watch for Brigit. Gus promised to look out for her. 

			“Aren’t you worried the deputy sheriff will come after you for helping us?” I asked him.

			“If he wants trouble, let him bring it.” Gus had a mischievous glint in his good eye. 

			Gran gave us a quick hug and said she’d see me soon. 

			“Good luck! I’ll find you!” she said.

			And so Riley, Ruby and I rode out of town. 
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			We rode for what seemed ages into the darkening landscape. Our aim was to get as far away from Temperance as we could before nightfall to outstrip any posse of gunmen Deputy Sheriff Zane Cooper might send after us.

			The road out of town was a wide flat plain, mostly dry earth and loose stones, hardly any trees. Nowhere to hide if shooting did break out. The claustrophobic heat of the day had been replaced by a cool, tickly breeze. I found the ride tough going and had to clench everything to stay on the horse. I’d learnt to ride in medieval England but I’d never done this sustained galloping over long distances so I really had to concentrate. It didn’t help that it was getting darker and harder to make out the contours of the ground ahead to steer my horse away from the many potholes.

			“Prairie dog holes,” said Ruby. “A slip in one of those could be nasty.”

			Prairie dogs? The phrase conjured up images of a vicious pack animal, like a wolf. It wasn’t till much later I saw one. It was really cute, like a squirrel that lived underground. The holes they dug, though, would be bad news for horses and their riders. 

			We headed towards some rocky hills, like a black wall at the edge of the horizon. Ruby said it would be a good place to hide for the night. With the light fading, we didn’t have much choice. Approaching the hills, visibility was so poor we had to get off and walk.

			Weaving around the boulders and through corridors of sheer, smooth stone, the clip-clop of our horses’ hooves echoed spookily around the chasm. The only light was the silvery sheen of moonlight glancing off the rock wall. After securing the horses in a clearing, we patted our way along the wall in the dark till we found an opening—a cave to spend the night in. 

			“We’ll have to check for snakes,” Ruby said.

			Only two could sleep at a time, though. Someone would have to keep watch for the deputy sheriff or anyone who might be coming after us. Ruby offered to take the first shift, but Riley insisted he did it and went off to find a good spot.

			“You coming in, honey?” Ruby asked at the cave’s entry.

			“I’ll be along in a minute. I need a word with Riley.”

			“I’ll wait out here.” She leaned against the wall. 

			I followed Riley to a large hill of rocks. Climbing up after him, I slipped and banged my knee. It stung and I felt blood trickling down my leg. But after the day we’d had—I could still sense the noose around my neck—I wouldn’t let a little scrape bother me. It was a miracle we’d survived. 

			I flopped down on the rock next to Riley and, with starlight sprinkling the darkness with pale light, I saw we had a good spot here with a clear view towards Temperance. 

			“Well, today was...” I shook my head. I had no words.

			“Yeah.” Riley exhaled. 

			“I can’t believe all that happened because that blonde witch, Brigit, put our pictures on that Wanted poster! Did you see the name of her gang? The Sweetheart Gang? That’s a laugh. She’s not sweet and she has no heart.”

			We watched the blackness devour the last lingering light.

			“What’s our next move?” I said. 

			“We’ll go to the nearest town and ask whether anyone’s seen her,” Riley said. 

			It wasn’t much of a plan, but we had to start somewhere. And if Brigit was around, someone would have noticed. Females stood out in these almost all-male towns, especially young, pretty ones.

			“We’ll have to go to the town in disguise,” Riley said, “in case any of those Wanted posters are around.” 

			Turning to agree with him, I saw something in the ghostly twilight that made me look twice. 

			“Is that...a bullet hole?” I pulled his shirt fabric up for inspection. There was a circular hole in the centre of his chest that I was pretty sure hadn’t been there when we left Sydney. “Did you get shot, Riley?”

			Riley looked down, frowning. “I did feel some impact on my chest when we were at the gallows, now that you mention it.” 

			“Some impact?” I said. “Riley, we’re talking about a bullet. You could have died.”

			He reached inside his shirt and pulled out the time machine that he kept in a special pouch strapped to the front of his body. As he tilted the black device around in the dim light, we saw a dent on the left edge about the size of an M&M.

			“The time machine was hit.” He spoke calmly, his brow creasing in confusion.

			“You know what this means?” I said. “The time machine saved your life.” Which was only fair, I suppose, as it had almost ended it a few times.

			Riley frowned, tapped the screen twice, frowned harder, then did it again, before looking up at me with big eyes of dread. 

			“It’s dead” he said.

			“What?” 

			“The bullet hit the reserve power storage cell,” said Riley. “The accrued power’s been depleted.”

			I squeezed my eyes shut as my brain flooded with images. Of Mum and Dad, home together for once because Gran and I were missing. Of police searching the house, looking through my room, my personal things. They’d find my pyjamas scrunched under my pillow, and, Blu-Tacked to the wall next to where I slept, a photo of Lauren, Courtney, Chi and me on the last day of primary school. Would they find my diary too? And read all that stuff I wrote about Jester and his “mystical eyes” when I got back from medieval England? How embarrassing! 

			“Don’t worry,” said Riley. “The power supply’s been damaged. We’ll be able to rebuild it again but, it will take time.”

			“How much time?” I asked, hoping he wouldn’t say forty-five years or more.

			“A couple of weeks should do it. And Peterson is around, so at least we have a backup.”

			That’s right! Peterson had a time machine! Peterson. Our friend, our buddy, our pal. Not that we had any idea where he was at the moment! Or ever. The guy popped up where and when he chose. But, even if we couldn’t find him or fix Riley’s control panel, all was not lost. There was one other time machine in the West—Brigit’s. If worse came to worst, we’d take hers.

			“Madison, Riley!” Ruby climbed up onto the rock ledge to join us. “I thought you could use another pair of eyes.” 

			“I was just about to go to the cave,” I said.

			“It’s a mighty fine night out. Why don’t we all stay here? We can look at the stars hangin’ there so pretty. And if there’s any trouble, we’ll know that much quicker.”

			That was fine as far as it went, but I had a feeling Ruby wasn’t telling the whole truth. I reckoned she was scared to go into that cave and more comfortable being out here.

			“Sure,” I said. “Move over, Riley.”

			We wriggled about till all three of us fitted on the flat rock. Riley sat up, on first watch, as Ruby and I scrunched down to sleep.

			“Oh, and Ruby,” I said, “thanks for your help today with getting away.”

			“Yes, thank you, Ruby.” Riley smiled at her.

			“Don’t mention it,” she said, “I knew soon as I laid eyes on you two, you were good people.”

			“You’re a good judge of faces, then?” I said. 

			“I seen a few bad ones in my time,” she said. Leaning up on her elbow, she frowned. “Some faces I see over and over again in my dreams. Reckon I’ll see them till the day I die. Or they do. Justice is a fine idea, but out here in the West, it’s more often the good people who suffer than the bad. I didn’t want you two to go the way of so many other good folk.”

			I’d asked a light-hearted question but, clearly, there was some serious stuff behind her answer. I wondered if we’d get to know her well enough to find out.

			For now, though, we squished together on the rock, trying to sleep and taking our turn to squint into the blackness.

			Though, what with the coyotes howling and the wail of the wind over the plain and all the questions spinning round in my head about whether I’d ever see Lauren or Gran or my folks again, I never really got into a deep sleep. It was a long, cold night.
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			“Are you the ghost?” 

			I was dreaming that some stinky-breathed gunfighter had a gun barrel jammed against my temple when I woke up and found my dream had come true. 

			“Am I a ghost?” I said, looking myself over. “I don’t think so.” Not yet, anyway.

			“Reach for the sky,” said the speaker, a dark-haired man with a full beard. He pointed his gun right at me. I looked around and saw Ruby and Riley with their hands up too. (I had a feeling we might be doing a lot of that while we were here.) A second man, freckled, with ginger hair and a smile that, for some reason, chilled my blood, aimed his weapon at them.

			“Well, well. What do we have here?” The ginger man leered at Ruby. “You’re the barmaid from the Sunset Saloon.” He took off his hat and tipped his head in a mock bow, the smile broadening but the eyes remaining cold. “I wasn’t expecting to meet any ladies out here.” 

			“And if I ain’t mistaken, this here’s another female,” said the dark-haired guy, frowning at me. “Dressed up in a man’s clothes.” 

			“Why you dressed up like that?” Ginger demanded, looking me up and down with open distaste. 

			“She’s not answerin’ any of your questions, Willard Owen,” said Ruby, “till you pay her a bit more respect.”

			“Why you dressed up like that...ma’am?” he said.

			“It’s more comfortable for riding round in.” My voice cracked a bit. I didn’t want to give an answer that might upset them while they were waving guns about. 

			The men chuckled. 

			“I believe you’re right about that, honey,” said ginger-haired Willard. “What about that other one? Is that a girl too?” 

			They narrowed their eyes at Riley. 

			“I believe this one’s a man...of sorts.” The dark-haired one stroked Riley’s face. “But he’s as soft and pretty as any girl I ever met.” 

			“He’s more of a man than you’ll ever be, Virgil Owen.” Ruby glowered at him. Was she taunting men with guns? This went beyond tough to death wish.

			“Hear that, brother?” said Willard.

			“I heard it.” Virgil glared deadly hate at Ruby.

			“She says you ain’t a man.”

			“Care to repeat that, little lady?” Virgil pressed his gun into Ruby’s cheek. The steel in his voice made me tremble, but Ruby looked right back into his cold-fish eyes, undeterred.

			“You talk tough with that gun in my face,” she said. “Would you be so tough without it, I wonder?” 

			Virgil huffed and lowered his arm. “There, see, I’m still—”

			With a move too quick for me to catch, Ruby kicked him in the groin and slapped his gun out of his hand, then pulled from within the folds of her skirt a pistol that she jammed into Virgil’s temple.

			“Drop your weapon, Willard!” She looked over at the redhead. “Or your brother gets it.” 

			Willard nodded and his arm sagged a little before he surged forward and grabbed the gun out of Ruby’s hand, then jammed his own weapon under her chin.

			“No more games,” he whispered. “I’d hate to have to hurt you.” 

			From the way he said it, I seriously doubted that. I reckon this guy enjoyed killing. Virgil retrieved his gun and Willard covered us again, his smile as big as Christmas. 

			“What brings you three to Black Valley?” 

			His over-friendly manner was somehow more menacing than hostility would have been. I wasn’t sure how to answer, but the truth didn’t seem a good idea. 

			“We are, err, travelling to visit some relatives and, err, we got lost and—” I began. 

			“Sheriff was about to hang ’em,” Ruby interrupted. “They busted out of town.”

			So much for secrets! 

			“So, you’re outlaws, too?” said Willard. “Then I reckon there must be a reward out for you. Deputy Sheriff Cooper will look upon us real kindly if we return you to his care.”

			“That ain’t gonna happen!” came a gravelly voice from behind us. On a rock ledge above stood our fellow escapee, Bartholomew Dodds. He had a gun in each hand aimed at our captors. “Let them go and I may let you live.” 

			A loud blast rang out, making me jump. The two guys whipped their hats off to find a bullet hole clean through the top. They looked shocked at first, then grudgingly impressed.

			“Weapons on the ground in front of you and back away,” said Bart.

			The men laid down their weapons and raised their hands, shuffling backwards. Ruby snatched up the guns.

			“No need for any unpleasantness, friend,” said Willard. “We was just playin’ around.” 

			“Anyone with a price on their head is welcome at Black Valley hideout,” said Virgil. 

			Bart jumped down to our level, twirling the guns round on his index fingers and slipping them back into his holsters with a look that said he could get them out double quick any time he wanted to. 

			The guys introduced themselves as the Owen Brothers. “Maybe you’ve heard of us?” Virgil asked. 

			I hadn’t but I nodded enthusiastically anyway. They robbed banks and stagecoaches but stole cattle and horses as a side hustle, they explained.

			 The rocky area we were in was an outlaw hideout called Black Valley. The open plains out front made it the ideal location to camp as you could see the good guys—the bad guys, according to those here—coming after you. Even if your pursuers made it across the open space, the crevices and caves gave outlaws plenty of places to hide.

			“But officers of the law rarely come lookin’ for us here,” said Virgil. “They prefer to hide behind their desks and make posters about us.”

			The outlaws weren’t here permanently either, it seemed. Sooner or later, they had to ride out and get supplies or rob someone else. So, the population of Black Valley was constantly changing. 

			Just now, two other gangs besides the Owen Brothers were in residence, Virgil explained. A couple of blokes who called themselves Quick and Slick—though behind their backs, Willard called them the DAS (Dumb As S**t) boys. Their robberies usually went badly, he said. Like the time they targeted a stagecoach that supplied banks with cash but robbed it on the return run, when the cashbox was empty.

			“It’s only a matter of time before those two dunderheads die with their boots on,” said Willard. 

			There was also a young, thin guy—a one-man band who called himself The Sure Shot Kid. I only saw him briefly, with his black front tooth and droopy eyelids that made him seem unhinged.

			“What’s your group called?” asked Virgil.

			“We don’t have a name,” said Riley.

			“You got no name?” Willard looked dubious. 

			“How about Harley and the Harlots?” said Virgil, who’d misheard Riley’s name.

			“Or Beauty and the Beasts,” Willard suggested. “But which is which?” He cracked up at that.

			They were pretty friendly now. Virgil even called us “kinfolk” once, as if outlaws were one big, happy family. 

			 “We lawbreakers got to stick together,” he said. “Those law-biding zealots, they’re downright dangerous. They never let a man do an honest day’s robbing.”

			There was a kind of inverted logic to it, I suppose.

			It was a strange morning, hanging with outlaws, all of us outwardly jolly but on edge all the time—eyes scanning the horizon, flinching at sudden sounds or movements. The weirdest part was when a freelance photographer named Mitch McQuaid rode up, waving a white flag and offering to take our photos. The two brothers changed into their best clothes—dark trousers with braces, and creased, soiled shirts beneath. They splashed their faces with their canteen water, scrubbed off the dirt and cleaned their ears, too, for the photo.

			Mitch had a close-cut beard and a set of large teeth constantly on show as he sucked up shamelessly to the guys. “Over here, gents!” He directed them to a spot with the black rocks behind them and the sun on their faces as he set up his enormous camera on a tripod. The guys took it all seriously too, backs goalpost-straight, expressions solemn. No saying “Cheese!” here.

			Mitch would sell the photos to the gangs as keepsakes, Ruby explained later, and to the towns they’d robbed to put on their Wanted posters.

			“But surely they don’t want people knowing what they look like,” I said.

			Riley frowned. “It does seem inconsistent with the objective of remaining free.” 

			“They all do it,” Ruby said. “They’re hoping to become famous and make their way into a dime novel.”

			“Why don’t you three have your picture taken?” Willard suggested.

			“We don’t get many girls in these photos,” Mitch said. “It would be real special.”

			For him, I bet it would be. Not so much for us. But in the end, Riley and I decided to go for it. We figured our image was already out there on posters. And there was no internet here, so the pictures couldn’t go viral. How much more harm could it do? 

			Ruby couldn’t be persuaded, though. Nor Bart. So, Riley and I stood to attention on a pile of rocks and posed for an outlaw portrait. It seemed so funny, we got the giggles. Which annoyed Mitch. He refused to continue till we’d “adopted the proper demeanour”. 

			“Hey, McQuaid,” said Willard. “You taken any photos of a gunfighter callin’ himself The Ghost?”

			Mitchell shook his head.

			“If you do, I want one of them photos. I’ll make it worth your while.”

			“The Ghost?” I asked. “Who’s that?”

			It seemed there used to be three in the Owen Brothers gang, but Campbell Owen, the youngest, was shot in Temperance not long before in some drunken dust-up. When no-one came forward to claim the kill, the shooter was dubbed The Ghost. 

			“Any of you find this Ghost fellow,” said Virgil, “let me know. I’ll be much obliged to you.” 

			And The Ghost, whoever he was, would be a grease spot on the road.

			In the late afternoon, Willard called from his lookout post. “Deputy Sheriff Cooper’s on his way with a posse!”

			We climbed up the rocks and saw a dozen or so men riding towards us, a dust cloud billowing behind.

			 “Now why would they risk their lives to come out here?” Willard turned to regard us with interest. “What it is you three have done?”

			“Nothing,” said Riley. 

			“Whatever they think you’ve done must be pretty bad to bring the mouse out of its hole after the cat,” said Virgil.

			It was a mystery to me, too. We were supposed to be horse thieves, which was a pretty bad crime in the West, but not uncommon from the looks of the Wanted posters wallpapering the sheriff’s office. Why would they head into outlaw territory after us? I had a feeling Brigit knew the answer. I’d have to ask her next time we met.

			I was certain these guys would want to turn us over to claim the reward or cut a deal for themselves. But I was wrong.

			“Yee-haa!” cried Virgil. “Who wants to play pop the posse?” 

			They took up positions around the rocks, guns pointed at the riders. “I reckon we’re honoured to make your acquaintance.” Virgil grinned as he fired off a few shots—one hit a rider on the far left who tumbled off his horse. “We been here three weeks and they ain’t come after us.”

			 “It’s been awful boring,” said Willard. “But now we’re going to have us some fun. And you three had better take off while you can.”

			Ruby looked at Riley, who nodded to me.

			“We’re mighty grateful, fellas,” Ruby said.

			“If we live through this and the deputy sheriff don’t,” Virgil shouted, “I got dibs on his coat.”

			“Bart,” I called, “do you want to come with us?” It was the least we could do after he’d saved our lives.

			“I’ll stay here, Miss Maddy, and help give you folks a head start,” he said. “I reckon I’ll catch up with you somewhere on the road.” 

			 His eyes creased in a grin. I smiled back but secretly hoped he wouldn’t find us again. I was grateful he’d saved us, but something about him made me uneasy.

			Ruby, Riley and I found our horses and slipped the back way out of the rocky protectorate, thundering across the dry plain towards Trouble.

			Trouble. That was the name of the next town.
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			Trouble was much like Temperance, only smaller. A wide, dusty street with a suspicious red-brown patch in the dirt outside the saloon, with two rows of log buildings on either side. There were about a dozen shops, mostly farm and riding supplies.

			Riley, Ruby and I rode into town separately and tethered our horses to posts in different parts of the street, regrouping behind a cluster of hay bales at the end of the road. 

			First stop would have to be the general store to buy some new clothes. We needed to disguise ourselves as cowboys so no-one could match Riley and me with any Wanted posters around. If Brigit had passed this way, you could bet our smiling faces would be decorating a few walls about town.

			“Riley, you’ll have to get the clothes on your own,” I said. “People might recognise us together.”

			“What size do you take?” Riley asked. 

			What size would I take in men’s clothes? “You’ll have to guess.” 

			Riley’s forehead puckered as he looked me up and down, then again, more slowly. When his eyes began the journey a third time, I said: “Riley, What the—?”

			“I was taking a mental picture.” He looked away, embarrassed. 

			“Don’t worry about new trousers for me,” I said, “I’ll stick with my jeans. I reckon this shirt I’m wearing is okay. I just need one more for a change and some cowboy accessories to blend in.”

			“I need trousers and a shirt, too,” said Ruby. “But how are we fixin’ to pay for all this?” 

			“I’ve got some coins and chips from the Sunset Saloon.” I pulled a handful out from my pocket and another from my boot, left over from Gran’s win. 

			“Do you think they’ll accept the chips as payment?” Riley asked.

			“Why not?” Ruby asked. “The Sunset Saloon’s the most desirable gaming house for a hundred miles.”

			While Riley went shopping, Ruby and I waited by the hay bales, which made surprisingly comfy seats and smelled of school farm excursions and baby lambs.

			“Ruby, I’m grateful for all your help. But can I ask…why did you come with us?” 

			She’d been friendly before things blew up in Temperance. But lending a spare outfit to a stranger and throwing away your livelihood and personal safety to go on the run with outlaws were two different things. 

			“And why not? I ain’t yoked to no wagon yet,” she said.

			Say what? Something about a wagon?

			“Just that I might have been born with a saddle blanket on, but I’m buckin’ too darn hard for a rodeo rider to stay put for long.”

			Hmmm. “Are you saying you came with us because you’re single, not married?” 

			“That’s right. And while I am untethered, I’m partial to a little adventure now and again. You two looked like you might be the adventurous sort.”

			The adventurous sort? Was that how she described people who’d almost been hanged and then chased at gunpoint out of town? 

			“Now, I’ve been meaning to ask you something, sugar,” she said. “One of the men I saw in company with you was asking at the bar ’bout a real pretty lady with hair the colour of summer. I was wondering who she is to you?” 

			She was talking about Johnno asking whether anyone had seen Brigit.

			“That pretty lady,” I said, “took something of ours. We’re aiming to get it back.”

			Ruby nodded, with this half-smile that made me think she understood how far we might go to get back whatever it was she’d taken. And that was fine by her.

			Riley took so long in the shop, I had to send Ruby after him. They emerged with a burlap sack full of clothes and accessories. 

			“About time,” I said. 

			Riley had bought Ruby a complete cowboy outfit—grey pin-striped trousers, with belt and braces to keep them up, a dark blue shirt and light brown leather chaps to go over the trousers and protect against thorns on the cowboy trail. With that went a pair of cowboy boots with metal spurs on the heel and a green and blue patterned neck scarf. And the best part? A cowboy hat.

			She got changed behind the hay bales. We heard a lot of gasps and giggles before she emerged in her gear, her hat tilted over her eyes. In her best imitation of a guy, she said: “Glad to meet you, ma’am.” And giggled again in a totally unmanly way. 

			Riley wore his own jeans, but added a brown cowboy hat, caramel-coloured chaps and boots embroidered with a leaf pattern. With it, he wore a blue shirt that turned his eyes to the colour of a spring sky in Sydney and a red neck scarf. Ruby looked him up and down in his new gear, as if seeing him for the first time and liking what she saw. 

			My outfit was similar—the blue checked shirt from home, dark brown chaps and boots and dark blue bandana. It all felt kind of bulky and heavy but at least we’d blend in with folks round here.

			We each got a gun belt too—though no guns to go in them—and a cowboy knife with a leather cover, tough buckskin gloves and a length of rope to hang from our saddle. 

			“Are you going to put your gun in the holster, Ruby?” I asked.

			“That there holster’s too big for little Martha. That’s my name for her.” Ruby took out her pearl-handled pistol and stroked it lovingly. “Anyways, I like to keep her elsewhere as a nice surprise.”

			“And we’re glad of that!” I said.

			Ruby and I hid our hair beneath our hats and practised talking in deep voices and walking about like guys, thumbs tucked into our belts, legs bent outwards. 

			“You’ll walk naturally like that after you’ve been on your horse long enough.” Riley grinned. 

			As I watched him secure the ropes to our saddles, I had to admit, the cowboy look suited him. He’d looked good as an Ancient Egyptian musician and as a knight in medieval England. But this look? It was dangerous, was what it was. 

			Ruby watched him with this intense focus as she lolled on a hay bale, nibbling a strand of hay. I wasn’t sure what it meant, but I was certain it would be bad news. 

			I edged closer to Riley and whispered: “Do you think Lauren will be in town anywhere?” I really just wanted to find her and go back home.

			“Maybe,” Riley said. 

			Ruby said she’d dropped a hair comb in the general store so popped back to get it.

			“So, the shopkeeper accepted the casino chips?” I asked.

			Riley nodded. “And gave us change in silver dollars and coins.” Then he asked: “Are you ready for this?”

			“For what?” I asked.

			“For whatever we find. Like Brigit and her gang waiting for us in the saloon.”

			“I’m ready for anything.” 
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			The three of us walked side by side along the main road, falling into step with each other like gunfighters in an old film. A lady in a salmon-pink dress and bonnet froze when she spotted us, her peppercorn eyes warily following our progress. Others did the same, checking us out—to gauge the potential threat level, I suppose—before moving on.

			The truth was, even in this gear, Ruby and I didn’t look much like guys. Most men here had facial hair. Smooth-skinned as he was, even Riley was in danger of being taken for a female. The best we could do was keep our heads down and pull our bandanas over our noses like bandits if anyone got too close. 

			We stopped outside the double swing doors to the town’s saloon, The Golden Nugget. Riley and I exchanged a nervous glance, probably wondering the same thing. Was Brigit inside, waiting for us? 

			The door’s squeaky hinges announced our arrival. All heads turned our way, as if connected by string. For ten or maybe twenty seconds everyone stared, conversation stopped. Then, as if someone had pressed “resume”, it started up again. 

			A tubby guy came to serve us at the bar. “What’ll it be, gents?”

			Gents? Good. At least one person thought we were guys. I really wanted a glass of water. Or a juice of some kind. But did they have those here? 

			“Three whiskies,” said Ruby in a gruff voice. “And something to clear the dust out of our throats.”

			The barman slammed down three small glasses containing golden-brown liquid. Then three larger glasses of watered-down beer.

			“Bottoms up!” said Ruby, picking up her small glass first. We did the same and clinked them together, upending them at our open mouths. Well, Ruby did anyway. Riley and I secretly threw the contents into the spit tray beneath the bar. I did take a drink of the beer, which had been watered down enough to quench my thirst. What I would have given for a bottle of mineral water about now.

			Composed mostly of greyish wood, like a barn, with roughly made tables and chairs and not much decoration, this bar was not nearly as swish as the Sunset Saloon. Two women in dark clothes sat at a corner table. The rest of the dozen or so patrons were the usual grimy Western blokes. 

			“We should ask the barman if he’s seen Brigit,” I whispered to Riley. 

			He nodded. 

			“Excuse me,” he called to the barman at the end of the bar. “Would it be possible to have a word with you?”

			As soon as he said it, I knew it was wrong. It would have been fine in medieval England but, here, it was way too polite. The barman stopped polishing the glass he held, turned our way, one eyebrow raised in suspicion. Uh-oh.

			Ruby pushed past Riley and flung a Sunset Saloon chip onto the bar (I didn’t know she had any!). “Barman,” she demanded. “We’re after some information. About a couple of fee-males.”

			The guy glanced at the chip and, with a Houdini-like wave of his stubby fingers, made it disappear. 

			“Shoot,” he said.

			Shoot? Seriously?

			Ruby looked to us to continue. I cleared my throat and spoke in the deepest voice I could summon. “A blonde girl, young, real pretty, real mean. Another one with long red hair. You seen ’em? They might have been with a band of outlaws.”

			The guy refilled our glasses. Riley dropped another coin on the counter to pay for them. Great! Another glass of liquid to dispose of. But if we didn’t polish off a few, like the other men here, we’d look odd.

			“Pretty blonde female?” The barman did a slow head shake. “Not many of those about. But I did hear of one some time ago. I’m talking two, three years back. Heard tell she was prettier’n sunshine after a week of rain. Meaner than a barn full of rattlesnakes. I ain’t heard nothin’ since.”

			That sounded exactly like Brigit, especially the rattlesnake part. But two or three years ago?

			“Never laid eyes on her myself,” he said. “But I reckon if you see her round—” he poured himself a whisky and threw it down his throat mid-sentence “—send her this way. Plenty of fellas round here would be real eager to meet her. Your delicate female’s fine, back East. But here in the West, we need tough gals. One that can run a ranch, rope a steer, send a gunman packing, but still cook up a delicious bean stew and warm her man’s heart at the end of the day.” 

			A cross between Iron Man and a supermodel then? They didn’t want much.

			He went off to serve some new arrivals and Ruby took a slow turn around the room to see how it compared to the Sunset Saloon, giving Riley and me a moment alone. 

			 “Brigit was here around two or three years ago?” I said. “He must be talking about some other pretty blonde outlaw.” 

			“Well, she could have arrived in the West a few years back, did the whole outlaw thing for a while, then jumped forward in time to now.”

			“What? How is that possible? And why would she do that?” 

			“Maybe she had a reason to leave. Like someone was after her. Someone she couldn’t shake.”

			“Someone wanting revenge for someone she killed, maybe?” I said.

			“Or a lawman? Or bounty hunter?” Riley suggested.

			Brigit on the run? I liked the sound of that. 

			“If she jumped forward in time a few years,” Riley said, “maybe she started again with a new name, new identity?” 

			Maybe the blonde woman was Brigit. Or maybe not. And maybe she was around this place and time or far away by now. A lot of maybes. I was beginning to feel like maybe I’d never see my friend, Lauren, again. 

			Ruby had completed her circuit. “Well, I had a look-see at everyone round here, the females and the males. None of them are pretty.” She pulled a face. “What do we do now?”

			“We have to ride to the next town and ask them if they know anything,” said Riley. “And to the next and the next, and keep going till we find someone who does.” 

			He was trying to sound optimistic, I knew. Though I felt anything but. 

			“But which direction do we ride in, Riley?” I asked. The West was a huge place. Especially on horseback.

			The barman slid back to us and thrust a piece of paper in my hand. 

			“Is that the girl you’re looking for?” he asked. “Only she ain’t blonde.” It was a Wanted poster with my picture and Riley’s on it. I dropped my chin lower, pretending to study the poster. “’Cause if that’s who you’re after, I reckon you should get acquainted with those gentlemen over there. They’re looking for her, too.” 

			At the other end of the bar, Deputy Sheriff Zane Cooper and a curly-haired cowboy were throwing back whisky shots.

			“Barman, line ’em up!” Cooper banged the bar twice with his open hand. “Chasing no-torious outlaws is thirsty work.”

			“Do you see that?” Riley hissed.

			“Yes,” I said, barely moving my lips. I tried to stay absolutely still so Cooper would have no reason to look over. 

			“I don’t mind admitting that right now I’m as anxious as a long-tailed cat in a room full of rocking chairs,” said Ruby.

			Of all the towns in all the West, he had to come to Trouble! Though, Ruby explained, it wasn’t that surprising. Trouble didn’t have its own sheriff, so Zane Cooper acted as a part-time lawman for the town. No-one liked him or trusted him, Ruby said, but they respected him because he was tough.

			Another group of mean-looking men strode into the saloon, shouting for drinks. They greeted Cooper and his curly-haired buddy like old friends.

			“Well, that is a right pretty one,” said Ruby.

			Pretty? There wasn’t a good-looking one among them. But she wasn’t looking at Cooper’s gang. Her focus was on a poster behind the bar. It was a painting of a blonde woman in front of a paddlesteamer boat with Belle Dame on the side. The woman was Trixibelle Starr, according to the poster. But that wasn’t her real name. It was Brigit. No question.

			Riley was gawping at it too.

			“Is that...an ad for a cruise boat?” I asked.

			“That’s no cruise boat, honey,” said Ruby. “It’s one of them gambling boats at St Louis, on the Mississippi. They have card games, for big money. People jaw about them all the time in the Sunset.”

			“And Trixibelle Starr. Who’s she?” Riley asked.

			“I heard her name before,” Ruby said. “She’s some kind of big shot, runs saloons, gambling boats, something to do with the trains.”

			“Saloons, boat and trains?” I glared at Riley, who was as confused as me. 

			“Yeah, we’ve had trains in the West for a few years now.” Ruby beamed proudly.

			So Brigit was in St Louis? And she was famous now? And running saloons and trains? I wondered how that had happened. Though, however it had come about, I was glad it had. It would make her that much easier to find.

			“Is that the blonde lady you’re looking for?” Ruby asked.

			“Could be,” I said. 

			“Shall we get going?” Riley tipped his head towards the door.

			“Better go one at a time,” I said. 

			Riley and Ruby were preparing to move when a shout came from along the counter. “Lookee here. We got us some young fellas—too young to be shaving—sneaking into the bar for a taste of booze and women!”

			The voice was Deputy Sheriff Zane Cooper’s. And he was talking about us!

			Chin low, I half turned his way and nodded, hoping he wouldn’t recognise us. Riley studied the dirt floor too. 

			“Evening, Deputy Sheriff,” Ruby called out.

			Oh no! She was trying to speak in a deep voice, but it sounded thin and reedy. Like a girl.

			Cooper stood there watching. “Well, they’re so young, their voices ain’t even broke. But I reckon we’ll have to watch out in a few years, when you’re of an age. You’ll be wilder’n all of us, I’d wager.”

			I nodded and attempted a boyish grin but didn’t make eye contact. We started moving towards the door but Cooper and his curly-haired friend planted themselves in our path. 

			“Perhaps you boys can help us,” said the deputy sheriff. “You been out riding today?”

			We nodded, yes, but his friend looked askance at us. “No, they ain’t. Look at their boots, those pants. They’re cleaner than Lucy Farnworth’s silver spoons. They ain’t been riding today or ever in that gear.” 

			Thankfully, Cooper had his own agenda and wasn’t listening. “I’d be much obliged if you’d keep your eyes open for a couple of no-good horse thieves we’re after,” he said. “A girl and a boy. You see ’em right here. They’re travelling with a third person, a female.” He thrust a poster at us. “There’s a reward if you find them. But you have to bring them in alive, mind, not dead.” 

			“Alive?” said Ruby. It sounded like a complaint.

			“Yeah, I know, kinda spoils the fun.” Cooper scowled.

			“If we find them, we’ll be sure to bring ’em to you, sir,” I said in my best man-of-the- West voice. 

			Cooper was just turning to leave when Ruby spoke again: “What makes you think them characters might be round here?”

			 Oh no! She was prolonging the conversation. The longer we talked, the more chance he’d recognise us. Though, of course, I was interested to hear his answer, too.

			“Well, I’ll tell you a secret,” he whispered. We leaned closer. “I can see one, two, three of their horses outside, tied up on the main street. Now, they’ve made an effort to split ’em up to fool us. But you have to do better than that to fool Deputy Sheriff Zane Cooper.”

			Uh-oh. Cooper was smart. Not good! Thank goodness he was so busy basking in his own brilliance he didn’t look at us too closely. Our guy disguises had fooled him. Or maybe he’d just had too many whiskies to think straight.

			“Hey, how come you youngsters have all that new gear?” said the curly-haired guy. “Where’d you get the money?”

			“Err, we won it,” I said.

			“Won it? But you’re too young to gamble,” said Cooper. 

			Ruby gave a throaty laugh and tapped her nose in that boys-will-be-boys way. The men chuckled. 

			And, thankfully, they began drifting away. I would have gone straight through those swing doors but a short man blocked our path as he called the deputy sheriff over for a word. While they talked, Cooper’s gaze kept drifting to his buddies at the bar. He didn’t want to have this conversation. But the short guy insisted the deputy sheriff listen to him.

			“Someone’s gotta do something about the crime round these parts, and excuse me for thinking that someone should be you, Mr Cooper,” the man said.

			 Riley whispered: “That’s the shopkeeper from the store where I bought our clothes.”

			Uh-oh. I hoped he wouldn’t say anything like what a great sales day he’d had “because this blond boy had come into the shop with chips from the Sunset Saloon and bought three cowboy outfits and, look, there are the outfits, right there”.

			“Hey, what game did you play to win all that money?” Curly shouted from across the bar.

			Heads turned our way, keen to hear our answer. 

			“Three-card Monte,” called Ruby.

			“Must have won a lot to pay for all those clothes?”

			We shuffled towards the exit, hoping that was the end of it. At one point, we had to squeeze right past Cooper—so close I could smell his whisky breath. I knew if the short man made eye contact with Riley or Ruby, who’d been in his shop, we could be in trouble. In trouble, in Trouble. 

			We shuffled...one, two yards closer to the doors. 

			“Where’d you win it?” Curly’s voice cut through the bar noise.

			Ruby, Riley and I made terrified eye contact. No one answered him and the question hung in the air, like poisonous gas. 

			Snippets of Shorty’s conversation with Cooper drifted to me. “When I tallied up the day’s trading receipts, those Sunset Saloon gambling chips were all gone. Like they’d just vanished.”

			“Vanishing gambling chips?” said Cooper. “I reckon a lot of folk round here have had that experience.” 

			“Don’t be obtuse, Deputy Sheriff,” the man scolded. “Someone stole those chips—I know it for a fact. What I want to know is, what are you going to do about it?”

			Hang on! Was he talking about the gambling chips Riley had used to pay for our clothes? Someone had stolen them after we left? 

			“You three young ’uns in the shiny new gear! Stop!” Curly called, louder this time.

			We had no choice. We stopped and turned. 

			“Where’d you win that money!” Curly repeated his question.

			If we mentioned the Sunset Saloon, we might get Shorty’s attention and Cooper’s and then it would be Game Over.

			 “The Roaring Bull, over at Lucky Shot,” Ruby shouted.

			A tense pause. Curly thought about it, then nodded. 

			We reached the saloon doors, gave them a triumphant shove and exited. I inhaled the fresh free air. The gentle breeze cooled my clammy forehead. We’d made it. Or had we?

			As Riley and Ruby tumbled out after me, I put my finger up to my lips—shhhhh. I thought I’d detected movement in the shadows across the road. I stared ahead until my eyes adjusted to the dark. And I saw some pumped-up cowboys near Riley’s horse and mine. They were waiting for us to return to grab us and begin the neck stretching all over again.

			We took a few steps along the street towards Ruby’s horse. There didn’t seem to be anyone at that end of the road, though I knew they could be hiding in the dark.

			“What are we going to do?” whispered Ruby.

			Think, think, Maddy! What did I know about the guys with Cooper? What was it they wanted, apart from reward money and the joy of shooting, killing and terrorising people? 

			“Back in a moment,” I said. I slipped back inside the saloon and emerged soon afterwards. But instead of creeping about, I called out: “Hey, fellas! Free drinks on the house.”

			The guys bolted out of the shadows and straight through the saloon doors to be greeted by some enthusiastic cowboy whooping. A couple more guys I hadn’t spotted around Ruby’s horse shot up the street too.

			“What did you do?” asked Ruby.

			“I paid the barman for a round of drinks for Zane Cooper and his friends, from a grateful citizen.”

			“What if they ask who the citizen was?” asked Riley.

			“I don’t reckon they’ll ask, do you?”

			“Why, Madison,” said Ruby, “I do believe you are slipperier’n a snake in an oil barrel.” 

			I took that as a compliment as we crept over to our horses and walked them quietly out of town. Then we climbed into the saddles and galloped hard into the night. 

			Chapter 18[image: ]

			“You hungry, sunshine?”

			I was in the middle of a dream about cowboys and guns and rotten teeth when everything began to shake. Was it an earthquake?

			“You don’t want to miss Delilah’s biscuits. They’re the best on any ranch this side of the Mississippi.” 

			 The voice was husky and unfamiliar and it mentioned biscuits? Why did it have to mention biscuits? Now, I was hungry—no, starving—for Tim Tam biscuits. Double chocolate. I could eat a whole plate of them. 

			“Maddy, wake up.” 

			I peeled open my eyes to find Riley shaking me. Ruby was in the background, her red hair laced with hay. And someone else too—a cowboy.

			“Do you want some breakfast?” The guy squatted down, his long chestnut hair swinging as he leaned over. “Cos Delilah, our cook, she’ll fix you something real good.” 

			And he smiled. With not a rotten tooth in sight. His were all pearly white and perfectly aligned. On first inspection, nothing else seemed rotten about him either—not his tanned skin, or his strong square chin, his eyes like hot toffee or his deep rumbly voice.

			“Breakfast? Yeah,” I said. Then leaning up on one elbow, I elaborated: “Yeah.”

			Strangely lost for words, my cheeks heated up so much they hurt. 

			Ruby jumped in. “I reckon that means, thank you, kindly, we would all be pleased to take you up on your right neighbourly offer.” 

			We were in a barn with two dozen horses at the back of a sprawling ranch. We’d crept in the night before after riding for about an hour by moonlight, found an empty stall for our horses and a clean one for ourselves. And sank down to sleep. I drifted off to the sound of a horse whinnying and the gentle clip-clop of hooves as the creatures made themselves comfortable.

			The plan had been to wake at first light and clear off the ranch before anyone knew we’d been here. But we’d slept in. And now we’d been discovered. Though, thankfully, it seemed that was a lucky break. Our first.

			“We’re happy to do some work around the ranch to pay for our board and lodging,” said Riley.

			The cowboy smiled and nodded, then left us to get ourselves together. Ruby and I brushed off the hay and tucked our hair into our hats, clearing our throats ready to assume the boy role again. Outside the barn, the cowboy was waiting to lead us to the ranch cookhouse. 

			He took us past a fenced area with more horses grazing and a quaint two-storey wooden house—presumably the ranch-owner’s—white, with a stone chimney on the side, a porch on the front. The cookhouse was in a separate building off to the right. The left part was the bunkhouse or cowboys’ quarters, the cowboy explained. There was an open undercover area in the middle, where four dogs lay sleeping, and on the right was the cookhouse where cowboys and ranch hands ate their meals.

			I peered through the bunkhouse doorway and glimpsed guys moving about and caught a whiff of soap mixed with something unpleasant—smelly boots, unwashed clothes? Wasn’t I glad to have spent the night with the horses, not the humans! 

			The cookhouse, by contrast, was filled with heavenly aromas of fried bacon, boiled coffee, fresh “biscuits”—which were not the kind we buy in packets to snack on but a sort of scone served up with gravy. A handful of cowboys sat tucking in at a long bench as we entered. They nodded a greeting, then gave all their attention to their plates. Eating was serious business and no-one seemed inclined to chat till they’d done. With their hats off, I had an impression of greasy heads and hairy faces. The sounds of sizzling and the clatter of the cook’s metal spoons on pans as she stirred and prodded food in pots hung over an open fire, the slurp and crunch of open-mouthed chewing filled the silence.

			“Mornin’ Jasper,” said the cook to our cowboy. “And who are your friends?” 

			“I’m Madison,” I said, deepening my voice. Madison could pass as a boy’s name, I reckoned.

			“I’m Riley.”

			“And I’m, err...” Ruby began, eyes wide with panic.

			“That’s Reuben,” I said.

			“Well, howdy. I’m Delilah. Take a load off, fellas.” The cook swept her arm towards some empty places at one end of the table. She was a large woman, with wiry dark hair and crinkly brown eyes. 

			Our cowboy friend went to a pretty white wooden cabinet to get us each a tin plate, mug, knife, fork and spoon. 

			“You boys want coffee?” asked Delilah.

			“Yes, ma’am,” I said.

			As she poured, Jasper watched us, head tilted with a lopsided grin. “You boys,” he said with heavy irony, “can help yourself to some food over there.”

			Four large dishes of food sat steaming on the bench. One had biscuits in gravy, another some thick-cut, fatty pork meat, a third had beans simmering in an orange-brown sauce. The last had some kind of stewed meat I’d never seen before. I served myself, sticking to the first three.

			Jasper piled his plate high, then set about eating it with the focus of someone sitting an exam. Two more cowboys came in—one white, the other an older black man with an infectious smile.

			“Mornin’, Earl!” one of the guys said to the dark man.

			“Mornin’, Ben,” he replied.

			All the guys made a point of greeting him. He must have been the boss round here.

			As the first few finished their meal, disgusting burps sounded all around. 

			“Pardon me, Delilah,” said one guy with sticky-out ears and a super-long forehead like Frankenstein’s monster. His name, I learnt, was Butch.

			“Better out than in!” Delilah chuckled heartily.

			About halfway through his food stack, our new friend looked up and said: “My name’s Jasper. Jasper McLean.” He wiped his hand on his clothes before offering it to each of us. “We’re three men down on the round-up so if you boys are looking for work, we might be able to help you.” 

			“Err, no, but thanks anyway,” I said. 

			“How come we got three places free?” Earl asked, slurping up some beans.

			“You ain’t heard about Jeremiah, Obadiah and Hank?” said Butch.

			Earl shook his head.

			“It seems they had a run o’ bad luck in town last night.” 

			“With cards?” asked Earl.

			“No, with Him upstairs.” Butch pointed an index finger ceiling-wards and all the guys looked up with fear. “You see, poor Jeremiah, he had a few to drink. And he went round on his horse firing his gun into the air in high spirits like. And he accidentally hit a gentleman from the hotel taking the air on his balcony.”

			No! He shot some poor guest at the hotel?

			“Was the man okay?” I asked.

			“No, he was not,” said Bill, whose face was covered with welts and pockmarks like a lunar landscape. “So poor old Jeremiah, he’s now tucked up in jail on a murder charge and word has it the dead man’s friends are coming to town directly to lynch him.”

			That was bad luck, for sure.

			“And the other two?” Earl enquired.

			“Obadiah, he was tied up to Jeremiah’s horse when he was going round the town shooting,” said Bill, “and he got cut up a mite.”

			Cut up a mite? He would have been torn to pieces being dragged around a dirt road behind a frightened horse.

			“His guts was all over the street,” said Bill. “Made a right mess. Someone threw what was left of him over their horse and took him to see Doc in the next town. But if Obadiah weren’t dead already, he sure as heck will be when Doc gets done fixin’ him.”

			Riley and I listened, eyes bulging like peeled onions.

			“And Hank?” Earl asked with some dread. “What happened to him?”

			“You don’t want to know what happened to him,” said another guy called Ben, with a long beard, which tapered into a point around his belly button, like a Hell’s Angel bikie. And he was right. Curious as I was about most things, I’d happily go to my grave without hearing this.

			“But I’ll tell you anyway,” said Ben. “He was playing three-card Monte against a couple of well-dressed gents and losing. He lost everything. Even the shirt he was wearing although they let him keep that.”

			No prizes for guessing why! Stinkeroo!

			“And during the night, these gents keep bragging about how great they were at knife-throwing, how they learnt it in a circus. Hank, he’s listening to it all, and he hits on a plan to get his money back. He bets these men double or nothing that they can’t throw six knives at him, like those showmen do, getting real close to a person but not actually hitting him.”

			Oh, no! I wasn’t hearing this!

			“So he splays hisself out like this—” Ben put his arms and legs into a star shape “—then stands against the door. The saloon cook brings out all his sharpest knives. And they throw.”

			“And what transpired?” Earl forgot to chew, he was so engrossed.

			“The guys did five fine throws, real expert-like, so close to Hank they nicked the material on his shirt while not so much as tickling him. But the sixth throw...was slightly off. It hit poor Hank in the middle of the throat. Dang thing went in so hard, it came clean through the other side.” 

			Seriously!

			“Poor Hank lost his life,” said Ben, somewhat redundantly. “Won the bet though.”

			After breakfast, we “washed up”—splashed our faces with water from a bucket outside the bunkhouse. What I wouldn’t have given for a bath or shower about now. I’d done more than my share of sweating in the past two days and I really needed one. 

			I saw Earl and Jasper whispering together and looking our way before they came over.

			“You sure you don’t want to join the round-up?” said Earl. “We’re taking a few cattle to Kansas. We sure could use your help.”

			“How far’s Kansas?” Ruby asked.

			“About five hundred miles, give or take.”

			“Is it on the way to St Louis on the Mississippi River?” I asked. I was, of course, thinking of getting closer to Brigit and her boat. 

			“Well, it’s not what I’d call close, but at least you’d be moving in the general direction,” said Jasper.

			A young ranch hand interrupted us to speak to Earl. We overheard him say that “some lawman and a posse” were at the homestead asking whether anyone had seen a male and two females around the place. And he handed one of those Wanted posters to Jasper with our faces on it. 

			Riley and I had a sudden urge to splash our faces just then, which we did, lingering over the bucket. Through the watery blur, I saw Jasper glancing our way and frowning. 

			Uh-oh.

			“I haven’t seen any females round here, apart from our cook, Delilah,” said Earl. “Have you seen any, Jasper?”

			“Nope,” Jasper answered loudly, with a theatrical headshake.

			“Tell the sheriff, if he finds any females, he can send ’em our way,” said Earl, chuckling. “We’ll show ’em a good time.”

			The messenger ran off in a straight line towards the house, dust ghosts at his heels.

			“So, what’s it to be, boys?” said Earl, turning to us. “You with us or are you going your own way?”

			As the boy ran into the homestead with the news, the door banged shut behind him, making us jump.

			The three of us looked at each other. Ruby nodded, so did Riley.

			“We’re with you,” I said.
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			And that’s how Riley and I ended up riding out as cowboys on a real cowboy trail with Ruby and our cowboy friend, Jasper McLean, as well as the three Bs—Butch, Ben and Billy. Earl came along as the boss of the round-up and Delilah as cook and minder of the chuck wagon—a cart on big wheels with a soft, curved canvas roof, pulled by two brown and white horses.

			It was the start of a journey from northern Texas to Kansas with two and a half thousand cattle, which would be loaded onto trains and sent east where people paid big bucks for them.

			Whether we liked it or not, we needed to hang with the round-up team as we closed the distance between us and Brigit. Anyone trailing us would be looking for a boy and a girl on their own, not a couple of cowboys on the range. 

			Of course, I didn’t intend to stick around for the whole journey. I was counting on being back home with my family and friends—including Lauren and Gran—within the month. I didn’t like travelling further away from Gran, not knowing what had happened to her after our escape from Temperance. But with the time machine out of power, all I could do was hope she was using her people skills to stay out of trouble rather than get into it. As for Johnno and Peterson? I had no idea when or if we’d ever meet them again. How would they find us in this vast wilderness with no tech to connect us? I didn’t mind so much about Johnno. But Peterson had saved me on our last trip when I tried to jump back an hour in time but missed by a couple of million years and ended up in the dinosaur era! It would be good to know he had our backs.

			But until Riley got the machine charged up again, I didn’t see how he could track us out here. My friend’s recent estimate of a week had been revised upwards to ten days “or so” for the machine to absorb the right amount of night energy—the only sort we were able to get when we were working every daylight hour. For the moment, we were pretty much adrift in time. I didn’t like it, but, for now, I’d have to go along and try to survive.

			The cowboys took heaps of horses from the paddock with us. There were at least twice as many horses as people. All the spares rode in a bunch at the side with Butch who was the wrangler, or horse handler. Then we rode off through a green meadow, past a rocky outcrop shaped like a sleeping dog to emerge onto a flat, dry plain. 

			The pale yellow grasses swayed in ghostly waves, splashed here and there with vibrant purple, yellow and blue wildflowers. And everywhere I looked, in every direction, cattle. Big, brown ones, some with white spots, a few almost all white, with horns that shot out horizontally before curving up into a huge U. All these cows were in our care. And Mum thought a puppy would be too much responsibility!

			Earl wanted the three of us to “’prentice” with more experienced riders. So he took Riley with him to the front of the herd. I was at the rear with Jasper and Ruby rode on the left side with Ben. Billy looked after the herd’s right side, Butch was with the horses and Delilah rode the wagon up ahead to find a spot to set up lunch. 

			As Earl and Riley thundered off, they took a group of especially big cows to the front of the herd.

			“Those dozen there—they’re males, steers,” Jasper explained. “It’s good to have ’em up front. They naturally take the lead and the girl cows and calves fall in behind.”

			“Yeah, well, that was cows, not people,” I had the strongest urge to say. But, for once, I kept my mouth shut.

			It didn’t take long to realise that being at the back of the herd sucked. It was funny at first, watching all those cow bottoms rolling side to side. Not so funny when they released their bad gas and splodged the earth with cow pats. Jasper and I were engulfed in a permanent dust cloud from the stamping of thousands of hooves. I saw him pull his scarf up over his nose, so I did the same.

			Our job—Jasper’s and mine—was to keep the stragglers with the herd. 

			We’d barely started the journey when a brown spotted calf with legs too long for its body trotted off in the wrong direction. Jasper and his glossy black horse tore off after it, arcing around to block its escape. The calf darted right and he cut if off a few strides later. He seemed to anticipate the creature’s every move, zigging here, zagging there, until it was right-way round and back on track.

			I didn’t see him hit his horse once to get it moving or yank on the reins to turn it round. He must have controlled it some other way, with words or knee pressure. And he could spin his mount on the spot when he chose. With his rich brown hair swinging loose, his praline eyes bright beneath his cowboy hat, he seemed the essence of the Wild West cowboy. 

			I must have been staring because Jasper pitched forward in his saddle, grinning. “You want to try this, Madison?” 

			No, I do not! “Sure,” I said.

			“Over there.” He pointed to a calf with knobbly knees and a sad mouth. “See if you can get it back with the herd.”

			I took a deep breath then went after the calf the way Jasper had done, to head it off. But the animal spooked and bolted, surprisingly fast. I sat there goggling as Jasper raced after it.

			Taking a rope coiled on his saddle, he twirled it three times above his head and hurled. I watched the loop unfurl and descend neatly around the animal’s shoulders. Jasper yanked on the rope and the calf fell over mid-stride before a bigger cow—presumably its mother—burst out of the herd to moo in protest.

			As Jasper returned, calf in tow, he said: “Don’t worry. It takes a bit of practice to reel ’em dogies back in.” (Dogie? That meant a calf, I suppose).

			 He looked down at the creature. “Tricky girl, that one. Determined to go her own way.”

			I couldn’t resist. “So not all females fall in behind the boys, then?” 

			 He tilted his head and grinned. “Getting the difficult ones back into line, that’s the most fun part of my day.” 

			 Despite the dust stinging my eyes, the interminable flies and the revolting smell, I felt my mouth curl into a smile beneath my bandana. 

			The sun seared, like at a school swimming carnival in February. Everything in the distance wobbled in the heat haze. I now understood why hats were essential cowboy equipment—they were the only shade on these treeless plains. Dust took up residence in the back of my throat and cracked my lips. Licking them only made it worse. The thudding and shuffling of hooves, the clatter of horns, the constant mooing and the snap-crackle of the cows’ joints were our cowboy soundtrack. A drop of perspiration shot down the centre of my back, like a downhill skier, making me shudder. 

			 Chivvying the straggling cattle along or getting them out of prickly bushes—and getting prickles stuck in our leather chaps for our trouble—kept Jasper and me pretty busy. It took me five goes to get the hang of the cow retrieval thing and even then, I seemed to make a real production of it, while for Jasper it looked as easy as dozing off on a pile of hay.

			I glimpsed Ruby way out on the side of the herd but never got close enough for a chat. Once, as the land rose up slightly, I saw Riley up front. But for most of the day, cow butts and curly horns blocked my view of him. Even Jasper and I were too far apart to talk most of the time and I found the solitariness a bit unnerving. So I seized whatever chance I could to get some conversation.

			“We don’t seem to be going very fast,” I called out when Jasper moved within earshot. “If we got a bit of speed up, we might finish the round-up a week or two earlier.”

			“Then there’d be nothing but skin and bones to sell,” said Jasper. “We have to go nice and slow, let these critters chow down on the grasses and fatten up.”

			He began moving off, so I added: “How did you get the scar?” I’d only just noticed it—a jagged line on his left cheek. 

			“Got a bit too close to one set of long horns. She left her mark on me,” he said. “As many pretty ladies have done.” 

			He gave me a playful look.

			Now, he turned his horse’s head to leave. How many hours till I’d use my voice again? “How did you end up in the West?” I shouted. 

			He rode round in an arc before returning, lips pressed together. “You really are raw, aren’t you? Don’t you know it goes against the cowboy code to ask personal questions?”

			Cowboy code? What was that? Like the knights’ code with slightly different rules, like...never brush your teeth, never wash your clothes. Store all food leftovers in your beard for later on? 

			“I know about the code,” I lied, not wanting to seem a complete tourist. “But it’s different in different parts of the West. What are some of the rules round here?”

			“Let me see.” Jasper scratched his chin. “The number one rule: don’t ask questions. Two: don’t steal another man’s horse. Three: always put cowboys with leaky lips at the back of the herd.”

			Did he mean me, that I had “leaky lips”? Just because I wanted to talk occasionally.

			“That enough for you?” he said.

			Well, no, it wasn’t. But I didn’t want him calling me leaky lips again.

			 Jasper showed me the back end of his horse then spun back round again. 

			“Never stand downwind of a skunk,” he said. “Always check your boots for rattlesnakes. Keep some distance between you and your spurs in a lightning storm.” 

			“Are you sure they’re part of the code?” I said. “They sound more like common sense to me.”

			“A cowboy’s code is whatever a cowboy wants it to be,” he said. “But seriously, you start asking folk too many questions, you’re going to bring a whole wagon-load of trouble down on yourself. People out here are runnin’ away from something as often as they’re runnin’ towards it.”

			Interesting. And on occasion, like Riley and I, they were running from one thing and towards something else.

			As I watched Jasper hurtle after another calf, I murmured: “What are you running from, Jasper McLean?”

			Great! Now I was talking to myself!

			Chapter 20[image: ]

			By the time we got to the lunch spot, I was starved, not just for food but for conversation.

			Dismounting was painful, my leg muscles angry to have spent so long around a horse’s belly. For the first five minutes, I rocked side to side on the outside of my boots like the cowboys from those old films.

			The crew milled around the chuck wagon, helping themselves to water from a big wooden barrel on the side. A quick scan revealed Riley and Earl were not among them. They must still have been with the herd.

			 Delilah served food from a fold-down table at the back of the wagon. Lunch—or dinner, as these guys called it—was hot sowbelly (a fatty kind of bacon) with beans and bread. Though the bread was nothing like the loaves from our local bakery. It was oily and tough, like fried batter, but still pretty good to soak up the sauce from the beans. 

			We ate from metal plates, sitting on the grass, looking out across the land that fell off slightly below us. Nobody seemed inclined to talk—not even me, for the moment. We were too busy enjoying the food and the tickly breeze cooling our faces.

			Ruby’s cheeks were flushed pink and long strands of red hair fell loose round her face, making her look even less like a guy. Trousers really suited her. I could easily imagine her in jeans and T-shirt if she lived in Sydney. I reckon she’d like them much better than those puffed-up skirts anyway.

			“How are you going?” I asked.

			She slid down beside me, with her plate. “Well, it beats being cooped up in a bar with a load of old drunks.”

			“That it does.”

			“Girl could get used to all this air. Being free and ridin’ around without worrying about what was right and proper for a lady.”

			I scanned the cow-filled horizon for a glimpse of my friend. There he was—dodging and weaving through the horns. As soon as he saw me, Riley smiled a great big thank-goodness-you’re-still-okay smile. My cheeks stretched to the max in reply.

			He and Earl gave their horses to Butch, who led them into a rope corral at the front of the wagon before going to get some food.

			By that time, Billy had already finished his first plate and was jumping up for seconds. 

			“Hang on there, Billy,” said Earl. “Ladies first.”

			Everyone looked at Ruby and me. Ah. Our cowboy disguises hadn’t fooled anyone. Bit embarrassing. Though at least now we could stop pretending. 

			“It’s okay, Earl,” I said. “Let Billy get his food. We’ll get more later.”

			Billy beamed and tipped his hat in thanks, putting his plate out to be refilled.

			“Some round-up bosses don’t welcome women on the team,” said Earl. “But in my experience, cowgirls work just as hard as any cowboy.”

			“A darn sight harder, I’d say.” Delilah clicked her tongue and winked at me. 

			“Did I hear someone mention cowgirls?” said Butch, who’d just finished with the horses and picked up a plate. “I ain’t never ridden with a cowgirl. And don’t care to neither. Women are nothin’ but trouble.”

			That settled, he sat down and tucked into his food. Delilah, Ruby and I looked at each other and shrugged. It seemed our disguises hadn’t fooled anyone except Butch, who had, I found out later, taken a shot to the head and survived, saying: “I reckon that bullet made me smarter than ever.” Hmmm?

			Riley sat next to me with his plate. We looked out at the cow-speckled landscape. So many cows. And from what the guys had said, this wasn’t even a particularly big herd.

			“Hey, where do all these cows come from?” I asked Riley. “Did the rancher bring them here from the East or wherever it was he came from?”

			“No, the cows were already here when the rancher arrived.” Riley slurped up his beans pretty fast. “And he just took ’em.”

			“What do you mean already here?”

			He explained that the Spanish brought the first longhorn cattle in the late 1400s and these cows were their descendants, just living free and easy on the range, owned by no-one but themselves, until Americans began migrating west in the 1830s.

			“So when they talk about ‘rounding up’ the cows?” I said.

			“That’s literally what we’re doing. Rounding up wild cows, claiming ownership, then riding them up to the railway in Kansas to sell for their meat.”

			“So all these ranchers just saw some cows roaming free and took them? Then, cattle rustlers are just blokes who stole them from the people who stole them in the first place.”

			Riley nodded before jumping up to score a second plate of beans. As he sat back down, he gave Ruby, on my other side, an especially crinkly eyed smile. The girl’s colour deepened to a rich magenta as she beamed back at him.

			The two of them kept smiling in that we’ve-got-a-secret kind of way till finally I asked: “Did you two ride together on the trail?”

			“We did have a couple of en-cow-nters,” Riley said.

			Ruby fizzed over with giggles at that.

			“What kind of en-cow-nters?” I couldn’t completely keep the prickliness out of my tone.

			“A couple of times we had to help each other out,” said Riley.

			“One time, this giant cow got stuck between two boulders,” Ruby began, before breaking into girlish laughter.

			“...and we tried to push it out,” said Riley.

			“... but it was wedged tighter than a foot in boots left out in the rain.”

			“So in the end, Earl and Ben had to double rope it...”

			“...and Riley and I pushed it from the back end. Which wasn’t pretty.” Ruby wiped away tears of laughter.

			I tried to smile, too, but it was more a face clench.

			“What are you fellows laughing at over here?” Jasper asked, coming over with his plate. “Sorry, I should say, what are you fellas and ladies laughing about. By the way, welcome to the round-up, ma’am.” He took his hat off and bowed his head to Ruby. Then gave me a curt nod. “Madison.”

			I had to listen to the whole cow tale over again. Before they got to the punch line, I leapt in: “So they had to kiss the cow’s butt to get it out.”

			Jasper turned to me. “You’re quite a lady, aren’t you?”

			 I got up to stretch my legs and splash my face from a bucket of murky water. What was Riley doing? Starting a romance with someone from another time? Bad, very bad. And I’d tell him so, the first moment I got alone with him.

			But during the afternoon, we were too busy to talk as we worked our way across the plain. It was hot and dry and the stragglers just kept falling behind. By the end of the day, I was much faster at rounding them up. 

			At one point, we turned into a valley with white specks all over it. As we drew closer, I saw they were skulls—buffalo skulls. 

			“The poor creatures are hunted by whites and Indians alike,” said Jasper. “Though the Indians aren’t wasteful like us. They only hunt as many buffalo as their tribe needs and they use all parts of the buffalo, while we sell the hides or shoot ’em for sport and leave the rest rotting on the plains.”

			We passed through a dry landscape with scrubland and cactus gardens, spiky yucca trees and red square-edged rock ridges in the distance. Then turned into a valley of blond grass, like wispy hair on a sleeping giant, with splashes of colourful wild flowers. I’d never seen a sky so big, with such low cottonwool cloud it seemed we might graze our heads as we passed beneath it. Epic Wild West scenery.

			The horror highlight of the day was spotting a cluster of pecan trees where we thought we might get some shade only to discover, dangling in the branches of one, the decaying body of a man, his all-in-one dirt-coloured underwear loose and torn like rags upon him.

			“A lynching party’s been here,” said Billy. “Does this man look like a horse thief to you, Madison?” 

			“What do horse thieves look like?” I asked.

			“Like the meanest critters on the Earth,” he said. “The kind that would leave someone to die all alone on the range with only rattlesnakes for company.”

			Ben nodded and tugged on his beard. “You meet a horse thief, you hang ’em. No questions.”

			I nodded but hoped these guys never got hold of that Wanted poster with my photo and Riley’s, and the words horse thief in large print underneath. 

			At one point we came upon a house on a hill that looked like a child’s drawing, with a door, two windows and a pitched roof. It was probably someone’s dream home once, though it was abandoned now, with holes in the roof and walls crumbling. Jasper and I rode up to have a look. What I thought was a splodge of mud on the door frame turned out not to be. Nausea bubbled into my throat as I stared at an ear, human and mummified, nailed up there. 

			“Do you suppose that ear belonged to whoever lived here?” I asked. 

			Jasper grimaced and rode away.

			As the sun dipped low, we tilted our hats to keep out the blinding glare. The heat began to ease, as if the day was slowly exhaling. The afternoon sun caught the tips of the long grass, like it was on fire.

			“That sure is pretty,” said Jasper. When I nodded, he added: “And the landscape’s quite nice too.” He gave me the dimpliest of smiles, then winked and rode on. I think that might have been a compliment.

			The most beautiful sight of all, though, was the chuck wagon on top of the hill and the plume of smoke rising from the fire. For it meant we’d survived our first day of the round-up. 
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			“Make sure you wear gloves when you collect those fuel chucks,” said Jasper.

			The “fuel chucks” were dried cow pats or buffalo poo. Ruby and I had been given a metal pail to fill with them for Delilah’s cooking fire. As if I’d touch them barehanded!

			Jasper’s cheeks glowed in the late-afternoon sun, he was grinning so hard. “I’ve known quite a few scorpions hiding under those chucks, waiting to take a nibble out of an apprentice cowgirl.” 

			Billy and Ben peppered the air with laughter. 

			But I didn’t mind too much. After Ancient Egypt, I was used to dung: its texture, its scent—mild if it was dried out enough, something else again when freshly laid. I didn’t like the sound of scorpions, though.

			“You okay, Mads?” asked Riley.

			Mads? Really? “Sure, why wouldn’t I be?” I was still a tad snitchy after his shared cow moments with Ruby. 

			“It was a tough day out there,” said Riley. “A lot of girls would find it hard going.”

			“Well, they’re not me.”

			“They sure aren’t!” He gave me a sideways grin. 

			And now came the warmth, like hot rocks tucked inside my cheeks. What was going on here, when Riley had all the chat and I was lost for words?

			“Riley!” Earl waved him over.

			Riley nodded to Earl, then winked. “Catch you later, Mads.”

			What in the name of personality changes was going on here? Was my shy, nerdy buddy becoming a confident, flirty guy? I mean, it was good in some ways, him growing and all. But it seemed so un-Riley-ish. Unnatural. It was okay if he tried it out on me, but what if he started using it on other girls, like Ruby? He’d only embarrass himself or send her the wrong signals so she’d think he was into her. Which could cause a ripple through time, with dire consequences to the future of the world. He was walking a dangerous path and I’d tell him so at the first opportunity. 

			But right now, he was being dragged into the first branding session of the round-up.

			The process began with Jasper and Billy—the ropers—riding their horses into the herd, looping selected animals round the neck and dragging them away from the others, before roping their back legs and flipping them onto their sides. Some of the bigger animals needed two guys to take them down. And once, when a calf almost escaped, Jasper leapt off his horse and chased it, grabbed some loose flesh on its back, kicked its forelegs from under it and flipped it over by hand.

			 Watching him, I felt like a kid gawping at the strong man in the circus. Which was dorky enough but doubly so when he caught me at it. I looked away quickly but a brief flash of a smile told me he’d seen. Luckily no-one else had, though.

			“He’s good at it, ain’t he?” said Ben.

			Except him.

			“I hadn’t noticed,” I lied.

			“You have to know what you’re doing, because roping’s dangerous work. Those cows are strong and if you get your finger caught in the rope as they bolt away...” He held up his right hand. The index and middle fingers were uneven stumps. “On account of a particularly ornery cow who did NOT want to be scorched.”

			And who could blame them? Once the calf was on its side, Earl and Riley dragged it by its tethered legs to Ben, who was at the fire, dangling a long metal poker over the flame. On the end was the ranch-owner’s brand—a wagon wheel with six spokes. 

			When the brand turned dull red in the flame—“You can’t let it get any hotter,” said Ben, “or you’ll set Lucy Longhorn on fire!”—he pressed it firmly against the calf’s belly. There was a sizzle, a smell like a steak on a barbecue and an anguished howl from the animal. I turned away, feeling queasy and ashamed to witness this.

			“You can’t be a cowboy or cowgirl,” Ben called to me, “without a stomach for branding.”

			“Why do we have to brand them at all?” I asked, coughing and waving away the smoke billowing out. 

			“You could ask Sam Maverick that question.”

			“Who’s he?”

			“Maverick was a ranch owner who neglected his branding, not to be kind to the critters but because he was plumb lazy. Over time, all of his stock was lost or stolen. Every last longhorn. And that’s why any calves or cows we find wandering round the prairie, unbranded, we call a maverick.” 

			I rubbed my eyes and peered through the flames to see Earl showing Riley how to rope a calf. As ever, my friend caught on fast. When he lobbed the rope accurately over the neck of a bolting calf, the guys cheered, but my heart sank. Especially as the calf pulled him right off the horse and dragged him along the ground until Earl stopped it. Riley was grazed and his clothes torn down the side. But at least he still had all his fingers.

			By the time Delilah shouted that dinner was ready, the guys had branded about forty cows or more. They gave a “Yee-hah!” and sent their hats spiralling into the air. Riley did too, but his hat veered off into the fire. It was only thanks to Ben and his branding iron that he got it back— singed, but not ash. Riley looked over and raised it above his head in cheeky greeting. I was just starting to smile back when I heard tinkly laughter behind me and turned to find Ruby preening at him. Had he meant that smile for her or me? 

			Dinner was rabbit stew. Delilah had shot the rabbits that afternoon. Rabbit wasn’t my favourite, but, after a hard day’s riding, it tasted pretty good. We sat on the grass, watching the darkness close over the plains and a trio of hills shaped like three cowboy hats in a row. 

			Riley sat next to me and tried to meet my eye, but my gaze was as slippery as ice and twice as frosty. 

			“Hey, Mads.”

			“Madison, please. Or Maddy.”

			“Maddy.”

			We chewed in silence for a few minutes.

			“If it came down to it, you know I would always choose you over Ruby,” he said. 

			“Because I’m your friend, I suppose?”

			“Well, we are friends, but...?” His shoved an outsized chunk of meat into his mouth. “Mmmoim Mmmoim Mmmoim.” That’s what it sounded like, anyway. 

			“Nope, didn’t get any of that.” I looked out at the view. It took a superhuman effort for him to swallow that piece of meat.

			“Just that I’d like to be more—” He started coughing, then gagging and spluttering. 

			Butch, going past with his second plate, banged Riley on the back and the half-chewed chunk flew out. Eeoo. My friend kicked dirt over it as his coughing eased to a throat clearing.

			“Anyone dies on her shift, cook won’t take it well.” Butch winked.

			“Now, before you take another bite,” I said, “what was it you wanted to say?” 

			I turned to give Riley my full attention. And, wow, the fire behind him sure made his hair look wild. Like the white-hot crazy outline of a sparkler on bonfire night.

			 “I wanted to tell you, err, Maddy,” he said softly, “that I know we are friends, but, err...”

			“Yes?”

			“Well, err...”

			“Howdy pardners!” 

			Ruby pushed our shoulders apart and squeezed between us, wriggling her hips till she had enough space to sit. “What a day! Being out there on the prairie sure beats serving up whisky till I stink like a still myself.” 

			“Now we stink of cow poo and grass,” I said testily.

			“The unpleasant smell in faeces comes from a breakdown product in red blood cells passed through the bile duct called scatole.”

			The old Riley was back. And with chat-up lines like that, I wouldn’t have to worry about him romancing Ruby or anyone in this time or any other. The three of us discussed the day as we looked up at the darkening sky and the first stars winked on. 

			I wondered what Riley had been about to say. That he wanted to be more than friends? What would I have said if he’d actually got the words out? 

			There was a time I might have wanted something more with him. But now? I wasn’t sure. I was certain, though, that I didn’t want our friendship ruined by some short-lived awkward romance—not while we were tracking my best friend, Lauren, a prisoner of a cold-blooded assassin, across the Wild West. On the other hand, as I watched Ruby putting the moves on Riley, I didn’t like it that much. And not just because of the time travel thing.

			My feelings were...complicated, I guess. 

			Jasper’s husky laugh made me look over to the wash area where he and Ruby had got into a water fight as they washed up their plates. What started as a few flicks of water had descended into handfuls flung at each other until they were both dripping wet and screaming with laughter and Delilah told them to “simmer down”. Catching me watching, Jasper grinned and winked. I couldn’t stop myself grinning back.

			And it occurred to me that, while time travel and romance were a huge no-no for continuum stability, on a personal level, out-of-time romance was less complicated. You knew it couldn’t go anywhere. You just had to enjoy it while it lasted. And if you made a fool of yourself or it didn’t end well, you never had to see them again. Or have any awkward moments in the school corridor.

			Starting something with Riley, though? If things didn’t go well, it might not just end the romance; we might stop being friends, too. That was too big a risk.

			Which was why, when Riley asked me later if I wanted to go for a walk, I said: “I’m too tired tonight, Riley.” Better to avoid the question and save us both embarrassment.

			Although he wasn’t usually tuned in to subtext, I reckon he knew what was going on. He nodded, his gazed fixed on the ground, hands thrust deep in his pockets.

			I’d hurt his feelings, which was something I hadn’t meant to do.

			As everyone lined up to get their bed rolls, I asked Earl about the ranch owner who employed us. George Fischer was a cowboy, Earl said, who’d started with a few head of cattle, sold those, rounded up a few more and so on till he built a herd of two and a half thousand animals.

			According to Earl, he dealt fairly with employees and customers. But he and other small owners like him might soon be put out of business by more ruthless cattle barons. “Like Judd Whalen.” 

			As soon as he said the name, the others came over to offer their opinions.

			“Judd Whalen is the biggest rattlesnake this side of the Mississippi,” said Delilah.

			“If you’ve got something he wants, you’d better give it to him fast or he’ll run his herd right over you,” said Billy.

			“Or string you up, and your family with you.” Earl looked grim.

			“Hey, that dried-up ear on the door we passed a while back? Did that have something to do with him?” I asked.

			“Ears is his speciality,” Earl said. “It’s a warning to get off the property before it’s your own ear up there.”

			“Why doesn’t someone stop him, like one of the sheriffs from the nearby towns?” I asked.

			A pause followed before they all fell about laughing. 

			“Those sheriffs are as likely to be the ones putting the body parts on the door,” said Ben.

			“Most of them are on Judd Whalen’s payroll,” said Butch.

			“So they can be bought off?” 

			“This is the West, honey,” said Delilah. “Most people can be bought off. And Judd Whalen’s got plenty to do the buyin’.”

			“Money buys him a lot of things,” said Ben. “Including information. Word is he has spies everywhere.”

			We scoured the darkness around us as if one of Whalen’s spies might leap out of the blackness at any moment. But the only answer was a distant mooing and the wind shooshing through the valley.

			I was sitting on my bedroll when Jasper stood up and stretched his arms slowly into a V, arching his back. I felt myself watching the way the shirt caught around his shoulders, how his trousers clung to his shapely thighs and his skin took on a mercury sheen in the evening light. He must have sensed something; his gaze snapped round, the chestnut hair slapping his cheek as he caught me watching again. I turned away quickly but not quickly enough. He knew. At least no-one else saw me make a fool of myself. 

			I saw Riley watching, darkly.

			Except him.

			“Fine-looking man, Jasper,” said Ruby. 

			And her. 

			“If you like that sort of thing.” I tried to wave it off.

			“But, you know, that brother of yours, he’s mighty fine too,” she said, leaning back with a strange smile on her face. Riley was laying out his bed roll as he looked up at me, slightly sullen. Then his gaze slid across to Ruby with a slow-burn smile.

			What the—?

			We’d left Trouble behind. So how come I felt like we were galloping towards it.
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			I stretched out on my bed roll, which wasn’t even as comfy as a yoga mat. I felt all the rocks beneath it digging into my back. I was so tired, though, I began drifting off within minutes...until something tickled my cheek.

			Gasping, I sat up to find Jasper grinning down at me, a rope dangling from his hand. “Sorry, Maddy,” he said, “didn’t mean to scare you.”

			He tapped Ruby on the shoulder and her eyes fluttered open. She sat up, blinking into the darkness. Riley was already awake.

			“Thought I’d better tell you about snake protection.”

			Snake protection?

			“There are a lot of rattlesnakes round these hills. But if you do what I say, you can stop ’em getting you while you sleep.”

			The three of us nodded eagerly.

			“You need to put this rope of horse hair round your bed roll.”

			“A rope?” I asked.

			“Snakes don’t like crossing no horse.” 

			I looked at Riley for some kind of scientific confirmation. He shrugged.

			“’Specially if it’s in the shape of a heart. That seems to work best.”

			 “Really?” I said. 

			“I swear on my mother’s grave.” He presented his palm vertically.

			“A heart shape? Why’d that be?” said Ruby.

			“Something to do with their sight lines, I believe,” said Jasper.

			We all squatted down and laid the ropes around our bedrolls. I had made the heart’s left peak and was curving the right when I had a thought.

			“Jasper, is your mother dead?”

			His mouth twisted into a wicked grin. “But the heart shape looks real pretty.”

			Ruby slapped him on the arm. “Don’t you go tricking us like that again.”

			He took off his hat, held it to his heart and solemnly promised he wouldn’t, making big puppy eyes at her. 

			“And the rope? Is that a joke too?” I asked.

			“No, the rope is a good precaution to take,” said Jasper. “Now I’ll let you all get off to sleep. I’ll be waking you in a few hours for night duty. There are more rustlers out there than prickly pears.” 

			I secured the rope around my bedroll and lay down, shutting my eyes and listening to the gentle mooing of cows and clacking of horns. The air had a cool freshness about it, mingled with the dusky smell of smouldering embers. A coyote’s howl snapped my eyes open briefly before they drifted shut again. I dozed off, wondering what noise a snake might make as it slithered across a horse rope onto my chest.

			Jasper woke us in the dead of night for our turn on late patrol. It took a few minutes to shake off the cobwebs of sleep and make our way to the horse corral at the front of the chuck wagon. I went straight for Old Bess, my faithful steed. But Jasper shook his head and pointed to four other horses we’d never ridden before. They were night horses and had better night sight and senses than day horses. He chose a dark brown horse with a splash of white along the bridge of its nose for me.

			“What’s it called?”

			“Eh?” said Jasper.

			“The horse—what’s its name?”

			He just shook his head. Guess it didn’t have a name. So I would give it one—Top Deck, because it was dark brown and white like my favourite chocolate. 

			Our job was to ride around the herd, checking for wolves and cattle thieves. Jasper and I would circle one way, Ruby and Riley the other. Ruby looked pretty happy about that as she and Riley rode off together. 

			“Hey, Jasper,” I said. “Why did you pair Ruby and Riley together?” When I suspected he’d have liked to have gone with her.

			“You’re the weakest rider,” he said. “You need to go with the strongest. That’s me.” 

			I was still half asleep as we circled the herd. Top Deck took control of the route, avoiding prairie dog holes I hadn’t even noticed till we’d passed them. Occasionally, the horse sped up to drive a cow back to the herd. It was like being on automatic pilot; Top Deck barely needed me at all.

			The moon was almost full tonight. Its silvery light traced Jasper’s form: his posture, straight and sure; the strong angles of his face; and a short strip of light that lingered on his bottom lip. 

			“Hey, look up there!” He pointed to the night sky. “See the man in the moon? Those two dark bits are his eyes, the dots in the middle are his nose. And he seems to be smiling.” 

			“How do you know it’s a man? Could be a woman.”

			Moonlight glanced off white teeth as he flashed a smile. “Maybe it’s not a man or a woman. Perhaps it’s a cow up there. Wouldn’t that be a kick?”

			I yawned and rubbed my eyes. What I needed was some water to splash my face and wake me up. “I wonder how late it is,” I said.

			Jasper stopped and, as Top Deck passed, he grabbed her reins and pulled her over by his side. “Coming up for about midnight, I reckon. Look there. Those stars shaped like an upside-down question mark—that’s the Big Dipper. See it?”

			“Yeah, I think so.” I could never see those star shapes others seemed to see but my thigh was touching his, which was kind of nice.

			“Well, you just take a bearing on where the dipper is in relation to the North Star—the one in the centre, which shines brighter than the rest—and that tells me what time it is.”

			“Wow,” I said. “A star clock.” Clever. “How did you end up in the Wild West, Jasper?” I thought I’d try again. I’d never got an answer to that before. 

			Jasper’s horse started forward again. “The Wild West? I ain’t never heard it called that before.” 

			Clip-clop, clip-clop. 

			“Come on, no-one’s around,” I said. “Anything you tell me is in the vault.”

			“Like in a bank? That’s anything but safe round here.”

			“You know what I mean,” I said. “Your secret’s safe with me.”

			He walked on a few steps.

			“When I could draw a cow and knew my numbers and letters from A through to Z—” he pronounced it “zee” “—I figured I’d got all I could from book learning. So I came out here to see if there was anything more to learn.”

			He could draw a cow? That, I’d like to see. Did I believe him? The whole story had a strong scent of male cow dung to it. But it was the best I’d get out of him tonight. 

			I followed his back for another half hour, struggling to stay upright in the saddle. Once, I fell into a trance and almost slid off. Top Deck jolted me awake. 

			In the distance, I heard the clip-clop of someone approaching. Jasper put a hand up, signalling me to stop. Was it a rustler? What would I do if it was? I had a knife on my belt, but would I be able to use it on a human?

			Then, stepping into a splash of moonlight, came Riley and Ruby. They hadn’t seen anything suspicious either. We had one more circuit to do for our shift and they were just heading off when I heard a strange sound, like a scraping noise, and my eye caught something pale moving about at ground level.

			Jasper was off his horse instantly.

			He returned clutching two pieces of paper that had been rolling around in the breeze, no owner in sight. One was the Wanted poster for Riley and me, the other was a picture of Trixibelle Starr, aka Brigit. It was the poster we’d seen at the bar. 

			Jasper moved the Wanted poster around till he could read the words. “Horse thieves and cattle rustlers?” He looked from us to the page and back again. And whistled. “Look at that reward. Cowboy couldn’t make that much in a lifetime of round-ups.”

			The reward had increased from two hundred and fifty dollars to four hundred and fifty. Not so much in our time but a fortune here. Would Jasper be tempted to turn us in? He went quiet as he studied the page.

			“A couple of dangerous characters here,” he said. “And that money’s going to draw out bounty hunters like salt draws poison from a wound.”

			“But what are these posters doing out here,” I began, peering into the darkness, “where we really couldn’t be more in the middle of nowhere?” 

			“Someone must have dropped them,” Riley said.

			“And they’ve been rollin’ around like tumbleweeds ever since?” Ruby frowned and shook her head, not buying it.

			Jasper hared off into the darkness, returning a few minutes later. “No sign of anyone far as I can see.”

			At the end of our shift, a surprise awaited us at camp. Bartholomew Dodds was on his knees, hands behind his head. Billy held a gun to his temple as the crew stood scowling at him.

			“Found him creeping round camp,” said Billy, “looking to steal our food and horses and murder us in our sleep.”

			Butch barrelled into the camp, screeching. “He’s got five unmarked dogies there penned up over.”

			“Cattle rustler,” Earl said.

			“I wasn’t stealing those dogies, I was returning ’em to you,” said Bart. “I was out riding on the range—” 

			“In the middle of the night?” said Ben.

			“—when I came upon the cows. I was fixing to return ’em to you, safe and sound.”

			“Well, ain’t you the good Samaritan?” Delilah kicked him hard in the side.

			“And why would you go to all that trouble for us?” asked Earl.

			“I’m looking for work as a cowboy,” said Bart.

			He looked over and spotted Riley, Ruby and me. 

			“Look, there’s Miss Madison and Riley. They’ll tell you. I’m your friend,” he said. “I ain’t no cattle rustler.”

			Was he our friend? Or had he intended to steal those cows and murder us all? 

			“You know him?” asked Earl.

			“Yeah, that’s Bartholomew Dodds,” I said.

			“Do you vouchsafe for him?” asked Billy.

			That was a different question. We knew him, but could we trust him?

			“Yeah, you can trust him,” said Riley.

			I wouldn’t have gone that far. Not to actual trust. Bart gave a twisted smile and nodded. 

			“You need another man on the job, boss?” Bart asked Earl, the tip of his tongue darting in and out, like a lizard’s.

			Earl hesitated. Something about Bart did not sit well with him. He looked over at us, eyebrows raised. We nodded. 

			“I reckon you’re hired, son,” he said. “But next time you get it in your head to do a spot of thievin’, look up into the trees we pass and you’ll see your future right there.”

			Bart got himself settled, grinning at us. “Told you I’d catch you up, didn’t I?” 

			Chapter 23[image: ]

			“Get up, boys, get up!” Clang! Clang! Clang! “And hear the little birdies singing in the new day.” Clang! Clang! Clang! Delilah hit a pan with a large metal spoon. “Get up or I’ll throw your breakfast to the crows and pie-eyed warblers to eat up.”

			I felt like I’d been asleep for only about twenty minutes when this racket began—the traditional morning call.

			Waking to the worst muscle ache imaginable—in my thighs, my butt, my arms—I stretched, groaned, pulled on my boots and hat. I rolled up my bed and threw it onto the back of the chuck wagon with the others. All before I’d noticed it was still dark. 

			“What time is it?” I asked Riley, whose hair seemed more tangled than usual.

			A quick glance at the sky and he said: “About three in the morning.” 

			3am? What sort of time was that to get up?

			We waited for black coffee and a plate of—what else?—bacon, beans and biscuits. I wasn’t hungry, but it would be a while before we got any more food, so I sat down with my plate next to Riley.

			“How’s the time machine?” I whispered.

			“There was a full moon last night, so it got a good store of energy. Power’s back up to seventy-four per cent now.”

			“Is that enough?” To jump to St Louis and the Belle Dame to rescue Lauren?

			“I’d feel better if it was a hundred per cent. Won’t be long now. Four, five days, with full-ish moons,” he said.

			Four days till we could see Gran and resume the search for Lauren. I hoped they’d be okay in the meantime.

			“Where do you think those Wanted posters came from last night?” I whispered. “Do you think Bart dropped them while he was stealing those cows?”

			“You think he was stealing them?” asked Riley.

			“Well, they didn’t rope themselves into that corral,” I said. “And there was no-one else around for miles.”

			“Bart must have dropped those pages,” he said. “Because who else could it be, out here, miles from anywhere?”

			Who else indeed? Like clowns in a fairground game, our heads moved back and forth watching the round-up crew eating breakfast. We didn’t say it, but I reckoned we were both thinking it. Could one of the round-up crew have dropped the posters? Was one of our fellow cowboys planning to turn us in for the reward?

			Ruby sat near us, her plate balanced on her knees. “Ben and I have got the back end of the herd today,” she grumped. “You up front again, Riley?”

			“No, Earl left early to scout for water. Billy’s taking the lead. I’m going with Bart on the side.”

			“See what you can find out about those posters,” I whispered. 

			Riley nodded and went off.

			My gaze drifted over to the bucket beside the chuck wagon where Jasper splashed water on his face and hair. As he threw his head back, the droplets rained down on Butch, sitting nearby. Butch put his palm out and lifted his eyes heavenward. 

			“Rain, I felt some rain!” he shouted.

			Jasper chuckled and Delilah shook her head. “Butch, how close did that bullet get to your brain?” she asked.

			I couldn’t eat second helpings this morning but got another splash of coffee to shake off the sleep. As I went to sit on a rock beside Ruby, Jasper’s voice came from behind: “Freeze, Madison.”

			I froze. That cold tone would freeze anyone. There was that ominous double click of a gun being primed. I raised my arms. Oh no! Jasper had decided to sell us out for the reward money after all.

			Bang. The gunshot was deafening. But I didn’t feel any pain. Turning, I saw Jasper pull a large knife from his belt and use it scoop up the rattlesnake he’d shot. The one I’d been about to sit on! 

			“You gonna skin that rattler for a hatband?” Ben asked Jasper. 

			I didn’t hear the reply. Everything around me was white noise for the moment with a high-pitched note over the top. 

			“You look a little peaky, honey,” Ruby said. “You okay?”

			I was pretty far from okay. But at least now I was awake.

			Sometime in the next hour, the sun peeped over the horizon. And, as if an invisible hand drew back a curtain, the wide valley and its sea of brown cattle were painted in golden tones. Ahead of us were rocks, dry earth, scrub, some yellowing grass patches with dark hills in the distance. 

			It was cool when we started riding, but by mid-morning it was getting hot again. I opened the canteen on my belt, tilted my head back and shook it. Only a few drops of water left. I hoped we’d find a spring or water source soon to fill up again.

			“You thirsty?” Jasper asked. “Suck on this!” He threw something small and hard to me—a bullet. “Suckin’ on a bullet takes the edge off.” 

			I put it in my pocket for later, if things got really bad. Everyone on the round-up must have been feeling the same. Even the cows. Especially as we seemed to be driving them harder than normal. Jasper said this was because the grasses here were not as nutritious as further along the trail. The sooner the cows got the richer food, the better.

			“Do you think we’ll find water today?” I asked.

			“I hope so,” he said. “Three or four days without water, a cow can go blind.”

			Blind? Seriously? 

			“Just keep your eye open for swallows,” he went on. “You see any flying by with mud to build their nest, you go back the way they came. Sure as snakebites on the butt don’t tickle, you’ll find water.”

			Follow the swallow. Pretty clever. Jasper seemed to know an awful lot about cowboying for someone so young. 

			“How old are you, Jasper?” I asked. 

			“I’ll be nineteen pretty soon,” he said. “Well, in fourteen months or so.”

			So he was seventeen. 

			“I want to thank you for what you did earlier, killing that snake,” I said.

			“You’d have done the same for me,” he said. “Now I want to ask you a question. You vouched for the good character of Bartholomew Dodds last night. Where’d you cross paths with him?”

			Jail, then at the gallows where we were about to be hanged, then at the outlaw hideout...none of which would sound good in the retelling. 

			“You ask a lot of questions,” I said. “What about the cowboy code?”

			He snorted. “This information is material to my wellbeing, so I’m entitled to ask.”

			“How long did you say you went to school? That’s some fancy words there, cowboy.” 

			A muscle on the side of his right cheek clenched. “Just answer the question.”

			“We met him in a town called Temperance.” 

			“What makes you think you can trust him?”

			“He saved our lives once,” I said, “when we fell in the way of some bad people.”

			“So you owe him a favour, I see that. But you don’t know much about him, do you? Could be he saved your life once so he could take it later at a time more convenient to him.”

			After dropping that conversational grenade, Jasper tore off after a young calf, leaving me jittery and suspicious. My eyes followed him, his long hair flying loose, his eyes the colour of Anzac biscuits, just baked. He looked up and gave me a lazy smile, full of confidence, like a rock star gracing a fan in the first row.

			I felt my face warm up again. Hold it together, Maddy. This crush was crazy and all one-sided—mine. And anyway, time travel and romance don’t mix. Hadn’t I learnt that the hard way?

			Across the flow of Texas longhorns, I glimpsed Riley looking my way. I couldn’t see his expression but I sensed some kind of bad vibe in the way he yanked his horse’s reins and turned away. Had he seen me watching Jasper? Could he be...jealous?
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			Sometime after lunch, we found a waterhole where the cows and humans could drink. Wading in up to my knees, I guzzled handfuls of the divine stuff then splashed my face and shirt and filled my canteen and vowed to stop drinking like such a Sydney girl, as if we had an unending supply.

			In the late afternoon, we came upon a creek, quite wide and filled with red-brown muddy water. It looked calm enough except for a fast-flowing channel through the centre. Earl and Billy had scouted it out and briefed us all on keeping a tight control on the herd as we crossed.

			Earl and Billy crossed first, staying on their horses even through the deep water, emerging on the opposite bank. Earl continued ahead but Billy waited at the water’s edge to urge the rest of us across.

			As soon as the cattle saw the water, they sped up. The earth rumbled with the pounding of their hooves. They barrelled straight into the creek, following the leader. Then mooed, twice as long, twice as loud—doing the cow version of “Ooh, it’s cold!”, I suppose—but shut their mouths when the water became deep, kicking forward, only their horns and the tip of their noses visible. It was like watching big dogs paddling.

			Things were going okay until the bovine mass stalled in the centre and began swimming in circles. A few of the cows must have been spooked and tried to go back the way they came. But as the cows at the rear pushed forward and plunged in, joining the swirling mass, things looked decidedly dodgy.

			I pulled my horse up on the bank to wait till it was sorted.

			“Stay there,” said Jasper. 

			He rode into the creek to the side of the mass and called out: “Get on there, dogies!”

			When he was close enough, he jumped onto the nearest cow’s back, standing up and walking unsteadily across the mass of clumped cows as if they were stones in a pond. He wobbled once and fell, straight onto more backs—luckily not onto those lethal horns—then got up again and dragged himself over to the biggest steer of the bunch. Wrenching the big guy by the horns, he turned him around with brute force to face the other side. Then he hit the cow’s rump and shouted: “Show ’em the way, boy! Get on there!”

			The steer surged across the water, lurching out onto the far bank, a waterfall of droplets cascading off his haunches. The others followed.

			Billy fired a few shots into the air to keep things moving. “Ho, cattle, ho, ho cattle.” The animals headed into the water, cow-paddled in a straight line through the fast-flowing centre to the other side. Crisis avoided. 

			Jasper held his horse back over the other side to make sure it all went smoothly. He caught my eye, giving me the smuggest of grins. Once again, it appeared the girl cows had needed a male to show them the way. I tilted my head in a So what? sneer, but I couldn’t help grinning. 

			With that silly smile stuck on my face like a burst bubblegum bubble, I locked eyes with Riley coming up on my side, his expression sullen. He kept riding his horse into the river. When he was in deep water, he leaned over and grabbed the horns of the nearest cow and hauled himself onto its back, the way Jasper had done. Only it wasn’t the same. Riley wasn’t as good at this and the cows were no longer wedged together in the centre but moving quite fast across the flow. I watched, in horror, as he stumbled and grabbed at a cow’s horn to right himself. But before he’d secured a hold, the creature shook its head, he lost his grip and tumbled into the water in the space between the cows. Instantly, the creatures slid together, closing the gap, shutting off Riley’s route back up to air and safety. And that’s where they stayed—pressed together and pushing forward like a giant many-backed mythological beast, leaving no space for my friend to bob up again.

			“Riley!” I screamed.

			For ten seconds, twenty...fifty...I waited, barely breathing, for a sight of my friend’s head rising up from the muddy water. If he was still stuck under there, he’d never survive the thrashing hooves, the lack of air.

			Bart rode up beside me and stared open-mouthed at the spot where my friend had vanished. Our eyes met in mutual dread.

			“Get on there! Go! Go!” I launched my horse into the murky red current.

			“No, Madison!” Bart screamed behind me.

			I pushed on into the water, my horse and I swimming alongside the cows. When I got close enough, I planned to dive down to find Riley and drag him back up. I lined myself up with the cows, muscles clenched as I waited for the right moment, when—

			“No, Maddy!”

			I looked back. There was Riley—fifty yards behind me, on foot, on the side of the creek where I’d just come from. He was dripping wet and approaching the creek as if he’d only just arrived. But how did he get back there?

			Bart saw him too, then looked ahead at the cows in the water and back at Riley, his eyes and mouth forming perfect circles. There was no time for questions, though. We had to keep going and keep up.

			I continued across the water on my horse. Riley waded in after me, swimming over. His horse was waiting on the other side when he got out.

			Bart pulled up onto the bank behind us, looking more than a little freaked out. However, being a strict observer of the cowboy code—or at least the first rule—he didn’t ask questions about the miracle he’d just witnessed. Though I did see him shooting fearful glances at my friend for the rest of the day.

			As soon as we’d got all the cows rounded up and on track, I rode up with Riley to get the whole story.

			“Why did you do that?” I demanded. If it were any other guy, I’d have said he was trying to show off and prove something. But not Riley? “What were you thinking?” 

			“I don’t know.” Riley looked out at the landscape, the sky, anywhere but at me.

			“You don’t know? Well, it was stupid!” I never thought I’d have to use that word with him. “I thought I’d lost you.”

			As I began to ride away, he called: “Would you care if you had?” Though it was less a question, more an accusation.

			“Of course.” I rode back, my face screwed up in a how-could-such-a-clever-person-ask-such-a-dumb-question way. “You know I would.”

			“Because you’d never get home again, I suppose?”

			“Yes. And...you’re my friend, Riley. I wouldn’t want to lose you even if we weren’t time travelling.”

			“Friend,” he said, in a “whatev” kind of way. “What about Jasper? Is he your friend too?”

			I didn’t answer, just shook my head at him. I’d done that headshake with a lot of guys before. Never with Riley. 

			At the end of the day, I got the whole story. Apparently, he’d created a Space Jump button on his new machine, which kept you in the same period—no time travel involved—dematerialising and rematerialising you fifty yards back in space from where you’d come, like hitting a rewind button. As he struggled underwater, one of the cows’ hooves had hit the button on his chest and there was just enough power in the machine for the manoeuvre.

			That was the good news. The bad news was that the jump had sucked up almost all of the machine’s accrued energy, putting our exit by time machine back another four days or so.

			Another four days in the saddle! Oh well, I’d just have to put up with it. I looked over at Jasper, helping Delilah apply “salve” or cream to some cows injured during the creek crossing. His hair on the right side was pushed behind his ear and he was laughing at some joke between the two of them.

			As if sensing my stare, his head snapped my way and the liquid fire in his eyes seemed to melt every part of me. Uh-oh. I was in trouble. I smiled shyly back, heart racing, but then I noticed his eyeline was a tad off. I turned and behind me was Ruby. It was her he was smiling at, not me. How embarrassing!

			However, she hadn’t noticed him; she was looking at Riley’s face, as if memorising every detail. Riley didn’t see that either. His head was turned my way, the corners of his mouth drooping.

			It wasn’t just me in trouble. We all were.

			Not everyone survived the creek crossing. A couple of cows were trampled underfoot by the herd. That was the sad news. The good news was that now we could have something special for dinner—sonofabitch stew, Delilah called it. It contained all parts of the cow: heart, liver, stomach, tongue. Delilah cooked it with herbs and biscuits left over from lunch. I might have liked it more if I hadn’t known what was in it. I forced some down. The rest ate their food in silence with a kind of religious reverence as the guys put away double and triple portions.

			“Let the cow’s death not be in vain,” said Delilah.

			“Amen to that,” they echoed.
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			Riley’s prediction of four days to recharge the time machine turned to ten. Every morning, he’d say we’d be leaving that night. But the power level crawled towards a hundred per cent.

			“The bullet damaged the power storage,” he said. “I can’t do more than a temporary fix while we’re out here.” 

			“Does that mean it will never have enough power to blast off?”

			“No. It will just take longer than I’d hoped.”

			The days passed with hypnotic rhythm as the herd moved through majestic panoramas full of undulating grasses, beneath huge skies, past cactuses twisted like modern art, red rock hills. We saw buffaloes, prairie dogs, a couple of coyotes, and a wolf hovering at the edge of the herd. Ben went after it, gun primed to stop it getting any of our “dogies”, but came back empty-handed. 

			There were good days—with a fresh water supply nearby—and bad, where it seemed dustier inside my mouth than out. I would never again take for granted the water that flowed from modern taps at the flick of a wrist. 

			 For two days, we followed the winding path of a river. During that time, we even managed to take a bath. One evening was allocated to cowboys, the next to cowgirls.

			 Delilah didn’t want a bath. “All that water just ain’t natural.”

			So Ruby and I went together. We stripped down completely. I hid my skimpy Sydney underwear in my rolled-up trousers. Ruby had some neck to knees cream-coloured nightmare on—I didn’t look too closely. We launched ourselves into the freezing river, screeching and splashing water up so it rained down upon us again, catching the light like drops of sunlight. It felt so good to be cool and clean for the first time since arriving in the West.

			“I could get used to this,” said Ruby, splashing around the waterhole.

			“Having a bath every day?”

			“Every couple of weeks or so,” she said. “Course, that depends on being in a position to take time away from the saloon.”

			“How’d you end up at the Sunset Saloon, anyway?”

			Ruby suddenly went still. I half expected her to tell me to mind my own business. But she took a breath and continued.

			“Ma, Pa and me, we came to the West when I was twelve,” she said. “Pa was looking to make his fortune at one of the towns that’d had a big gold strike a few weeks earlier. He’d been fixin’ to come alone and send for us when he had enough money for us to live like real ladies.” She smiled into the distance, imagining the joy of being so fine. “But we didn’t want to be separated from him, so Ma and I came with him. 

			“We hadn’t even reached the gold town before our stagecoach was robbed. Bandits shot the horse and driver. The stagecoach turned over. 

			“Ma and Pa were both hurt so bad they couldn’t run away when those bandits came to see what they could steal.” Ruby struggled to get the next sentence out. “I heard Pa pleadin’ for their lives, Ma was cryin’, then...they shot ’em, up real close and personal, and took everything we owned.” 

			I gasped. How awful! Ruby took a deep breath and exhaled slowly. “I was under the coach’s broken wheel. And that’s where I stayed for two days, too afraid to move in case they shot me too. Someone found me and took me to Annie at the Sunset Saloon. She’s been taking care of me ever since.”

			“Oh, Ruby, I’m so sorry,” I said. 

			“Yeah, me too. But you cry your tears, pick up your hat and keep going. That’s the way of the West.”

			She was one tough girl. If I lost both my parents, I couldn’t imagine picking up myself or my hat ever again. 

			A few days later, Riley took me aside after dinner for a chat. “The time machine’s ready now,” he said. “We can leave tomorrow morning, if you like.”

			That was great news. Sort of. My eyes found Jasper by the chuck wagon, laughing in that deep-throated way he had, with Delilah and Butch.

			“You are happy about leaving, aren’t you?” asked Riley.

			“Of course. Why wouldn’t I be?” 

			He didn’t reply. 

			“What about Ruby?” I asked him.

			“What about her?”

			“You know she likes you.” 

			It was so obvious not even Riley could have missed it. And he’d played up to her at times, I knew. Perhaps to make me jealous? 

			“She came on the run with us,” I said. “I don’t feel happy about abandoning her.”

			“What choice do we have?” he said. “Do you want to tell her about the time machine? Take her with us?”

			Of course, we couldn’t.

			“So, we leave in the early hours and set our course for St Louis?” Riley said. “I don’t think we’ll have any trouble finding the boat from the poster with the high-stakes poker game.”

			“We should go to Temperance first and pick up Gran,” I said.

			“If she’s still there? Things could have got dicey after we ran off that night,” Riley said. “She and Gus helped with the escape. And everyone knew she’d won all that money.”

			I hated to think of my Gran in danger or being in the sights of Deputy Sheriff In-Zane Cooper. But then I remembered, when she first heard we were going to the Wild West, she wanted to go onto one of the boats on the Mississippi to play in one of the big-stakes poker games.

			“I bet she’s making her way there already.” My Gran was smart and may well have seen those leaflets circulating about Brigit’s boat and the big game and figured it all out. “Still, let’s stop in at Temperance first, just in case.”

			Riley nodded.

			“So...this is our last night on the round-up?” I said. 

			Riley nodded. 

			Tomorrow we’d be off to the Belle Dame steamer to see my friend. And my enemy.

			After dinner, we had an impromptu concert under the stars, which seemed an appropriate farewell. Billy got out his fiddle and Jasper, his banjo. They played country and western music and I guess they were pretty good, if you liked that sort of thing. Which I didn’t. 

			Butch and Delilah did some kind of barn dancing to the song, which had Delilah giggling and blushing like a teenager. As he smiled back at her, Butch looked a tad more handsome than normal in a Frankenstein-esque way. Was romance blossoming between the wrangler and the cook? Did that mean Butch had finally figured out she was a girl?

			When Earl tried to cut in to dance with Delilah, Butch said: “Sorry, boss. But I ain’t planning on giving up the only feeemale partner here.”

			Everyone turned to Ruby and me. We shrugged. To him, we’d always be just two more dirt-ridden cowboys on the range. 

			I endured the ridiculous country songs, including one about licking your horse’s saddle when you were short on salt (I thought I’d seen Butch do that a few times, actually) for as long as I could. 

			“Enough with the country and western. Don’t you play any real music?”

			“Real music?” Ben frowned. “It don’t come no realer than this, cupcake.”

			“Do you know any rock? Soul? Pop? Jazz?” 

			Blank looks all around. Oops. None of these music styles had been invented yet. I’d have to give them a taste of the future. But what would they go for? I looked up at the sky, at all the stars twinkling down on us. So I sang The Stars Burn Bright In Your Eyes, a romantic ballad and one of my choir master’s favourites.

			Delilah and Butch swayed in each other’s arms, whispering together. It was sort of sweet but, at their age, mostly gross. Midway through the song, Jasper and Billy took up their instruments and joined in. Between the banjo’s twanging and Billy’s fast bowing, they managed to turn it into another elbows-flapping farm dance.

			Still, it was a fun evening. Two weeks into the round-up, nothing too terrible had happened. And we’d all bonded. So much so, I was sad to be going. But that was time travel for you. You came, you went and never looked back. We knew that going in.

			Riley and I danced with the others, which was not so bad for me, but him and Earl dancing together was something to see. The cowboys bounded around with surprising energy after such a tiring day.

			“Go on, boy, dance with your sister!” Ben thrust me into Riley’s arms. 

			We both felt strange. My hand in his felt clammy, though I didn’t want to move it.

			“What do you suppose Lauren’s doing at the moment?” I said to break the weird vibe around us.

			“I don’t know. But I think she’s safe. Whatever Brigit’s planning, she wants you there to see it. I don’t think she’d hurt Lauren...till then.”

			I felt myself drifting towards him, so close his breath tickled my cheeks. Now I became conscious of my breathing, which seemed embarrassingly loud. When he gently moved a strand of hair away from my right eye, I forgot what I was about to say.

			“How’s about handing your brother over to me for a while?” Ruby stepped forward to seize his hand. “Promise I’ll give him back.” 

			I stepped back, smiling. Riley’s eyes held mine for a touch longer before turning to Ruby. The two of them bounded energetically in the silvery light. Music and laughter rang out across the plain, blending with the cows’ mooing. 

			From his position playing the banjo on the rock, Jasper watched Ruby, who couldn’t take her eyes off Riley, who kept darting glances at me. I didn’t know who to look at—Jasper, with his wild confidence, or Riley, with something else. 

			Ahhh. It was way too complicated. Time to hit the bedroll!
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			I had the strangest dream. Of the underside of boots, criss-crossed with scratches and tiny stones embedded in the heel, hovering just above my face. And Brigit, looking down at me, her blonde hair loose, with the moon sneaking out of the right side of her cowboy hat. Lauren was there, too, in the background, looking serious.

			As Delilah gave her morning greeting—“Get up now, or I’m throwing the breakfast out for the ants, see if I don’t!”—I sat up and scratched my head. Or was it a dream?

			I looked over at Riley, sitting up, patting his chest, peering down his shirt, feeling round his back. He pulled on his boots and hurried over. 

			“I don’t know how it happened, but the time machine’s gone,” he whispered.

			OMG! It wasn’t a dream.

			“I know who took it,” I said. “It was Brigit. I must have been half-asleep, but I remember seeing her. And Lauren too.”

			Which was confusing. Why didn’t my best buddy try to stop her or say hi to me when she was so close? Maybe Brigit threatened her. Yes, that had to be it. Brigit must have told her that if she spoke to me, there’d be trouble.

			I had this sinking feeling as if everything inside of me—liver, lungs, kidneys—was sliding down to my feet. I’d only had that feeling three times in my life before. The first was in year nine when our history teacher asked us to hand in our history assignment—“which will make up twenty per cent of your overall mark”—and I didn’t even know we had one! The other times were both when the time machine went missing—in Ancient Egypt and medieval England.

			So, here we were again.

			“How did she find us way out here?” I asked.

			Riley shook his head. But there was something in his look, something he wasn’t saying. I had to wait till after breakfast to get it out of him.

			“Riley. How did she find us?” 

			“It could have been the space jump,” he said. “It may have caused an energy surge that might have revealed where we were if you had some kind of time tracker. But I don’t see how she would have one.” He began full-on lip yoga, lips twisting side to side, a deep divot forming between his eyebrows as he tried to figure it out.

			Ahhh! This was just great! Riley’s rivalry with Jasper had led not just to his own near death but to our enemy finding us and stealing our time machine. I was so furious with him, I had to walk away. I didn’t trust myself to speak. 

			Today, I was on the side of the herd with Jasper, whose cowboy charm was wasted on me. My mind kept drifting home, recalling all that I missed. Like my house, school—who’d have thought I’d miss that?— choir, the comfy sofa I sat in at night, Mum and Dad, my friends. And Gran. Not necessarily in that order. As the list grew, moisture crept out of the corners of my eyes. I wiped the tears away over and over. 

			Jasper kept looking back, confused, till I called out: “Dust in my eyes.”

			I told myself there was nothing to worry about. Peterson was still around. We could get a lift home in his machine. Provided we could find him. So we were in a much better position than usual when we lost our ride. We’d have to stay on the round-up for the time being. But there was no way I’d let Brigit keep Riley’s machine. I’d get it back and my friend Lauren too. If it was the last thing I did.

			We’d just finished lunch and were heading out for the afternoon ride when I noticed something colourful amidst the grey rubble of a hill nearby. “Riley, Ruby,” I said, “what’s that? Over there?”

			Ruby squinted: “Looks like a bunch of dirty clothes.”

			“A human-sized bunch,” Riley said. 

			“Jasper, back in a moment,” I called.

			We climbed down off our horses and jogged across the dry ground, then clambered up the rocky incline. Halfway up, I heard buzzing and saw flies swirling around a man who was unconscious or worse. Ruby and I were a few steps away when we noticed his open, unblinking eyes and the suspicious brown stain on his chest.

			“I think he’s dead,” I said.

			“Oh, the poor fella,” Ruby said.

			Riley pulled his scarf over his nose and went right up to the guy. He’d done some summer holiday courses at a Sydney medical school and since then, he’d been like a walking crime scene investigation. He rolled the guy onto his back and, with some effort, pushed his arms and legs down flat. 

			“Rigor mortis has not fully set in,” he said. 

			“Rigor what?” Ruby asked, her eyes horror-film wide. 

			“I would estimate he was killed about four to five hours ago.”

			“I think I’ll, err, go and help, err...” Ruby took off.

			I pulled my scarf over my nose and ventured closer. But not too close.

			“Cause of death?” Riley put his finger through a clean hole in the guy’s shirt. 

			“Can I take a stab at that?” I asked. “Err, gunshot wound?” 

			Riley didn’t reply. When he’d finished studying the shirt, he pushed the guy’s head back and studied his neck, also brown and sticky with blood. Then he began prodding the mangled skin with his fingers.

			“Riley, what are you doing?” My bean lunch was threatening to make a comeback and I hadn’t enjoyed it that much the first time around. 

			“The gunshots didn’t kill him. There wasn’t enough blood from the wound site. The flow had already been arrested by the cessation of the heart pumping shortly before.”

			“Say what?”

			“He was shot after his heart stopped pumping,” Riley said.

			“Why would you shoot someone who was already dead?”

			“Maybe because you wanted to distract from the real cause of death. A stab wound to the neck,” he said. “Want to see?”

			“No, thanks.” I turned away. 

			“The knife that made this wound was no ordinary cowboy knife,” said Riley. “It was a really thin, sharp blade. Like a dagger.”

			We’d been down this road before. “A dagger, you mean like...?”

			He nodded. “Like the one Brigit used on Lord Hugo.”

			So Brigit had killed this guy? That made sense. She’d been at our camp to steal the time machine. She could easily have passed this way. Did she bump into him on the range and murder him, just to keep her hand in? Or was he behind her, maybe following her, when she ambushed him?

			“There’s more,” said Riley. “Look at this.” 

			I crept closer, closing one eye, trying not to see anything too gross. He showed me the label on the back of the guy’s checked shirt. It was from Jacaranda, a well-known Aussie store. 

			“He bought the shirt in Jacaranda?” I said. “I’m guessing there’s no Jacaranda stores around here.”

			“Not for quite some time yet.”

			“So...he was a time traveller, too?” My casual delivery was no indication of how my mind blew apart in my skull. Other people were time travelling now? Given the harm it could do, this was bad news. Seriously bad.

			“But who is he? How did he find out about time travel?” I asked.

			Riley checked the dead guy’s pockets and looked around the ground near him, but there was no wallet, no clue at all as to his identity. He noticed a badge on the guy’s collar—the letter R in a dark metal. “Maybe his name was Robert or Richard,” he said.

			“And how many guys do you know that wear a badge with their first initial?”

			Riley unclipped it and turned it over, then held it up to the light as we walked back to the others. “I wonder what he was doing out here in the middle of nowhere.” 

			“It’s not really the middle of nowhere, is it?” I said. “It’s a morning’s ride from where we were—two other time travellers. Is that a coincidence?”

			I didn’t believe in coincidence.
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			The next week passed in a blur of beans, cow butts, dust clouds and heat hazes. We moved through a landscape of dry earth, red canyons and scrub to one with cooler temperatures, long grasses and wild sunflowers.Riley and I discussed the dead guy whenever we could, but every answer we came up with only raised more questions. Was he out here chasing us or Brigit? If so, how had he found us? And why? Riley said the “R” clip was made of some kind of titanium, the same material as the time machine. Was that significant?

			I couldn’t stop thinking about how Brigit had murdered the guy around the time she’d stolen our time machine. She came into our camp and stood over me as I lay, helpless, on the ground. How she must have longed to thrust her dagger into my throat. What had stopped her? Lauren, probably. Though it could have been a dangerous moment for my friend. I hated the thought of Lauren witnessing Brigit’s violent acts or being a victim of them. I was more impatient than ever to find my friend, collect Gran and go home. For now, though, all Riley and I could do was plod along with the cows, keeping our eyes open and hopes up. 

			By about day twenty-four of the round-up, Jasper said we were heading into the state of Kansas—a new state, barely ten years old. Everyone on the crew was excited as we rode into a town after lunch for an afternoon and evening off. Even Riley and I, worried as we were about Lauren and the missing time machine, were glad of a break from the great outdoors.

			The town was called Hope’s End. It was a little bigger than the other towns we’d visited. A hill rose up behind the wooden buildings on the main street, with a cluster of wooden crosses on top. I suppose that really was where Hope Ended for some. 

			 Among the two dozen or so shops lining the street was a saloon called The Quick and the Dead. We all agreed to meet there after taking care of personal business. 

			Ben, who’d been kicked in the mouth by a longhorn, went to see someone about a broken tooth. I thought he meant a dentist but, no, he visited a blacksmith who loaded him up with whisky, then gripped the offending tooth with some long black pliers—ones he used to make horseshoes—placed his dirty boot in the middle of Ben’s chest and yanked.

			 We heard Ben’s screams all the way at the other end of town, in the cowboy supply shop, where Ruby, Riley and I were buying leather coats we’d need for the cold Kansas nights ahead. We spent most of the money we had left on them.

			After that, we joined the crew in the saloon—except for Delilah and Butch, who’d stayed to guard the chuck wagon. I wasn’t sure what had happened to our “friend” Bart; he’d disappeared in town and no one seemed too bothered about it. 

			The Quick and the Dead was neat and plain with a long, smooth bar of dark wood, which the barman polished obsessively. The room was L-shaped, with drinkers in the large area at the front and card players down the side. A giant painting of a woman lolling on a red velvet sofa added a much-needed splash of colour to the room.

			It was mid-afternoon and the bar was already busy. Billy and Earl were two drinks down, rosy-cheeked and relaxed. Ben was catching up fast, while moaning and fiddling with the empty tooth socket. 

			Jasper declined the shots of throat-burning alcohol and sipped a glass of watered down beer. “My pappy always said I should keep a clear head while everyone around me loses theirs.” 

			I scanned the room and the cackling, spitting, dentally challenged Yeti-lookalikes around the bar. Yep, these folk were well on their way to losing their heads—metaphorically speaking. Though one or two more drinks and disappointing card hands, some might lose them literally as well.

			“Your pappy sounds like a smart man,” I replied. “What did you say he did for work again?” 

			“Oh, you know,” said Jasper. “This and that.” 

			Uh-huh. As clear as a cowboy’s bath water.

			We ordered three drinks for ourselves and sipped them slowly as we perused our surroundings. The first thing I noticed were the Wanted posters with my face and Riley’s on the walls. The reward had gone up to five hundred and fifty dollars but, thankfully, it still said we had to be taken ALIVE.

			The second thing was that there were a lot of loners at the bar, striking up conversations with anyone who passed, their eyes twitching to the swing doors when anyone new entered. 

			Riley and I offered to fetch the next round of drinks for our gang and approached the bar, hats dipped low so as not to be recognised. 

			As the barman took our order, I said in my deepest voice: “There seem to be a lot of cowboys on their lonesome. Are any of them looking to join a round-up?” We weren’t really recruiting. I wanted to confirm something I suspected—or rather, feared.

			The barman, a friendly man with cheeks veined like a treasure map, leaned forward to whisper: “They’re bounty hunters on the trail of some desperadoes. Horse and cattle thieves. You can see their picture right up there on them posters.” 

			Meaning us. 

			Serious and quiet, we carried the drinks to the table. 

			“Who’s putting this bounty on you?” Ruby asked.

			“I don’t know,” I said. Though of course I suspected Brigit. Then again, if she really wanted to kill me, she could have done it that night in camp. 

			Jasper vanished for an hour and returned looking scrubbed and fresh, his hair glossy and bouncy in a new brown-striped shirt that totally suited him. He winked at me as he slid into the seat beside Ruby. The puppy dog eyes he made at her, though, earned him only the briefest attention before her gaze boomeranged back to Riley. 

			“A couple of fellas have enquired of me whether I’ve seen the male and female in that poster around about town,” Jasper whispered.

			“What did you tell them?” I asked, breathless (and not just because of the danger—his hair even smelled good).

			“Just that I ain’t seen nothing but smelly cowboys for the past month and if I did see a pretty lady like that there in the picture, I’d keep her all to myself.”

			I struggled not to blush. “Just you and two thousand cows,” I said. “Hey, I’d like a bath, too. Where do we get one?”

			Jasper leaned forward, eyes roving the bar, and whispered: “At this point, a bit of dirt and distance from other folk might not be a bad thing for you and Riley.”

			By the time it turned dark, the saloon was packed. And loud. 

			We ate dinner—a plate of beef stew, which made a change from beans. We’d already hit the dirt twice as things got heated at the card tables when the barman curled his index finger at me, inviting me for a chat.

			With my hat pulled so low over my face I could see only my boots, I went over.

			“Just thought I’d tell you, as you were interested earlier,” he said, “that Michael Milligan passed through here yesterday.”

			“Michael Milligan?”

			“You must be new to Kansas if you don’t know him,” he said. “Milligan is only the most feared Pinkerton around. He’s on the trail of these two.” He pointed to our poster. “Between you and me, he’s had information they’re somewhere in the area. So keep your eyes open.”

			“Will do!” I said, heading back to the table on wobbly legs.

			“Bad news, Riley.” I told him what I’d heard.

			“A Pinkerton, you say?” said Ruby. “That’s not good.”

			“What’s a Pinkerton?” I asked.

			“It’s a private detective agency,” said Riley. “The largest private law enforcement organisation in the world.”

			“And one of them’s after us?” 

			“If the reward’s big enough to tempt a Pinkerton,” said Ruby, “I wonder how many bounty hunters are fixing to go after it too.”

			Scanning the room now, I viewed everyone as a threat. From the horse-faced man braying and smacking the bar when he found something funny to the uber-cool card player sitting rock still at the busiest gaming table. They all seemed to glance our way, eyes loaded with menace.

			“Do you feel like some air, Riley?” I asked.

			“Sure do!” Riley popped up like toast. 

			“I’ll join you.” Ruby stood up.

			“Me too,” Jasper said.

			We pushed the doors open and escaped into the cool night air. I wish I could say things were quieter out there, but they weren’t. Drunken men galloped up and down the street, hooting and shooting into the air, making more racket than a Darling Harbour fireworks display.

			“Quiet night tonight,” said Jasper. “Usually been a murder or two by now.”

			When he saw my “What the—?” expression, he said: “Cowboys need to let off steam, go crazy once in a while.” Crazy? Psychotic more like.

			The sky was pale as the sun slid towards the horizon. We passed horses tethered to hitching posts; their sideways glances and occasional snort seemed to say, “Yeah, yeah, we’ve seen it all before”.

			The display in the window of Henry Able’s Farmer and Drover’s Supply store stopped me in my tracks. Two dead men, skin grey, in wooden coffins, had been tilted almost upright like a 3D frame. Corpse art.

			“Gross,” I said.

			“Isn’t that...?” Riley leaned closer. 

			I took a second look. OMG! We knew them!

			“Aren’t they two of the outlaws we met at Black Valley?” Ruby bit her bottom lip. “What were they called? Quick and Slick!” 

			“But the others called them the DAS—Dumb as Shit—brothers,” said Riley. 

			The pair looked much neater in death than in life. A couple of holes around the chest and a dark stain, like barbecue sauce, were the only clues as to their brutal end.

			“I wonder what happened to those other two—the Owen Brothers,” I said.

			“The Owen Brothers?” Jasper frowned. “I’ve heard of them.” 

			“What were their names again?” I said.

			“Willard and Virgil,” Riley and Ruby said together. 

			The words were still ringing in the night air when we heard the clip-clop of hooves and turned to see the self-same Willard and Virgil Owen coming towards us.
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			“Well, well, well. What have we here?” said dark-haired Virgil, climbing off his horse. 

			Willard got down too, smiling at us in that way he had—all teeth, no light in his eyes. “Ain’t you a sight for sore eyes?” He pushed his red hair behind his ear, the better to see us.

			 “It’s good to see you too, Willard, Virgil.” I struggled not to grimace. 

			“Sorry about your friends,” said Riley, glancing back at the shop window.

			“Weren’t no friends of ours,” said Virgil. I couldn’t help noticing that his dark eyes were locked on me with almost homicidal intensity. Uh-oh.

			“We’ve been looking all over for you fellas,” said Willard. 

			“You wanted to warn us about the bounty hunters, I suppose?” I said. “Being as we’re fellow outlaws and practically family and all?” I laid it on thick with a fully loaded smile at the pair of them. But Virgil wasn’t having it.

			 “What kind of family member,” he asked, “would murder one of their own? In cold blood.” 

			His gaze lasered into me.

			“Sorry, I’m not with you,” I said (wishing that were literally true). 

			“Word about town is you are The Ghost, who gunned down our little brother, Campbell,” he said. 

			“Me? A gunfighter?” I said. “No!”

			“I heard The Ghost was a real pretty girl going about the countryside dressed as a boy,” said Virgil. 

			“I’m not the only girl dressed as a boy in the West.” I could think of a few more—Ruby for starters. 

			“I knowed it was you, little girl.” Virgil leaned so close I reared back. “Campbell died in that town, Temperance, you were running from. He was a ladies’ man and you’re just the type would catch his eye. What happened? He say or do something impolite? Make eyes at another girl, make you jealous? That why you shot him?”

			“It wasn’t me,” I said. “I was in...” (Sydney, a hundred and forty years from now?) “I was nowhere near Temperance when he died.”

			To my horror, Willard sniffled and his eyes misted with tears. “We loved our baby brother. When he died, part of us died with him. The soft part. All that’s left now is the ornery part, the one that likes to kill and burps without saying no ‘pardon me’. That’s the part you have to deal with tonight.”

			Virgil and Willard primed their weapons and pointed them at me. A wave of fear strong enough to knock me off my feet washed through me. Jasper grabbed my arm, keeping me upright, as he stepped between me and the guns. 

			“You want to shoot her, you’ve got to go through me,” he said.

			They looked at each other and shrugged. 

			“Okay. Let’s see if I can shoot the two of you right through with one bullet.” Willard pulled Jasper slightly left to line us up.

			“Why would you waste the bullet when neither of them killed your brother?” said Riley. “It was me. I shot him.”

			No, no, no! Getting himself killed instead of me was not a good plan.

			As Virgil set his sights on Riley, Jasper knocked the gun away. 

			“They’re both lying,” Jasper said. “I’m The Ghost. I didn’t own to the shootings because I wanted to create mystery, you know, get people talking, trying to guess who it could be. Makes more impact when you do reveal yourself.”

			Willard and Virgil nodded. “I can see that,” said Virgil. “Yeah, I reckon he’s The Ghost.”

			“And that idea of creating a mystery, that’s real clever,” said Willard. “Mind if we try it...after we kill you?” 

			“Kill him and you’re even bigger fools than I took you for,” said Ruby. “No man would kill without claiming credit. It was me. A girl. I shot your brother. I met Campbell while I was working at the Sunset Saloon and a smellier, slimier, stupider man more in need of killing, I never saw. Till I met his two big brothers.” 

			“Oh please let her be The Ghost,” said Willard, moving his gun to Ruby. 

			“Well, I’ll be...” Virgil shook his head. “We got more confessions than I got clean underwear.” Well, du-uh! “Which one of them is telling the truth?”

			“I don’t know, brother. Better shoot ’em all to be sure.”

			They drew another gun each out of their belts and aimed at the four of us. We raised our hands and moved backwards. 

			“On the count of three,” said Virgil. “One, two...”

			“No, wait.” Willard lowered his gun. “I’m not shooting no barmaid or cowboy. That’s not going to enhance our reputation. But killing two outlaws...that’s a different story.”

			“Especially a pair with a big price on their head,” said Virgil.

			So we’d hit on the truth. They were after the reward money. 

			“You know those rewards are for bringing us in alive?” I said.

			“Really?” said Willard. “Still, such desperate criminals as you two, I reckon they’ll take you any way they can git you!” They raised their guns and squinted along the sights, lining Riley and me up for a death shot. We backed away, arms raised.

			Oh, no, this is it. 

			“I’ll be sure to tell everyone you killed them like cowards without giving them a chance to defend themselves,” said Ruby.

			Willard gave a heavy sigh and lowered his weapon. 

			“What would you have us do?” he said. 

			“You’ve got two guns each,” said Ruby. “Give ’em one of yours. Even things up. You don’t want people sayin’ you only won ’cause they were unarmed!” 

			A cruel smile cracked Willard’s face. “No shooters of your own, hey? Well, here. You can borrow ours. But be sure to give them right back afterwards, won’t you?”

			The brothers cackled like kookaburras at that. 

			So Virgil handed Riley a weapon and Willard gave me one of his. As I took it, my arm sagged. The weapon was heavier than I expected. I held it by the barrel, well away from my body, scared I might accidentally shoot myself.

			“Happy now?” Virgil asked Ruby. 

			But watching the funky way I held that gun, Ruby and Jasper looked anything but happy.

			“Before you go, Ruby, can you tell me how to use it?” I whispered.

			Ruby stared at us in horror for a full five seconds, then showed us how to pull the trigger.

			“It has a kick,” Jasper said. “Be ready for that or you could hurt your shoulder.” 

			Well, I wouldn’t want to hurt my shoulder!

			“And, err, what happens now?” Riley asked. Meaning, I suppose, was there a standard way this sort of thing went down?

			Ruby swallowed with difficulty. “Usually, you take ten paces—make ’em big as you can—then turn and shoot.” 

			Simple. But so much could go wrong. Could those guys even count to ten? What if they missed some numbers along the way? Would they follow the rules? Or turn on nine? Or eight? Or one? And if they did, would anyone care?

			“Okay.” This situation was anything but okay, but what else could I say?

			Riley gave our friends a tight nod. 

			“I, err, good luck,” said Ruby. 

			She raced into the saloon as Jasper darted off around the side. 
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			Word of the gunfight passed around town faster than cowboy lice on a hot night. We heard scuffling and doors banging as people shifted their horses away and ran into buildings. Pretty soon, the street was deserted and the windows on the saloon’s first floor were filled with big-eyed faces. Noses appeared over the swing doors and I saw movement on several roofs along the row. Everyone wanted a front-row seat for the drama—one safe from stray bullets.

			The silence filled up with tension. Even Willard sensed it. 

			“Well, folks,” he said, nervously. “Let’s give these good people a show to remember.”

			A memory of the last show I’d been in surfaced. It was a musical called Roxanne and the Pirates. I’d played a pirate and, in the final scene, Roxanne skewered me with a plastic sword to wild whooping and applause from the audience (well, mostly Dad). I feared today’s fight would end the same for Riley and me, but the thought of people being glad about our deaths was oddly upsetting.

			Riley and I went toe to toe with Willard and Virgil, then turned and strode with over-sized steps to the other end of the street. Our boots crunched loudly on the dirt road in contrast to the stillness around us. The cool breeze carried a faint smell of horse manure, gunpowder and fear. 

			I glanced over at my friend. He looked back at me, horrified. I still couldn’t believe we were here. I’d be dead before it had fully sunk in that I’d taken part in an actual gunfight in the Wild West. For two heartbeats, I considered running for it—just haring off along the dirt road. But a glance at all the eyes goggling from windows, roofs, under carts and I knew—if the Owen Brothers didn’t get us, another shooter with one of those Wanted posters would. Our only way out was to shoot our way out or be carried out in a box, like the one the DAS boys reclined in. If Brigit hadn’t stolen our time machine, we’d have had a third option for leaving. But we were out of luck.

			The brothers stopped. So we did too. There was a sweeping sound as they swivelled round to stare us down.

			“Maddy,” said Riley. “I love you.” 

			“I love you too.” I gripped the gun tightly.

			Crikey! Had he said that? Had I? Now I really wanted to survive so we could continue this conversation.

			“Drop to the ground the instant you see them move,” Riley hissed.

			A ghostly wind howled along the street. The four of us remained frozen. I vaguely registered some familiar faces peeking from the side of buildings—Billy, Earl, and Jasper, with something in his hands. 

			I waited, barely blinking, for one of the brothers’ arms or fingers to twitch and let me know they were about to fire. 

			And then...bang. Riley and I dropped like stones, letting off a shot on the way down. The weapon sure did kick back. My shoulder hurt. I wasn’t sure where my shot went. Off to the right, maybe?

			Riley’s bullet hit the gravel about five feet in front of us—a dust ghost rose from the impact. I checked myself over and looked to Riley, doing the same. Miraculously, we were in one piece. The guys had missed us completely.

			That was because, just before they fired, Jasper loosed two ropes at them, knocking their guns off target.

			“Stay back!” Virgil pointed his weapon at Jasper. “Unless you want to be coyote food by morning.”

			Jasper dropped the ropes and raised his hands and Willard strode forward and whacked him—crunch—across the skull with the gun barrel. I winced as he crumpled to the ground, unconscious. At least I hoped that was all it was.

			“Anyone else want to interfere, we’ll be happy to oblige with a gut full of lead,” Virgil shouted.

			We four met in the middle again, all a bit rattled, nodded brusquely at each other and turned to begin the count to (someone’s) death. 

			“I’ll take Virgil, you take Willard,” I whispered to Riley.

			Bang! We dropped down as the gunshot rang out. Virgil went down on one knee, clutching his stomach before toppling sideways, his mouth open as if surprised. Willard remained standing but swayed a bit, then—thwap—fell face first in the dirt.

			Riley and I exchanged disbelieving looks. 

			“Did you—?” I asked.

			“No, my bullet hit just there.” He pointed about ten feet in front of us.

			“It must have been me, then.” I must have hit the two of them?

			But, looking down at my hand, the gun barrel swung loose. I’d accidentally unlocked it and so hadn’t got a single shot off.

			“If it wasn’t us, who shot them?” Riley asked.

			The townsfolk swarmed out onto to the street, wild with curiosity and awe at the gunning down of two notorious outlaws. All talking at once, they began recounting their impressions of the fight to each other. 

			 Two men burst through the crowd—one tall and skinny with a droopy moustache, the other all meaty and squat with a face full of fuzz. They went to the Owens and kicked them over to see their faces. The tall guy spat on Willard, like it was personal. Only then did they seem to notice each other. 

			“I’m claiming the reward for those young’uns.” The long and lanky one tipped his head towards us and pointed his gun at his rival.

			“No, I am,” the other man said.

			“Maybe we can share it?” 

			“The hell we will.” 

			Then—bang, bang—the two guys fell down dead on top on the Owens.

			There was a collective gasp. “What in the name of Grandpa Jed’s dancing boots jest happened?” one man exclaimed.

			A good question. One minute, we were facing certain death by gunfighters. The next there was a pile of bodies and we were, miraculously, alive. As far as I could figure, the Owen Brothers had been killed by these two bounty hunters so they could get the reward for capturing us. And they, in turn, had killed each other. 

			We rolled the dead men over to see their faces and I recognised them as two of the loners at the bar earlier.

			Riley licked his lips, his eyes darting around the crowd. I knew he must be wondering the same as me. Were any more reward-seekers lurking in the crowd?

			Everyone had just begun to relax again, even more excited after this second killing, when a squeal of fear came from inside the saloon. Striding through the mob was another cowboy, gun brandished.

			“I’m taking you two in,” he said in a gravelly voice. “I know it says you have to be taken alive. But I have a feeling, if I try to do that, I’m going to end up like those poor souls there. So, sorry, folks.” He double clicked his gun at us. “Make your peace with the Lord and remember I don’t mean nothing personal by this.”

			He was going to murder us—but it was nothing personal? I squeezed my eyes shut, bracing for the hit. 

			The sound of people running for cover on the dirt road had not yet ceased when the bang came. I flinched and patted myself down. But, again, I was all in one piece.

			And the latest bounty hunter toppled over too. But who had shot him? 

			The crowd waited longer this time—maybe five minutes. When no more killers came forward, they crept out of the saloon to witness this miracle for themselves. There was lots of head-shaking and excited talking and prodding and kicking of the bodies.

			But I was only concerned with a body that nobody else seemed bothered about. Jasper’s. He lay, unmoving, on the dirt road. “Oh no!” I squatted down. My hand shook as I touched his neck to see if he had a pulse. The contact made him stir, then sit up, groaning, clutching his head with both hands as if it might split open.

			“Are you okay?” I asked.

			“You should see the other fella,” he said, noticing the pile of bodies nearby. “How in the world did you two manage that?”

			We both shrugged. 

			“I think the last bullet came from up there.” Riley pointed to the saloon rooftop.

			We looked up but the roof was empty now.

			The townsfolk swarmed into the saloon to drink and replay that surreal scene over and over. Everyone fussed over Riley and me and kept the drinks and food coming to our table all night, which the round-up crew was pretty happy about.

			A consensus formed around the saloon that the whole event was a case of mistaken identity; that the Owen Brothers and bounty hunters who’d thought Riley and I were the notorious outlaws in the Wanted poster had got it wrong. We were just cowboys, same as anyone else. 

			Each of our friends recounted the shootout story from their own point of view, embellishing a fact here, a detail there. 

			“You know we didn’t actually shoot anyone?” I said. I didn’t want the crew thinking Riley or I were murderers.

			“Are you kidding?” said Billy. “You two are the worst gunfighters since Three-Fingered Mitch got dust in his one good eye during a shootout with Lightning McQuaid.”

			The question of who killed the last shooter and saved us remained a mystery. No-one saw who did it. When no-one came forward to claim the kill, people started saying “The Ghost” had done it. 

			“Someone who shoots people but doesn’t brag about it. Damn unnatural.” Billy shook his head. “Imagine all the drinks you’d get, all the women who’d want your company.”

			And all the gunfighters who’d want to kill you to make a name for themselves. Or the relatives of your victims thirsting for your blood! If you asked me, The Ghost was smart. Though I wondered why he’d take such a risk to help two strangers if he got nothing out of it.

			Jasper rubbed his head a lot during the evening. I kept asking him where he was and what his name was to make sure he didn’t have concussion.

			“And, hey, thanks for saving our lives back there,” I said. 

			“Without you and your loose lips, a fellow be might lonely on the range,” he said. “Of course, then they’d have time to think, which wouldn’t be a bad thing.”

			The campsite was a half-hour’s ride from town. The crew rode back at a gallop, eager to tell Butch and Delilah all that had happened. Once they’d done that, several times over, we flopped down on our bedrolls. Pulling my new coat around me, I closed my eyes, never more grateful to be horizontal—and still breathing—in my life. 
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			The next thing I knew, it was the middle of the night and Jasper was shaking me awake. “Better get up and secure your belongings. A mother of a storm’s headed our way,” he said.

			The others were already over at the chuck wagon, stowing their bedrolls, tobacco, gun belts.

			“You have to remove everything metal including your spurs,” said Riley, unbuckling his belt. He swallowed nervously, which was weird. Riley wasn’t easily rattled. “They’re worried about lightning.” He looked up at the sky with dread. 

			Okay, now I was worried too. Lightning had helped us win a major battle in medieval England—though it hadn’t been pretty. All those enemy knights, fried inside their armour. And the smell...like overcooked meat. Was that how it would end for us too, tonight? Had we escaped death in a Wild West shootout only to be defeated by the weather?

			Delilah piled our bedrolls on top of the cooking things—pots, utensils, plates and mugs—to keep the conducting metal buried. Behind the wagon, Butch and Earl pulled the bits and bridles, with their metal links, off the horses’ heads. I took off my belt and knife and piled them up in the wooden box with everyone else’s. 

			“Are we going to be all right?” I asked Riley. 

			He didn’t get to answer. A loud flapping noise drew his attention as a section of the chuck wagon’s soft top flew open in the wind. He raced off to help secure it.

			The sky was an inky black with ominous grey smudges sliding across fast. And then came a crack of thunder that made me jump. And down came the rain—heavy, hurting rain, like a shower turned on too hard. It travelled so fast it looked less like rain drops, more like skinny, silver rods.

			 I’d wanted a shower for so long but not like this. Not this cold, drenching waterfall that would take ages to dry out of our coats, boots and trousers. There was nothing we could do besides hide under out hats, pull our collars up and wait it out, staying well clear of the chuck wagon with its screws and parts that might attract electricity. Or tall trees that could act as conducting rods. Now I truly understood the value of having a place indoors, a home, to hide from nature’s ravaging force.

			Riley, Ruby, Jasper and I hunched in a circle, trying to endure.

			“Wasted my coins havin’ that bath earlier,” Jasper shouted over the rain’s roar. “God’s giving us all one here for free.”

			I watched as the dry earth turned to sludge. The rain pelted down so hard, it bounced back up again. I was so wet I couldn’t get any wetter—except perhaps on the top of my head, which was still dry-ish under my hat. Until—whoosh—a strong gust lifted it off. I chased it along the wet, muddy ground to retrieve it. 

			“Will the longhorns be all right in this?” I asked, rejoining my friends.

			“Long as no-one here curses or nothing to bring the wrath of God upon us,” said Jasper.

			Well, someone must have cursed. Because the rain was followed by lightning that lit up the whole world, freeze-framing us with wide eyes and open mouths, like actors in a slasher film. The cows’ mooing cranked up a notch in protest.

			There was a zizzing sound, like a really loud fly, and a giant cord of lightning dropped from the dark sky to the grass, sagging in the middle. It moved about lazily, then flew up and down like a whip, forking at the ends to strike two longhorns at once—one on the left of the herd, one a few yards to the right. From my spot on slightly raised ground, I saw the creatures lift their heads, then drop. The deaths spooked the other animals. The whole herd began moving forward. 

			“Ben! Bill! Get over there and stop those steers leading the others to trouble,” cried Earl.

			“But, boss,” Billy wailed, “the lightning!”

			He was reluctant to saddle up a horse and risk drawing a strike to himself. Earl shouted something, his face full of angry lines. But a devastating thunder clap blasted his words away. A bolt of pale blue lightning hit a tree to our right, setting it alight. Luckily, the rain put the fire out quickly. Earl gave up after that, squatting down to wait it out till the worst of the storm had past. 

			As the cattle moved, their horns looked weird. I wiped water from my eyes and peered through the blur to see little veins of light jumping from cow-horn to cow-horn, animal to animal. The whole herd crackled with electricity.

			“Are any of you guys feeling warm?” asked Ruby. “I’m burnin’ up here.” 

			Now I thought about it, mingled with the cold and wet was a strange searing sensation. Which couldn’t be good. Was electricity filling up the plain and us with it?

			The long line of cloud was low overhead and looked purple/pink against the black sky. Several bolts poured down vertically from the cloud. Each one had pale jagged strands of electricity coming off it, like branches off a tree. At one point, the branches joined up, like stick figures holding hands and dancing. I’d never seen its like. There were so many cracks and lightning scars—some vibrant white, some pale gold—it cobwebbed the black sky for a few seconds. Later, I heard someone call it chain lightning. And the soundtrack! Thunder booming with crackling and buzzing over the top like a badly recorded bass drum. 

			We squatted and clutched the side of our heads to dull the noise, praying none of us would get zapped as we watched the drama of the night. A bolt of blue hit a nearby hill with the force of an explosion.

			A clump of lightning fell to the ground and began rolling like a fast ball towards us. Jasper lunged at me, forced me face down onto the wet ground and covered my body with his. I scrunched my eyes, awaiting the electricity strike, but it fizzed out before reaching us.

			A sound like a rocket zooming and exploding overhead made us jump up. A wiry finger of electricity reached down from the sky into the centre of the group of horses behind the wagon, hitting one of them—the black one Jasper rode, which I called Liquorice. Butch raced over to help the poor creature.

			The whole storm took only about five minutes, but by the time it had passed, the cattle had begun to stampede. I always thought that would be a loud, dramatic kind of thing, but it was quiet. Just a deep rumbling of the earth, which you felt in your gut, your bones.

			“Saddle up, everyone,” Earl roared.

			We hurried over to the horse corral. Butch and Delilah helped us get the bridles and saddles on double quick.

			We took off at a flying gallop, Jasper and Earl in the lead, pursuing the herd. I rode with Riley and Ruby on the left side, Ben and Billy headed off to the right. 

			Unsure what I was meant to do, I just kept riding as fast and hard as I could, hoping not to be left behind. Earl and Jasper skirted round to the front to slow and turn the longhorns. I knew they’d target the steers that all the cows followed. A couple of shots rang out up front as Earl fired into the air in a bid to halt the cow torrent. Many of them slowed after that, but at least a few hundred at the front got away.

			About ten minutes into the ride, two longhorns veered left so I went after one, grabbing the rope from the back of my saddle, twirling it several times around my head and hurling it at the creature. I don’t know what I expected, but it wasn’t that I’d actually get it around the cow’s neck, which I did. I’d seen Jasper just yank on the rope, making the cow stop in its tracks or fall over. But though I yanked and yanked, the longhorn just kept running. It was so strong, it almost pulled me off the horse. I should have let go but, after the hellish day I’d had, I was not in a giving-up frame of mind. As I struggled, I became vaguely aware of someone riding towards me, another rope flying and circling the animal’s back legs. We both tugged and—boof—down it went. I straightened up and found Riley grinning at me. 

			“Ma’am,” he said, lifting his hat and nodding. 

			“Well, ain’t you a sight for sore eyes,” I replied, noting a fluttering in my tummy.

			Riley untied the longhorn. My horse and I chivvied it back in line with the others.

			The whole scene was pretty scary—the dark expanse of cows like an angry sea, with black clouds scudding overhead. But the worst was when Ben roped a longhorn and got dragged off his horse into the swell of surging beasts. 

			“Ben!” Ruby shouted, pulling up her mount.

			As the longhorns thundered ahead, I had to turn away. Especially as I recalled one of those grim campfire stories someone told—maybe even Ben himself—about a cowboy who fell off his horse during a stampede. By the time the herd had moved on, all that was left of him was a gun butt. I couldn’t bear to see that.

			“Maddy, look!” said Riley. 

			I peered warily back and couldn’t believe it. Ben was on his feet, the cow sea parting to move around him like water flowing around a rock. When they’d passed, he didn’t have a scratch on him. He checked himself over, then leapt into the air with a “Yee-haaa!”

			“Well, burn my eyes with a red-hot branding iron! Because now I’ve seen everything,” said Ruby. 

			I couldn’t have put it better.

			There was one other surprise. About halfway through the stampede, I saw someone rounding up cows over the other side—someone I couldn’t account for. I couldn’t see too clearly, but I was pretty sure it wasn’t Billy or Ben, Jasper or Earl

			“Good work, folks,” Earl said. “I reckon we got about three-quarters of the herd back. We’ll have to go after the rest in the morning.”

			The sky was beginning to lighten. Morning wasn’t far off.

			“Billy and Ben and I will keep an eye on things from now. Y’all take what rest you can. See you at breakfast.”

			“Oh, Earl,” I asked, “who was that other guy helping out during the stampede? Was it Bart? Did he come back?”

			“No,” he said. 

			“But I saw someone over the other side rounding up cows.”

			Everyone looked at me strangely. 

			“When people see cowhands who ain’t there, it’s time for sleep,” said Earl. 

			I was too tired to argue. But I knew what I’d seen.

			On the way back to camp, I could barely stay upright in the saddle. I vaguely sensed myself sliding sideways when a strong pair of hands righted me again. Peeling my eyelids open, there was Jasper with a smile so warm I thought I might already be asleep and dreaming.

			“There you go, girl,” he said. “You’ll be back on your bedroll soon.”

			“Thanks for, you know, protecting me in that storm.” 

			“Hope I didn’t break anything?” he said.

			“Just a couple of ribs. Nothing I really needed.”

			He chuckled and rode on.

			“Maddy!” Riley rode up as Jasper went up ahead with Ruby. “What a night, hey?” 

			“Yeah,” I said.

			And we fell silent. Which would not normally have been too awkward, except I could tell he was working himself up to something. 

			“When I said I loved you earlier tonight...” he began, staring ahead.

			“Was it only tonight? Gosh, it seems an eternity ago.” Stay cool.

			“I meant that I loved you as a friend, like a sister.” 

			“Yeah, course,” I said. “That’s what I meant, too. As a brother.” 

			“It’s better that way,” he said. “Don’t you think? I mean, you and I are a good team for this stuff.”

			“Yeah,” I said, willing my face not to over-heat and transmit my mortification.

			“But if you had any other thoughts on the subject?” he said.

			Was he expecting me to go first and say we should try another kind of “love”? The more-than-friends kind. Let’s try being boyfriend/girlfriend.

			I couldn’t if I wanted to. My lips were so dry, they’d stuck together. What if I say something like that and he says that’s not what he meant? That’s not what he wants.

			“Like you say, we’re a good team for this...stuff.”

			We rode on in silence for a bit. Something about his breathing, heavier and slowing, made me think he was disappointed. Or annoyed.

			“You like Jasper, don’t you?” His eyes darted my way, observing my response.

			“He’s okay. I mean, he’s handy to have around on the prairie in a lightning storm.” A muscle bulged along his jawline as he clenched his teeth. “But you aren’t too un-handy yourself,” I added, kind-of-flirty.

			He gave a scornful laugh, shook his head, then rode to the front of the group to lead us home.

			I was disappointed, crushed. But relieved too. A stew of mixed-up emotions I was just too tired to figure out. 

			We covered the ground to camp quickly, keen to rest our heads on the muddy ground and steal some late night z’s before another day of cow retrieval.

			I found myself glancing up at the dark rocks and hills we passed. I couldn’t shake the feeling someone was up there and that every time I looked I’d just missed seeing them.

			Rounding a group of rocks on the approach to camp, we saw a golden glow ahead which was odd. Had Delilah got a fire going in all this damp?

			“What’s that light?” I shouted.

			“I don’t like the look of it,” Jasper called back.

			We sped up and the glow intensified as we drew nearer. I got a whiff of smoke and burning wood. We heard an anguished howl. At first I thought it was coyote. But the cry was human.

			Rounding the last boulder, we saw the chuck wagon ablaze, the horse corral empty, and Delilah hunched over something on the ground. Or someone. As she reeled back, we saw it was Butch.

			We jumped off our horses and raced over. Ruby screamed as she saw Butch’s lifeless stare and his shirt, drenched in blood. Delilah rocked his body back and forth, sobbing.

			“Delilah. How...?” I asked.

			It took her a moment to compose herself. 

			“When you left, a posse came. Led by someone calling himself Sheriff Cooper.”

			Oh no! “Deputy Sheriff Zane Cooper,” I said.

			“He had one of those Wanted posters with a picture of you two on it and he asked whether we’d seen you. Butch said no. But he accused Butch of lying and said he had information the pair of you were part of the round-up crew. Butch never gave you up Madison, Riley.”

			“I’m so sorry, Delilah.” 

			We’d caused this tragedy by bringing Cooper here after us. Butch had died protecting us. 

			“It’s not your fault, child,” said Delilah. “I know you two are no thieves.” 

			The fire’s crackle and a cascade of burning wood filled the silence as the chuck wagon’s frame broke apart. Jasper grabbed the bucket of washing water and flung it over the fire. But it was a futile gesture. Without a hose or creek nearby, we had no way to put the fire out. And, by now, the wagon and everything on it was beyond saving.

			“Then the Deputy Sheriff—” Delilah spat the title out like it was poison “—told his men to take the horses. He was here to catch a horse thief so he thought he’d do a spot of horse thieving himself. Well, Butch tried to stop ’em. But they took ’em anyways and his life too.”

			She put her head down, sobbing. 

			I felt horrible. It wasn’t just sadness but guilt. Riley and I shouldn’t have been here on the round-up. We didn’t belong in this time. It was our presence that had brought Deputy Sheriff Scum here. It was all our fault.

			 But then I realised that, no, Riley and I had not brought this upon Butch. Brigit had. By posting that huge reward for our capture and drawing out all kinds of human garbage to claim it. She was as responsible for his death as Cooper.

			“You need to leave now,” said Delilah. “Those men might return. Riley, Maddy, ride hard and don’t look back. Don’t let them end you.”

			“What about the round-up?” Riley said.

			“Earl will figure that out. You two have to go. Now.”

			I hated leaving like that but we had no choice.

			As we climbed back onto our horses, tears rolled like rain off Ruby’s face. Jasper and Riley looked grim and focused and I felt stone-cold fury directed at my enemy. 

			The she-devil. Brigit.
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			We galloped hard into the night, jumping at every shadow, afraid that Deputy Sheriff Zane Cooper might be lurking with his posse, waiting to administer some rough justice Wild West-style. Jasper and Riley were up ahead, Ruby and I at the rear. (Hey, weren’t we just like the cows following the steers?) After twenty minutes’ solid riding, we’d seen rocks and dark hills, but no gun-toting posse members. So far, so good.

			Around us, the layers of darkness peeled away like wrapping off a birthday present. Which wasn’t good. We needed to put some distance between us and our pursuers before the light revealed where we were. Jasper said he knew a place we could lie low for a few days, near a river, off the beaten track.

			He’d insisted on coming with us even when we argued that Earl needed him to salvage what was left of the round-up. 

			“Earl can take care of the round-up,” he said. “There’s plenty of folk looking for work in town. You don’t know this country well. I’ve done this route before so I can help you get away.”

			We rode across the dry, dusty land, through streams, in and out of rocky hills, trying to confuse anyone following our trail. We hadn’t had more than two hours’ sleep. And despite the rage thundering through me, I felt my reactions slowing with fatigue.

			Behind us, an owl hooted. I turned, expecting to see an expanse of wings and big eyes goggling. But there was nothing. Then I detected movement. Not a bird, but a rider, travelling fast on the ridge.

			“Someone’s up there.” I strained to make out the detail. 

			“Is it the deputy?” asked Ruby. 

			We heard a faint whizzing and a soft thud as an arrow hit the dirt in front of us. Riley turned to look at me, eyes pug-wide. Native Americans!

			We steered our horses around the arrow and tried to race ahead. High up, the rider kept pace with us. When a path opened to the valley floor, he charged down with a crunch of hooves and gravel cascading like water before him. I could see now he was definitely Native American, but thankfully there was only one of him.

			Heads down, we rode as hard and fast as we could. But that rider was like the wind and made it to the bottom of the hill before us, stopping to face us down.

			Jasper galloped right up to him and, for a moment, I thought he’d pass right by. But at the last second, he pulled the reins. Riley rode up alongside Jasper. Ruby and I stopped behind. What now?

			 He was a guy, about our age, with long black hair and two thin plaits around his face, with two feathers hanging low on one side. His shirt was made of some kind of animal skin, with fringing and leggings to match. A bow hung over his shoulder. 

			We stood for a tense moment. Then he grinned. “Hey, Ruby! Long time no see.”

			“Hey, Silver. Did you get my messages?”

			“Those gambling chips you’ve been dropping? Yeah.”

			Ruby had dropped gambling chips along the way? That was news to me. I looked over at her and she shrugged.

			And then I remembered the salesman from the cowboy supply store in Trouble, where we’d bought our clothes, had complained to the deputy sheriff about someone stealing the Sunset Saloon chips we’d given him as payment. That someone, I now realised, had been Ruby. When she went back into the store—claiming to have left something behind—she must have stolen the chips back. So Ruby was a thief?

			“I figured we’d need those chips more than the shopkeeper,” said Ruby. “This is my friend, Silver Moon. Well, his full name is Silver Moon Hiding Behind the Clouds, but that’s a mouthful.”

			Silver nodded a greeting. “There are eight men on your tail. You must come quickly.”

			“Come where?” said Jasper.

			“To my village until the danger passes.” 

			It was only when we began following him I saw that Silver didn’t have a saddle on his horse, just a rope attached to the horse’s mouth. But even bareback, he was easily the fastest among us, his hair and feathers almost horizontal in the breeze as he charged ahead, effortlessly swift and graceful. 

			Silver led us up a rocky slope that was tough going—my horse’s hooves slipped a few times—then down the other side, across an open plain, to hug the diminishing shadows at the foot of the hill. 

			The rising sun turned the landscape golden brown. We saw, over the other side of the valley floor, a group of longhorns grazing peacefully. I wondered whether they were some of the cattle we’d lost in the stampede. 

			By now, I was so exhausted, I could barely stay awake in the saddle. Up ahead, I saw Riley’s head and body drifting forward then jerking back as he, too, struggled to stay upright. 

			Eventually, we rounded a thicket of trees to the native camp, where thirty or more tents—teepees—clustered around a larger central one.

			I’d had a tent just like this in the corner of my room when I was young. I spent hours in there, drawing and daydreaming and pretending I was invisible when anyone entered the room. Moving closer, I saw these teepees were much larger and stronger than mine—propped up by thick wooden poles, with tough animal hide for walls.

			Word of our arrival spread quickly, the whole village coming out to see us. A woman at the front with shiny black plaited hair pursed her lips with deep suspicion. She wore a tan-coloured dress fringed at the hem with a colourful woven strip of red and blue and matching leggings. Her mistrust was mirrored on the faces of the dozen women around her. A few older women with wide cheekbones and greying hair stood near the teepee entrances, blankets around their shoulders. Little girls in mini-versions of the same gear hovered close to their mothers. One boy, about four, gawped open-mouthed at us, his brown eyes as glossy as microwaved chocolate, until a nudge from a tall warrior broke the spell and he fled to the safety of the group. 

			“Why have you brought these people to our village?” the man asked Silver, his expression stern. 

			“Ragged Wolf, they are my friends,” said Silver. “They are hunted by a party of white men. I have brought them here for protection until the danger passes.”

			Ragged Wolf wore leggings but no shirt and his muscular chest was covered with scars. Two black and white feathers stood straight up at the back of his long dark hair.

			“Why should we interfere in the squabbles of white people and risk drawing our village into danger?” It was a fair question. Ragged Wolf laser-stared at each of us in turn.

			“They are friends of my friend,” Silver said. “We should not turn our backs on them.”

			Ragged Wolf’s eyes narrowed. As much as he wanted to send us on our way, I could see he respected Silver’s opinion.

			“They have been riding all night and need to rest,” Silver said. 

			Ragged Wolf nodded. “The women may rest in one of our teepees for now. But Silver Moon and the two men must accompany me.” 

			He turned towards the biggest teepee where an older man with salt and pepper plaits gave a single nod. 

			As we followed the guys through the crowd, Ruby hovered at my shoulder. “I wonder what they said.”

			Of course! They were speaking their own language, which I could understand on account of Riley’s language pill. I’d taken it in Ancient Egypt and it had rewired my brain to recognise universal language patterns, allowing us to understand and speak all languages almost instantly. Quite useful for a time traveller.

			I was about to tell her what I’d understood when Jasper jumped in: “He said you can rest, but Riley and I have to go and see the chief.” 

			“Do you speak their language?” asked Ruby.

			“I’ve picked up a few words here and there.” He hurried off. 

			A girl around our age appeared before Ruby and me. “Come with me,” she said.

			As Ruby and I followed her through the camp, we passed the largest tent, painted with buffaloes, wolves and stick figures of men on horseback. A few men bowed to a white skull—a cow’s or maybe a buffalo’s—near the doorway before going inside. Riley and Jasper copied their actions and followed the others inside. 

			I’d like to have seen what went on in there, but our guide led Ruby and me to a tent painted with triangles and circles near the end of the front row. She pulled back the entry flap and gestured for us to enter.

			Animal skin lined the floor, with several dark brown furry pelts scattered around the room like sleeping bags. 

			The girl sat with her legs curled to the side, quiet and still, staring at the ground. Ruby and I sat opposite. A younger girl, aged about ten, came in and sat opposite us, waiting silently. I tried to stay silent too, but I was never much good at that.

			“My name’s Madison and this is Ruby,” I said in English. The girls’ eyes fluttered our way. 

			“I am Prairie Flower,” said the oldest girl. “And this is my sister, Bright Star. We are the family of Silver Moon. His friends are welcome to share our food and our home.”

			“We’re mighty grateful to be here,” said Ruby. 

			“These are beds for you and your friends.” Prairie Flower pointed to the furry pelts. “You may sleep on the right side of the doorway. The family will take the left.”

			“Do all the girls in the tribe speak English?” I asked.

			“In our family, yes. Many others do but not everyone.”

			Ruby and I lay on top of the fur. It was so soft and comfy, I felt my body immediately relaxing. Through the open flaps at the top of the tent, I glimpsed blue sky with white clouds sailing by. That was the last thing I remembered. 

			When I woke up, Jasper and Riley were asleep on the floor next to us. They must have crept in after their conference, but I hadn’t heard a thing.

			I tiptoed over the sleeping bodies. Wrapped in animal hide, they looked like animals with human faces. I peeked out of the teepee doorway and saw the tribe busy with their daily activities. 

			 A group of six women, of all generations, sat in a line sewing together pieces of buffalo hide. In the centre, the oldest woman, with white hair, looked up at me. Her lips moved and five heads turned my way, Prairie Flower among them. She got up to speak to me.

			“Can I come out of the tent now?” I asked.

			“The council has decided it would be safer for you to dress as we do while you are here,” she said.

			“Good idea,” I said, though I got the sense we didn’t have much choice. 

			We went to the neighbour’s empty tent where Prairie Flower gave me a pair of animal-skin leggings and a long, tan dress with a strip of black and white across the arms and chest. And leather moccasins. Then she did my hair like a native girl, in two short plaits. 

			When she’d finished, she looked me up and down. “Now you look like one of us,” she said. “But what will we call you?”

			“I’m Madison. You can call me Maddy.” 

			“I mean your tribal name, if anyone asks. You are as pretty and as noisy as autumn leaves falling in the forest. That’s what I will call you—Autumn Leaves.” Autumn Leaves? Well, it was better than Leaky Lips.

			In my new disguise, I was free to wander around the village. The first thing I noticed was that the camp area was surrounded by bushes and trees and so well hidden you’d never know it was there.

			In an open, flat area in front of the tents, women sewed, cooked or scraped animal hides. 

			Further out was an open field where horses grazed and boys and girls rode. Small riders, around five years old or younger, galloped about without a saddle or bridle on their mount. One boy barrelled along, then half stood on his horse’s back and hurled a looped rope at a tree branch, swinging off in an arc before letting go and dropping to the ground in a full run. Nowhere nearby were adults watching or shouting “Be careful!” These were tough, skilled kids.

			It took a couple of hours for Riley, Jasper and Ruby to wake up and be kitted out with new tribal gear and names. Ruby was called Fire on the Wind, on account of her red hair. Jasper was Red Creek Rising, Riley was Golden Flame. 

			“Red Creek Rising,” Jasper huffed. “Why couldn’t I be Mountain Lion Prowling or Eagle Who Strikes from Heaven?”

			“Stop whining, Jasper,” said Ruby. “Be thankful they didn’t call you Squirrel Collecting Nuts.” 

			“And, when you think about it,” I said, “a creek rising can cause a lot more destruction than a mountain lion or an eagle.”

			Jasper nodded, much happier. Honestly! Guys!

			Horses’ hooves thudded on the dry earth as Ragged Wolf and a few other guys rode into camp. Ragged Wolf handed Riley a canvas bag as they passed.

			“What’s that?” I said.

			“A bag. I suppose they found it on the plains,” said Riley.

			“Why would someone leave their things lying around out there?” 

			“Perhaps the owner had to take off in a hurry?” he said.

			In unison, our heads turned to Ragged Wolf. Riley caught his eye, nodding thanks. Ragged Wolf tipped his head in reply.

			We searched the bag, which contained tobacco, a spare shirt, comb and mirror. Folded and squashed at the bottom was a Wanted poster with a picture of Riley and me on it.

			“Well, that’s strange,” Riley said. 

			“Strange that he had it in his bag, or that he was within riding distance of where we are now?” I said. “Not that strange.”

			“Can I have the comb?” Jasper worked it through his hair. “You’re thinking it might have been a bounty hunter?” 

			“I hate bounty hunters,” Ruby said. “We get a lot of ’em at the Sunset Saloon. Vile varmints, not willin’ to do a day’s honest work. Would rather make money killin’ folk. But he doesn’t do it the honest way, in a shootout where everyone knows what’s what. He sneaks up and, whiles their attention’s elsewhere, shoots ’em in the back. Like the coward he is.”

			“Well, this one might be a coward, but he’s well informed,” I said. “He got pretty close to us.”

			“Question is,” said Jasper, regarding his reflection in a puddle of water as he smoothed his hair, “was he the only one? Or are there others out there, now, ridin’ around lookin’ for their next payday?” 

			I watched Ragged Wolf and a few other warriors shooting arrows at painted targets on the tree—hitting them dead-on every time, whether from standing or running or riding at full speed. 

			“Ragged Wolf will lead the buffalo hunt when the moon is full,” said Silver Moon. “It is his first time as leader and a great honour.”

			We watched a couple of guys making bows and arrows. The string came from the buffalo sinew, Silver explained. The feathers at the end gave them balance.

			As Jasper and Ruby leaned in to hear more, I pulled Riley back for a private chat.

			“How did it go at the council?” I asked.

			“O-kay,” said Riley. “Ragged Wolf wasn’t keen on us staying, but Silver Moon spoke to the tribe and persuaded them.”

			The chief had ordered a few warriors to ride out and find the deputy sheriff and his posse. “They were told not to engage them but to observe their movements and report back.” 

			That was good. I wouldn’t like to start a war between Silver’s tribe and the deputy sheriff. No-one else should die because of us.

			“I guess that’s when they came upon the bounty hunter and that sack,” Riley said. “They’ve agreed to keep us safe until after the buffalo hunt which, as far as I can tell, is in three days’ time.”

			Three days? Surely the deputy sheriff would be far away by then?

			We caught the end of the bow and arrow making demonstration. Jasper whispered to Ruby, translating all that was said.

			“How come you understand their language so well?” I asked. 

			Jasper chewed his lip and I thought he might hide behind the cowboy Code of Silence. Then he grinned.

			“There was this native girl...” he said.

			Okay! Say no more. I might not be able to date him but I did NOT need to hear details of his other Wild West romances. 

			Jasper flipped his hair back, with that cheeky sidelong grin, and suddenly he reminded me of someone. Someone I knew, or had seen somewhere? Perhaps in a history book? No, I couldn’t place it. Yet. 
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			That night, we ate with Silver Moon’s family—rabbit and vegetable stew with dried buffalo strips on the side. Supplies of buffalo meat had run down recently, Silver said. The hunt would replenish them.

			The tribe used buffalo for everything, it seemed. The walls and the floor of the teepee were buffalo hide, the bedding, the canoes too. The cups and plates were made of buffalo horn, cooking pots from the animal’s stomach lining. Buffalo skulls served as seats. The upcoming hunt was super-important to them.

			Silver’s mother, Fallen Oak, was a pleasant and generous soul who tried to fill our bowls a second time before eating herself. 

			“No, I really couldn’t eat any more,” I said.

			As she ladled out the stew, I noticed several of her fingers were no more than stumps. And she had angry-looking scars on her arms, face and neck. I wondered if it was from a run-in with a buffalo or a wolf? Or a white person? Silver Moon explained that these wounds were self-inflicted. “When she heard our father had been killed during a raid on another tribe, she slashed at her arms and face with a knife and cut her own fingers off,” he said, “as a mark of respect.”

			We were stunned by that.

			“What was your father called?” I asked.

			Silver looked down, solemnly. “In our tribe, we do not utter the name of someone once they’ve passed onto the next world.”

			After dinner, the men sat around a fire and told stories about “coup”—victories they’d had stealing horses from other tribes or getting close enough to their enemies to touch them with a stick. On the last raid, Ragged Wolf had been first to strike an enemy tribesman, which earned him the honour of leading the buffalo hunt. 

			As they talked, all the guys—including Jasper, Riley and Silver—shared a pipe, which had a funny sweet scent. We women were not allowed to sit with the men but lingered at the edges of the flame, listening to their stories.

			Jasper, sitting behind the chief, tipped his head in greeting my way. I looked around expecting to see Ruby nearby, but she was over the other side of the group with Silver’s sister, Prairie Flower. It was me he was looking at.

			I looked away, determined not to acknowledge him, (a) because time travel and romance don’t mix and, (b) because Riley and I...? I’d stick with (a). Jasper was cute but off limits.

			However, a few minutes later I felt a tap on my shoulder and there he was, smiling and sort of swaying.

			“Hi, Maddy,” he said. 

			“Hi, Jasper.” He had a faraway look in his eyes. 

			“Do you know, I’ve liked you since I first saw you,” he said, “jogging past in that funny shirt.”

			What the—? First time he saw me, I was out cold on the straw, probably snoring, in that horse stall. The poor guy wasn’t used to the smoke and didn’t know what he was saying.

			“I’m going over there to see Ruby. Would you like to come with me?” I spoke slowly, like I was talking to a very young child.

			Jasper nodded and followed like a happy puppy.

			I felt sort of heady myself—the smoke was messing with my balance. When I stumbled, Jasper caught me from behind, then wrapped his arms around me, his chin on my shoulder. “Steady on there, girl.” His face was close—kissably close. And the way he looked at me...I pulled away fast. He gave a wounded pout, which made me giggle.

			Try as I might, though, there was no escaping romance this evening. As we got ready to sleep in the tent, we heard music outside—a languid melody on a whistle or a flute. At first, I thought it might be a signal from Deputy Sheriff Zane Cooper to his posse. 

			But that wasn’t it.

			Silver Moon, Bright Star and Fallen Oak had smiles about their lips as they turned to Prairie Flower, who stared at the buffalo hide floor as if willing it to open up and swallow her.

			Bright Star threw herself face-first onto the furry sleeping sack, trying to smother an eruption of giggles.

			“What’s with the music?” I asked.

			“The flute is played by a warrior in love,” said Silver Moon.

			“With my sister,” Bright Star popped up to say, then flopped down again, helpless with laughter.

			“Shhh,” hissed Prairie Flower.

			This was a courting ritual. Her suitor was using music to enchant the object of his love, Prairie Flower.

			 “This warrior wants Prairie Flower as his wife,” said Fallen Oak with pride.

			Jasper raised his head to comment, before his eyes drifted shut again. “I can see why.” The guy was in love with the whole world tonight. 

			Eyes down, Prairie Flower moved towards the teepee exit to meet the warrior, with Ruby and I watching from the entry.

			As soon as she stepped outside—whoosh—a blanket came down over her head.

			Oh, no! It was Zane Cooper, after all!

			But this, too, was part of the ritual. Prairie Flower had to fight her way out from under the blanket while the lovelorn warrior tried to embrace her. When she was out and breathing fresh air again, he tried to strike up a conversation. He talked about the upcoming buffalo hunt and the weather and the sweetness of the berries this season in the most flowery way. While he was mid-sentence, Prairie Flower turned and went back into the tent, leaving him hanging.

			“Damn, that was harsh,” I whispered.

			“Damn!” Jasper repeated.

			Which showed how much we knew. 

			“You did well, Prairie Flower,” her mother said. “If you let a man stay till he is ready to go, he will think you are in love with him and then think less of you.”

			What the—? It was just as I thought. “Love” was totally confusing in every culture!
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			We awoke the next morning to gunshots around the camp.

			Prairie Flower slipped out to see what was going on, returning a few minutes later. “We have to line up outside. A white man in a blue coat is here.” 

			“Deputy Sheriff Cooper,” Riley muttered. 

			Looking for us.

			“All women, form two lines,” we heard Cooper shout. “Braves, form lines behind them. That’s right, sit down there, ma’am, sir. You’ve nothing to fear from me.”

			My hand flew to my mouth as I looked over at Ruby—her flame-coloured hair wouldn’t fool anyone.

			Fallen Oak hurried inside with dirt clumped in her hand, which she rubbed into Ruby’s hair. Meanwhile, Prairie Flower secured feathers around her face before mixing some mud in a bowl with water and rubbing it over our faces to help us blend in. It wouldn’t fool anyone looking closely. We just had to hope they wouldn’t get that close.

			“Hurry it up!” Cooper called. “We’ll be checking all the teepees in case those outlaws snuck into camp and hid somewhere you didn’t see ’em. We just want to look after our brothers and sisters on the plains.” 

			As the family set to work on Riley, darkening his hair and skin, I took a breath and, head down, went outside to sit in the second row of girls. 

			The air crackled with menace. Ragged Wolf and the chief stood with Cooper, watching their people line up.

			Cooper’s curly-haired buddy paced, glowered and grew impatient. “Tell your people to move it along, Chief. We ain’t got all day.” He chuckled. “If you Indians were this slow in battle, we’d have taken your land decades ago!” 

			The women sat, eyes down, in two rows with the men behind them. Cooper had seven men with him, all smelly and mean-looking. They pretended not to notice the death stares the warriors sent them.

			The chief and Ragged Wolf negotiated with Cooper and his men in a calm and outwardly respectful way, though I knew they wouldn’t think much of these bullies strutting about their camp as if they owned the place and everyone in it.

			“Fine-looking tribe you got here, Chief,” said Cooper. “Bit on the scrawny side? White man taking too many buffalo?”

			The chief nodded once. 

			“What can you do, hey?” said Cooper. “Personally, I don’t see the need to kill all those critters, but I do like to take what’s mine. And, as an officer of the law, I own these two here.” 

			He produced a Wanted poster with my picture and Riley’s on it. “It is incumbent upon me to protect the community, both white and Indian, by locking up these bad seeds in a secure facility.” 

			 The chief and Ragged Wolf studied the poster earnestly, shaking their heads, before handing it back to him. 

			“You don’t mind if I satisfy myself they’re not here?” Cooper asked. “That way we can all sleep safer in our beds tonight.”

			Again, the chief nodded.

			Cooper prowled along the lines of women, his reptilian gaze sliding from one to the other—inspecting, dissecting, reflecting, rejecting. When he got to me, he folded his arms.

			“You,” he said. I looked up at him, hoping I had enough brown on me to confuse him. “I ain’t never seen an Indian lady sit cross-legged before.” 

			Uh-oh. Talk about Sherlock Holmes of the Wild West. Cooper was clever. And I’d been careless.

			Ragged Wolf stepped forward. 

			“Autumn Leaves does not speak much English,” he said. “She has to sit like that as she was kicked by a horse yesterday.”

			Cooper’s right eyebrow pinged up in disbelief at Ragged Wolf’s explanation, a smile creeping onto one side of his face.

			“You get up,” he said to me.

			I couldn’t obey or show fear without acknowledging I’d understood him. So I sat there, same as before, trying to look baffled and shy.

			“I told you she couldn’t speak much—” Ragged Wolf began.

			“Shut it!” Cooper yelled, still eyeballing me. 

			I expected to hear a crunch and gasp and find an axe embedded in Cooper’s forehead. It must have taken superhuman effort for Ragged Wolf to resist.

			“I told you to get up!” Cooper said it more softly, but the implied threat was loud.

			 I looked up at him but did nothing.

			“Deputy Sheriff, help me!” Ruby shouted from the rear. Cooper squinted towards her at the back. “I’m the barmaid from the Sunset Saloon,” she said.

			Cooper nodded with recognition. 

			“Will you help me?” 

			“Be quiet,” Ragged Wolf commanded her.

			Cooper turned to the warrior, lids half closed. “Do not speak to a white girl like that.” 

			There was a tense moment when ruthless blue eyes met fierce dark ones. 

			“We found her on the prairie and took her as our prisoner,” said Ragged Wolf. “We will sell her as soon as the buffalo hunt has taken place back to her own people or to another tribe.”

			With that heart-stopper, I expected Cooper to argue and try to force Ragged Wolf to free her there and then. From the look in the warrior’s eye, he really wanted the lawman to try it and give him an excuse to fight. However, Cooper, crueller than even I’d imagined, shrugged as if he didn’t care what became of her.

			“Where are your friends?” Cooper asked Ruby. “The boy and girl you went on the run with.”

			“They’re no friends of mine. They abandoned me, took my horse and left me to die out there,” Ruby said.

			“It’s true,” said Ragged Wolf. “We found her alone.”

			“So, they left her behind?” Cooper chortled and stroked his pet moustache, then spoke to the tribe loudly. “The two criminals we’re after are a boy with hair like the sun and a girl of unusual beauty.”

			Cooper watched my reaction, hoping I’d give myself away. I admit it took some effort to remain blank.

			One of his thuggish hairy companions raced up to Cooper, sliding the last few feet on loose stones. “No sign of their horses, boss.”

			Cooper stroked his moustache thoughtfully, then said: “Sorry to have disturbed you, Chief. We appreciate your co-operation and wish you the best of luck in the hunt.” He turned to his men. “Move it out, boys.”

			“But what about me, Deputy Sheriff?” Ruby called. “Don’t leave me here.”

			Cooper didn’t even look back.

			“Where are our horses?” I asked Silver when they’d gone.

			“Hidden in a secret valley not far away where the man in the blue coat will never find them.”

			“Thank you,” I said.

			“We could have defeated them,” Ragged Wolf said. “But we didn’t want anything to delay the buffalo hunt.” 

			I looked around for Riley but couldn’t spot him. That was because he wasn’t blond anymore, but dirty brown, or just dirty. Prairie Flower had painted his hair quickly before he’d joined the line-up. And Jasper had rubbed handfuls of dirt in to add to the effect.

			“You need a hair wash, buddy,” I said.

			But it could have been worse, a lot worse. Thanks to Ruby speaking up when she did, diverting Cooper’s attention, he’d never got a good look at us.

			“You saved us,” I said to Ruby. “That was so brave.”

			“It sure was,” said Jasper, grinning. “I never saw a girl that was braver.”

			(Well, he hadn’t seen me in that Egyptian tomb or fighting the Black Knight in medieval England!)

			Silver Moon came over to Ruby. “That was a clever story you invented,” he said. (Well, he hadn’t heard some of the stories I’d invented...just for my missing Geography homework!)

			“What would you have done if he’d wanted to take you with him?” I asked Ruby.

			“I don’t know—gone with him, then run away at the first chance. I thought it was a safe bet he wouldn’t put himself at risk for little old me.” 

			Cooper had happily abandoned Ruby to a dire fate. What a lowlife!

			Now, we just needed to stay here for a day or so, let the posse put some distance between us before we moved on.

			Over the next two days, the warriors practised their hunting skills relentlessly. They all had bows and arrows and a kind of spear or lance, a war club and a tomahawk or axe. And they carried shields decorated with animal or bird designs. I saw a boy with a bear painted on his shield. There were a couple of beavers, quite a few deer and rabbits. 

			I asked Silver and Ruby how they’d met.

			“It was the day my parents were killed,” said Ruby. “Remember, I hid under the wagon’s broken wheel? Well, Silver was the one who found me. He took me to Annie at the Sunset Saloon. I owe my life to Silver Moon.” 

			“I saw who commanded the white men that day,” said Silver Moon. “It was—”

			“Let’s not talk about it.” Ruby touched his shoulder. “Please, it makes me think too much, feel too much.”

			We dropped the subject. Of course, I was curious about how that sentence would have ended, but I got why she wouldn’t want to stir up the old pain. I thought I might get the story from Silver later, in private, but it was the night before the buffalo hunt and things were busy around camp as everyone prepared for a send-off for the hunters.

			Several fires blazed, giving light and warmth. Woven mats placed end to end were covered with dishes of dried buffalo strips, rabbit, berries and nuts and hot stews. When we’d finished eating, the warriors performed a ceremonial dance and prayed for success on the hunt.

			Everyone seemed quite upbeat and optimistic about the future. Except Silver Moon. His lips stretched into a smile as he spoke with his tribe but, when he was alone, I noticed the corners of his mouth turn down. 

			“What’s wrong, Silver?” I asked.

			“I see too much.” 

			“What is it you see?”

			“I see what’s before me. The white man has killed so many buffaloes, few remain for us. As I travel, rotting carcasses fill the great plains. The sight makes my heart feel empty.” 

			(Later, Riley told me that was true, and that by the time we left the West, buffalo would almost be extinct—with 60 million of the creatures killed for sport or fashion or to force the Native Americans to leave their lands.)

			Silver Moon gazed up at the stars, then looked back at me. “Our nation is melting away like the snow on the sides of the hills when the sun is warm, while your people are like blades of grass in the spring when the summer is coming.” 

			I thought about that as I watched Ragged Wolf chatting with the chief, golden firelight flickering on their faces. 

			Ragged Wolf wore a white man’s leather coat tonight. 

			“It was probably the bounty hunter’s,” Riley said.

			“So, he left that behind on the plain too?” 

			Riley shrugged. “Or it was taken from him.”

			The coat looked tight on Ragged Wolf. As he moved around the fire, I noticed a small but chilling detail.

			“Riley,” I whispered. “Look. On the top right side of the coat.”

			Riley squinted into the darkness. “Another badge with the letter R.”

			“How many travellers from our own time do you think are coming after us?” I asked.

			Riley swallowed hard and shook his head.

			Was it just the two dead guys galloping about with our pictures stuffed in their satchels? Or was there a whole busload of them closing in on us, transported here by Future Tours or some such, selling time travel as Wild West bounty hunters?

			He couldn’t answer that either.
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			The warriors left for the hunt at first light. We returned our tribal disguises to Prairie Flower, retrieved our horses—they looked the better for a few days’ rest and nourishment—and said goodbye to our Native American friends.

			I was surprised to find Silver Moon still at the camp. He’d decided not to go on the hunt but to come with us. 

			“I know that you and Riley have something to tell me,” he said, “something important for the future. You will not tell me now, so I will wait until you are ready.” 

			He’d be waiting a long time for me to tell him anything. I knew nothing about Native American history beyond that it was grim. But Riley’s lips twisted left to right and his index finger seemed to tap out an SOS in Morse code on his arm. Maybe he did know something?

			Whatever it was though—good or bad—I doubted he’d tell Silver. Because…time travel…consequences. 

			Later, as I watched Ruby and Silver talking intensely about something—with him shaking his head as if warning her against something—I wondered if there might be another reason he’d stayed. He cared a lot about Ruby, I knew. Perhaps he thought it was too risky for her to travel with us and he was looking out for her. Whatever it was he said, she shook it off and got ready to leave with us.

			“So, where are we off to next, fellas?” Jasper asked.

			I called up an image in my mind of Trixibelle Starr, aka Brigit, in front of the steamboat. “To St Louis. To find a golden-haired woman.”

			 “St Louis! I’ve wanted to go there for as long as I can remember,” Ruby said. “To see those steamboats and the fine people strolling along their decks.”

			“We have to make a stop first at a town not far from here called Widow’s Barrow,” said Silver.

			“Why, Silver?” asked Ruby. “Have you had a vision about something there?”

			“I see a room,” he said dreamily, “of grey wood and people with gold reflected in their eyes. There you will find the answers you seek.”

			We all leaned in, big-eyed, to hear his prophecy.

			He laughed. “Just kidding. Peterson wants to see you two.” 

			Widow’s Barrow was a typical dusty, Wild West town with a few nice touches—like lace curtains in the hotel windows, painted shopfronts with signs painted gold and a huge sculpture of a buffalo on the main street. 

			The town seemed to be in a growth phase. The smattering of one-room farmhouses dotting the plains behind the shops were surrounded by tents and temporary homes composed of box lids, metal panels and broken wagon bits. Gold had been found a few months before in a stream that flowed down from the granite mountains, it seemed. News of the find had spread quickly and people were arriving from all over, hoping to strike it rich.

			Which suited us. The more strangers about the place, the less chance Riley and I would be recognised from those Wanted posters. And so the five of us—Riley and me, Jasper, Ruby and Silver—rode separately into town, regrouping on a rocky river bank filled with gold hunters knee-deep in the water or digging up the dry ground, seeking their fortune.

			 Jasper arrived first and found an abandoned tent for us to use. As we pulled back the entry flap and peered inside, a prospector who was head-to-toe the colour of dust, except for watery green eyes, said: “That tent belonged to Mathias. He struck it lucky with this big chunk of golden rock three days ago. Started drinking to celebrate. That’s the last I seen of him. And he left all his stuff behind.”

			The man scratched his chin. It made a scraping sound as nail dragged against brittle stubble. Then he spat on the ground, scratched his butt and headed back to dig.

			“What do you suppose happened to Mathias?” I asked the others.

			Jasper sniffed. “Sounds like he struck it lucky, then struck out.”

			“His spirit wanders free now, released from the heavy burden of earth,” said Silver, grimacing.

			“You think he was murdered for the gold he found?” Was I the only one horrified by this?

			“Let’s just agree,” said Jasper, “that if we find a chunk of yellow rock round here, we’ll keep it under our cowboy hats.”

			I was more than a little freaked out, moving into a dead man’s tent. But we needed to stay out of sight and, anyway, as Jasper said with the resilience of a true local, “He won’t be needing it anymore.”

			Inside, we found a single bedroll, a pouch of partly used tobacco and a big iron box, empty. 

			“The poor man probably thought the box would be loaded with gold when he went home,” Ruby said.

			A corner of paper peeked out from beneath the box. It was a small black and white photo of a woman and two young children. 

			“Mathias had a wife and two little ’uns,” said Ruby.

			“They’ll never know what happened to him,” I said.

			“Give me that photographic likeness,” said Ruby, taking it and pushing it into her pocket. “I’ll take it into town, see if anyone knows the man it belongs to and if we can get word to his kin.”

			In the meantime, we scissor-paper-rocked to see who’d get to sleep on the bedroll. Ruby won, which suited me. I wasn’t keen to sleep on a dead man’s bed. 

			Though, when I stretched out the ground, I had second thoughts. It was hard and uneven, with sharp stones that dug into my back and legs.

			“We’ll never sleep on this lot,” I said as I tried to find a comfy position.

			“Well, perhaps someone else will strike gold this afternoon,” said Jasper, “and by the evening, his bedroll will be up for grabs.”

			So not funny. 

			We needed to find Peterson, but we could hardly turn up to the saloon and ask if anyone had seen him. Not without checking things out first. So, Ruby and Jasper went ahead as scouts while Silver, Riley and I waited behind in the tent. 

			Silver Moon sat cross-legged and calm, his brown eyes moving from Riley’s face to mine and back. I fidgeted, quite uncomfortable—and not just because of the stones.

			“So, err, I wonder how your tribe went on the buffalo hunt,” I said, making conversation to break the silence.

			“Ragged Wolf is a good warrior and leader,” said Silver. “The tribe will find many buffalo. If there are any left to find. Perhaps you know something more?”

			“What is it you think we can tell you, Silver?” Riley asked.

			He didn’t reply, just sat patiently waiting.

			“How do you know Peterson?” I asked.

			“We met in Temperance some months ago. He has helped our tribe with a few difficult situations with local people.”

			“How long’s he been in the West?” I asked Riley, who shook his head. It was like the guy knew we’d be coming here, even before we did. Freaky.

			“I wonder what else he knows,” I said. 

			I was pleased to see that Riley looked as spooked by this as I felt.

			Ruby and Jasper returned then, but the news wasn’t good. The coast was definitely NOT clear. There were several Wanted posters for Riley and me about the place. Plus the barman told them to be on the lookout for “four ornery cowboys and an injun ridin’ together”. He said “a gentleman” was putting up a big reward for their capture.

			“What gentleman?” I asked. “Zane Cooper? Does he even qualify as a gentleman? And how would he know the five of us were riding together?”

			“Maybe one of his men saw us riding away,” said Jasper.

			“But would he actually pay for us to be caught?” I said. “I got the impression he was chasing the reward money.” 

			Whatever the answer, now we had even more reason to keep our faces hidden—the dusty cowboy ones anyway.

			“Did you see any clothing shops in town?” I asked. 

			“Yes,” said Ruby. “And they had some mighty fine-looking dresses on display. You wouldn’t expect a small place like this to be up with the latest fashions.” 

			“Ruby, you and I should go shopping soon,” I said. “If we pretty ourselves up a bit, we won’t fit the ‘four ornery cowboys’ description.” 

			And if we were going to get onto that steamboat and into Brigit’s high-stakes poker game, we’d need something better to wear than our cowboy gear.

			“Do you have any of those Sunset Saloon gambling chips left?” I asked.

			 Ruby shook her head. “Sorry.” 

			That was that, then. No money, no dresses.

			“She might not, but I do.” From a pouch at his hip, Silver Moon pulled out a stack of chips—the breadcrumbs Ruby had left for him to follow.

			“Perhaps we might get someone to change them into real money in town,” said Riley.

			With silver dollars jangling in our pockets, Ruby and I went shopping and tried on some girls’ clothes. I bought a long, flared skirt in red-and-white striped material with a pleated bulge at the back and matching high-necked top with lace collar. To finish the effect, Ruby did my hair, piling it on top of my head except for a few loose strands at the side. She pinned on a hat, which was no more than a lacy flap of material curving around my forehead with a scarf at the back—fiddly and useless. I preferred my cowboy hat.

			Ruby chose a similar outfit for herself, in pale green with little pink flowers. We both got ankle-high, lace-up boots and Ruby bargained for a couple of lacy umbrellas to twirl as we walked. 

			As we emerged from the shop, all heads turned our way—just when we wanted to be invisible. Jasper, Riley and Silver were walking along, talking, at the time. When they spotted us, their mouths fell open like dead fish. 

			“Close ’em up, boys,” said Ruby, “lest you want flies for your supper.” 

			“I guess there really were a couple of girls under all that grime,” said Jasper. 

			“We might be ladies, but we can still kick your butt like you was a cow trying to escape the branding iron,” said Ruby.

			“You can take the girl out of the cowboy clothes, but you can’t take the cowboy out of the girl.” Jasper grinned.

			In this gear, I felt all strapped up and uncomfortable. But at least no bounty hunters would think I was a cow-boy.

			Riley watched me, in this intense way, like a child seeing Santa in the shopping centre. 

			“I know. I look like a real dork,” I said, my face as warm as a prairie sunset.

			“No, you don’t,” he said.

			“What’s a dork?” said Ruby. “Is that like a fine lady? ’Cause if it is, I definitely feel like one.”

			“You’re not a dork. You look hot, Ruby,” I said. 

			“I am quite warm.” Ruby flapped her hand in front of her face. “Must be all the material.”

			“No, I mean...you look real pretty.” 

			“She certainly does,” said Jasper.

			Ruby’s eyes slid sideways to him and she raised her chin in mock disdain, twirled the umbrella and flounced off.

			“You guys need to get some new clothes too,” I said. “For the boat.”

			“No rush,” said Jasper. “With you two looking so fine, I doubt anyone will pay us much mind.”

			We walked along the main street of Widow’s Barrow, smiling and nodding to those we passed. Silver Moon drew lots of stares—most of them unfriendly.

			“I’ll wait for you over there.” He pointed to some hay bales at the side of a building. 

			I fumed about the way the people reacted to him. But I couldn’t make a scene. We needed to stay under the radar here.

			We passed Pete Brewster’s Hardware store, doing a lively trade in shovels, picks and miner’s pans. There was a blacksmith’s shop, a general store, a neat two-storey hotel called The Drover’s Rest and a couple of saloons—one called The Last Chance and the other, The Golden Nugget, which just about summed up life here. 

			The streets were busier than in the other towns we’d visited. A man with a super-tall cowboy hat and exaggerated moustache, like a Disney character, shouted: “Step this way for a show like no other. See the freak pig and the amazing armless wonder. This way, folks.” 

			I thought people would scoff and walk by, but quite a few did turn down the side street he’d indicated. 

			Meanwhile, near the buffalo sculpture, a man with a brown checked suit and bowler hat stood beside a line of colourfully labelled bottles. “Come and git your Eagle Eye tonic,” he cried. “A life-restoring medicine to give you more energy for digging and better vision to spot those golden nuggets. Because it can help you see in the dark.”

			People formed a long queue for that.

			“Is he for real?” I asked Riley.

			“It’s probably just coloured water,” he said.

			“Where do you think we’ll find Peterson?”

			“In one of those saloons maybe?”

			Though I knew there was no need to go looking for him. Peterson would find us—when and if he wanted to. 

			“I’d like to know how Gran’s getting on,” I said.

			“I saw a Pony Express office in town,” said Ruby. “You can send her a message care of Annie at the Sunset Saloon. Wherever she is, Annie will find her.”

			“But won’t that take ages?” I asked. 

			“Ain’t you never heard of the Pony Express?” 

			Pony Express riders set off with the mail on horseback, Ruby explained, riding at breakneck speed, changing horses every twenty miles or so. After a hundred and twenty miles, a new rider took over, like a relay race, galloping full tilt too. With this method, messages could travel over three hundred miles in a day. So, providing Gran was still in Temperance, I could have an answer from her within a few days. Not quite the internet, but not bad.

			Ruby and I went to the Pony Express office and I started scribbling a letter to Gran. “Dear Gran, how are you? Hopefully well and keeping your head down.”

			“You writing a novel, ma’am,” said the man behind the counter, “or you want to catch today’s rider?” 

			The clip-clop of boots on the wooden veranda made me look up at a freckle-faced cowboy, not much older than me, clutching a chunky saddle pack in the doorway. He was the Pony Express rider about to leave. I scrawled: “Meet for poker game on Belle Dame steamer, St Louis, next week. Maddy.xxx” 

			I hoped the message would reach Gran in time for her to make the boat. I really needed to know she was okay. And she was by far our best chance of winning that poker game. I had a feeling we needed to win and beat Brigit to get Lauren back. And go home again.
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			The Golden Nugget saloon was already busy with poker tables at the back and drinkers up front. 

			“Riley, do you notice anything about this crowd?” I said.

			He squinted around the room. “They’re better dressed than the usual saloon-goers,” he said.

			 There was the tall, neat man with the shiny gold pocket watch. And the long-haired Southern gentleman with a solid-gold belt buckle. It wasn’t just their clothes but their attitude. They swaggered about and talked loudly while saloon staff brought food and drinks to them.

			I nudged Riley and tipped my head towards the side wall. One of our Wanted posters was up there, though, thankfully, it wasn’t the only one. At least a dozen sheets of paper were up there, with the most recent partly overlapping ours. Not much chance anyone would recognise us from that, I reckoned. Which meant we could relax a little.

			The four of us headed over to the bar as Silver Moon meandered around the card tables to watch the games.

			The barman, who introduced himself as Clem, was like an information fountain spewing out all the news around town. “We had our first big nugget here, just the other day. Worth thousands, I hear tell.”

			“Is that so?” Ruby said. “Do you know who found it? Was it a gentleman goes by the name of Mathias? Kin to these folk?” 

			She showed him the photo of the mother and children we’d found in the tent. Clem studied it and shook his head. 

			“I never did meet the lucky man. But I heard he got an invite to a special evening at the Cattleman’s Club and they ain’t easy to get.” 

			“The Cattleman’s Club?” I said.

			“You don’t know it?” Clem was horrified. “It’s the finest club in all the West. It’s got reading rooms, the best singers, fine wine and dining, chandeliers from Europe.” He pronounced it Europee. “Only the best customers get inside there. Not ten minutes’ ride from here.” 

			He sighed as he polished a glass, as if proud to exist in close proximity to such a fine establishment. “Built by Judd Whalen, king of the cattlemen.”

			Judd Whalen. We’d heard that name before. According to our round-up friends, he was a ruthless low-life who took what he wanted and trampled over anyone in his path.

			“Every successful baron this side of the Mississippi finds his way to the Cattleman’s Club eventually,” Clem said.

			I watched him serving customers, sucking up to the better-dressed ones, calling them “sir”, while dealing roughly with the rest. And I had a thought.

			“Excuse me, sir.” I waved Clem back. 

			His mouth twitched into a smile at the title. “Yes, ma’am?”

			“The lucky gentleman who found the golden nugget. Do you know if he actually went to the Cattleman’s Club?” I asked.

			“Well, who in their right mind would refuse such an invitation?” he said. “I hear they got gold dust sprinkled on their hallway rug and women so fine to look upon, they make your eyeballs tingle.”

			Beauty that made your eyeballs tingle? Seriously? 

			And it seemed Clem, for all his reverence, had not yet seen the inside of this destination. 

			“Did you ever hear how the lucky prospector enjoyed his visit to the club?” I asked.

			“I didn’t hear anything about how he fared,” Clem said. “But then, I’m not one to pry into others’ business.”

			When he’d gone, Riley whispered: “So, what do we think happened? The people at the club took the guy’s nugget, then his life?”

			“Maybe.” 

			It didn’t sound preposterous. Especially if cattle king Judd Whalen was anywhere near as bad as his reputation made him out to be.

			We waved Clem back again. “Since you know so many important people, sir,” I began, “we wondered if you’d heard whispers about the big poker game on the Belle Dame steamer. It sounds thrilling.” 

			“I know the buy-in is ten thousand dollars,” he said. 

			My wide-eyed reaction was genuine. Ten thousand? How would we get that kind of money to secure a place in the game?

			“But you could be as rich as King Midas himself and still not get a seat at the table unless you get a personal recommendation from a citizen of quality.”

			“I’m a citizen of quality,” said Jasper.

			“I don’t think the man means low quality,” said Ruby, poking her tongue out at him. 

			“No one would doubt your quality, sir.” I sucked up shamelessly to Clem. “Can you recommend us?”

			“Afraid not even I fit that bill,” he said. “Only citizen who does round here is Judd Whalen. And, as it happens, he’ll be in town tomorrow night for his monthly get-together with the other barons at the Cattleman’s Club. But if you’re fixing to ask for his recommendation, you’ll have some competition from these gents here, many of whom are hoping to walk away with that reference in their coat pockets.”

			That explained why so many rich guys were in town; to curry favour with Judd Whalen and get into Brigit’s card game. Trickier and trickier.

			 “So, all we have to do is get the ten-thousand dollar stake and a personal recommendation from Judd Whalen,” said Jasper. “That about sum it up?”

			“No.” Riley sounded so definite, we turned to him with hope. “We probably need a lot more than ten thousand dollars to play.” 

			Thank you, Mr Good News.

			“How are we going to get that kind of money?” asked Ruby.

			“Well, we’re in a gold rush town,” I said. “We start digging?” 

			It sounded desperate even to my ears. But, apart from hoping for a miracle, I was out of ideas...for now. 

			Meanwhile, a white-whiskered gentleman held a pistol to Silver Moon’s head as he shoved him through the crowd. “This injun with you?” he said. “’Cause if you want him to see another sunrise, you’d better take him out of here. I don’t like the looks he’s giving me.”

			Silver eyeballed the man’s back as he returned to the poker game. “That man will lose all the money he has with him today.” 

			“Another vision?” said Ruby.

			“Lack of card skills,” said Silver. “I’ll see you back at camp.”

			“We should go, too,” said Riley. “We all need to start panning for gold as soon as possible if we want to raise that stake money.” 

			As we were leaving, Clem curled a finger at us. “Since you’re so interested in the goings-on round here, I thought I’d tell you, there’s someone real important in town at the moment. A Pinkerton. Goes by the name of Michael Milligan. Very famous. Heard of him?”

			“I think so.” My voice cracked. Milligan was the name of the man that we’d heard was after Riley and me.

			“He’s had information the pair he’s chasin’ are real close. And if he catches them, we could have a hanging or, even better, a shootout in town. Wouldn’t that be something?” 

			“Such fun,” I said. 

			“If you want to see a real live Pinkerton, stick around. I expect him at any moment for dinner.”

			I smiled and nodded. 

			“Let’s get out of here,” Riley hissed.

			On our way out, we detoured past the wall with the Wanted posters and I ripped ours down, glancing, as I did, at the poster overlapping ours. And froze. It was for Emmeline Porter—my Gran! Wanted for cheating at cards and stealing horses. Dead or Alive, it said. 

			Dead or Alive? 

			The allegations against her were all lies, no question! She was no cheat and would never steal a horse. I could only assume she’d won money from someone who wanted revenge. But how could my Gran hope to escape the ruthless bounty hunters on her trail? Why did we ever bring her here with us?

			“I don’t suppose she’s in Temperance anymore,” I whispered. So she wouldn’t get my message.

			“She might have had to clear off suddenly.” Riley frowned.

			“But how will we ever find her again?”

			“When we see Peterson,” Riley said, “he might have some more information.”

			When or if we saw Peterson. That man was a wind moving with his own unpredictable currents.

			A quick scan to check no-one was watching and I ripped Gran’s poster down as well. Then we scarpered.

			I said poker would get Gran into trouble, and it had! How I hated being right all the time!
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			We slept in the tent that night as close as five pencils in a tin. 

			At first light, we bought a breakfast of fried pork and beans with a sprinkling of bean shoots from a prospector’s wife running a food business around the digging site. Then Ruby, Silver and I went to the general store to buy the basic gold-prospecting kit—three shovels, two picks, three metal pans. 

			We were back in our mucky cowboy clothes with our girl gear safely stored at the clean end of the tent.

			“How much money do we have left, Silver?” I asked on the way back.

			Silver Moon reached into his pouch and pulled out two Sunset Saloon chips. Not much. Forget about getting into the poker game; we needed to strike gold just to feed ourselves.

			Meanwhile, Riley and Jasper got the lowdown on digging from a prospector who looked as if he’d been here a while—grey beard, grey hair, grey teeth and clothes, though I don’t think they were that colour originally. As they talked, I looked around the camp at the sad mess of humanity washed up on the riverbank. 

			A thin man sat on a rock near us studying his hands, which were red and peeling with brown scabs between the fingers. Across camp, a gaunt man knelt at the water’s edge, clutching his battered hat to his heart, his face heavenward muttering prayers. 

			Behind us, I heard sniffling. A man with chalk-white skin sobbed silently as he stared at a photo of his family. 

			It made me think of home too—of Mum and Dad, my cosy bed, the photo wall with pics of my friends. And the fruit bowl on the table. How much would I have loved a banana or piece of pineapple about now? Or a chocolate biscuit from the fridge. Looking down at the grim-faced prospectors, desperately digging in the mud or swilling water over their red-raw hands, even double Geography sounded like a better deal. But I had to believe we might have better luck than them.

			The sky was pale blue. The sun crouched behind the granite mountains, leaving most of the water in shade. A soft tinkle of water cascading down and the ping and scrape of pick axes hitting rock was the soundtrack to the digging zone. 

			Riley learned we could each stake a claim of a hundred square feet—in the water, on the river bed or around the rocks. You marked your claim by leaving tools on the site. 

			I waded knee-deep into the water and jammed a shovel into the river bed, claiming our spot. Meanwhile, Jasper took the pick axe to mark a dry claim near the mountain wall. 

			Ruby, Riley and I began gold panning. We scooped up water and dirt in our metal bowls, then swilled the contents round and round so the sand and dirt and stones sloshed over the sides, leaving gold in the bottom. Twenty or so men stood at roughly equal intervals along the stream doing the same.

			I was excited as we filled our first pan and began.

			“But why won’t the gold wash right out of the bowl with the mud and stones?” Ruby asked.

			“Gold is heavier than all the other elements,” said Riley. “It should sink to the bottom during the swilling. As long as you don’t work it too hard.”

			It was exciting for the first twenty minutes, then my back began to ache. 

			Meanwhile, Silver stood, arms crossed at the edge of the water, like a Sydney lifesaver on duty. It seemed better that he didn’t help us dig. If he was the one who struck gold, it might not go down well with the folk around here.

			We’d only swilled out a couple of pans when Ruby shouted: “I got something! Oh, lordly lord, I do believe...?” She dunked her find in the stream and pulled it up. “Yes! It’s gold!”

			In her hand was a chunk of bubbly, black rock with sparkly gold veins glinting in the sun.

			“That must be worth a fortune.” I took the stone from Ruby, turning it over in my hands with awe. 

			“Beware. All that glitters is not gold,” said Silver. 

			He waded into the water, took the stone and bit it. Which was the last thing I expected him to do. 

			“Gritty,” he said. 

			“Well, it is a rock from a sandy river bed,” I said. 

			Then he put the chunk down on the ground, reached for a shovel, raised it high over his head and....

			“No, Silver, don’t!” shouted Ruby.

			Smash! He hit the stone. Ruby and I screamed. A few prospectors rushed over to see. 

			“Silver, stop!” I said.

			Smash! He hit it again. 

			“What are you doing?” Ruby cried.

			Smash. The chunk broke into lots of little chunks. We watched, horrified.

			“It’s not gold,” said Silver. He jammed the shovel into the river bed and returned to his position on the bank.

			“Fool’s gold,” said Riley. “It cracks under pressure.”

			“Surely anything would crack if you hit it that hard,” I said.

			“Best way to be sure,” said a bow-legged, red-faced prospector, “is to boil it. If it’s gold, it’ll still be yellow and whole at the end of the day—true gold don’t break down with heat.”

			The man crouched down and squinted at the crushed sparkly stones. “No, the Injun’s right. That’s iron pyrite, sure as my name’s Dwayne Shandywhite.”

			Dwayne Shandywhite? Seriously?

			“But I reckon now you’ve all seen the shadow of the elephant, you have a dee-sire to see the whole damned circus, don’t ya?”

			“I’m sorry?” I said.

			 Ruby was nodding. “He means now we’ve got a taste of what it feels like to find gold, we’ll want to keep going,”

			“I’m talkin’ about gold fever!” said Dwayne.

			An hour later, I had swilled out more than a dozen bowls of dirt with nothing but wet arms and muddy cuffs to show for my effort. My shoulders ached. And as the sun rose higher, its rays created blinding starbursts on the water, which were painful to look at. Even when I shut my eyes, circles of light danced around inside my eyeballs.

			I put the pan down and took a break on the bank.

			“You might have more luck if you consult the fortune teller,” said Silver.

			“Fortune teller?” 

			He pointed to a woman with a red headscarf at the back of the camp. She sat on a stool perched on slightly raised ground, using an upturned box covered with red cloth as a desk. 

			I used to think fortune tellers were cool until I took Riley with me to a consultation. He explained that every insight and prediction the fortune teller made was based on statistics (“seventy-five per cent of girls your age want to meet a tall, handsome boy or girl”) or verbal clues. (“When she mentioned uncertainty in your life, you raised your eyebrows.”) That kind of sucked the fun out of that. 

			So, fortune telling was not for me. Then again...it would give me a few minutes’ break. It couldn’t hurt to take a peek.

			Madam Zelda had green eyes, heavy on the makeup, and scarlet lips. A mole on her right cheek looked drawn on. I watched her for a while, cutting and shuffling a deck of cards with great skill. She fanned them out in one smooth movement and looked up through her dark lashes at me.

			“Choose a card,” she said, “and Madam Zelda will reveal your future.”

			Her accent was odd—a blend of Southern American and comic-book European.

			“No thanks,” I said and began walking away.

			“You will be back,” she called out. “Madame Zelda knows. And she knows where you will find gold this day.”

			I saw a few people consult Madam Zelda during the day. And it was weird. Every one of them seemed to strike gold after that—even if it was only a few flakes. A buzz ran round the camp that the woman knew something, but her consultation prices were high and she wanted a cut of whatever you found. 

			“How do you explain her getting it so right?” I asked Riley. 

			“There are two possibilities,” he said. “The first is just probability and luck. Gold’s been found here in the river; give vague enough instructions and chances are something will be found in the vicinity.”

			“And the second possibility?”

			He didn’t get to explain because at that point Ruby splashed him, so he splashed her in retaliation and we all three splashed each other furiously until we were drenched. Which was not a great idea—especially if we didn’t dry out by night time. But it was fun at the time.

			 “I reckon I’ll have a look-see at the fortune teller myself,” said Ruby, flicking water out of her eyes. “Give myself a chance to dry off.”

			 But by the time she’d snaked her way through the camp to the box with the red tablecloth, Madam Zelda was gone.

			During the afternoon, we did find gold flakes—Dwayne Shandywhite thought they’d be worth ten dollars or so. Great! Only $9,990 to go! By late afternoon, every bit of me ached, my hands stung and I was sunburned. 

			It didn’t help that all afternoon, guys kept calling out “eureka” or “hot diggity” as they made a find, though none were particularly large. I tried to be happy for them, but it meant there was less gold left for the rest of us to find.

			We got chatting to some of the other prospectors. They all knew someone who knew someone who’d struck it rich nearby. The tales inspired us to swill harder for a time. Dwayne went one better. He swore he’d met a guy who had found a river crammed with gold. But after going into town for digging supplies, he couldn’t find it again!

			I just wanted the day to end. Thankfully, it wasn’t far off. Looking up, I saw that Silver Moon, who’d disappeared from camp for a couple of hours, was back, standing on a rock in the middle of the camp staring my way as if he wanted to tell me something. It wasn’t his style to wave me over or call out. So I went to him. 

			“I think you should see the fortune teller,” he said.

			“Fortune tellers are frauds.”

			“This fortune teller has something to tell you worth hearing.”

			He and Peterson would be great friends, I decided. Why didn’t he just come out and say what he meant instead of speaking in riddles? 

			I looked across the camp to see that Madam Zelda was back. Could she really tell me anything? I doubted it. But a consultation with her would mean a sit down.

			“I’m taking a break,” I called to the others. 

			I put my pan down and marched over. On the way, I glimpsed Jasper, shirtless on the other side of camp, swinging that pick and tried not to look too hard. 

			Zelda smiled smugly as I approached.

			“How much?” I said.

			“How much do you have?”

			“Nothing,” I said.

			“Very well, then you pay me fifty per cent of anything you find.” 

			 Fifty per cent was way steep. But then, getting half of something was better than nothing at all. And if I found nothing, I lost nothing.

			“Agreed.”

			She shuffled the deck and dealt two lines of cards, her brow crinkling as she touched the ace of hearts in the middle of the bottom row.

			“Your love life is...confusing,” she said.

			“Isn’t everyone’s?” I asked. 

			Her green eyes shot up to study mine, then she stood up and cast her eyes lazily over the camp, the mountain, the stream. 

			“Over there, at the water’s edge.” She pointed in Jasper’s direction. “Where you find a rock not of this plain, that’s where you dig.” 

			End of consultation.

			Annoyed at these cryptic clues, half willing her to be wrong—though only half—I followed her directions past Jasper, still digging the dry claim, on the way. His back and neck were wet with sweat. I tried to sneak past.

			“Maddy,” he said, leaning on his pick. “Hi.”

			“Hi,” I said. 

			“No luck over there?”

			“Not so far.”

			“Hot, ain’t it?” He wiped sweat from his brow then did that V stretch thing with his arms. “If we could sell sweat, I’d be a rich man.”

			“Yeah,” I said, then added, “right.”

			“Well, better get back to it,” he said. “Gold’s not gonna dig itself.” And he winked. 

			I headed off, feeling like a human chilli pepper. I had to find—what was it again?—“a rock, not of this plain.” Focus, focus.

			I sank to my knees and began sorting through rubble at the water’s edge. Mud and grit slid beneath my nails. I didn’t want to do this, but I had to give it a try, just in case. I’d try for ten minutes, no more.

			Quite quickly I found a rock with a hint of blue to it. Different from the others. So, I dug deeper. 

			Mud, more mud. Then I glimpsed an unusual rust colour among the poo-brown, so I yanked the stone out of the ground and washed the mud off in the river. I saw some shiny gold-coloured veins through the stone. If it really was a gold nugget, it was a big one. I turned to see Zelda give me a nod. The more I washed it, the shinier it got. I felt my mood brightening, too. I wondered if anyone watching had seen gold flickering in my eyes as I held it to the light.

			The assessor at the general store said it was worth upwards of $15,000. At that, we all let out a huge cowboy “Yee-haa!” Maybe we’d make it into that card game after all? 

			It wasn’t just us cheering either. A dozen of our fellow prospectors, smelly and mud-covered, bandy-legged and scabby, had crowded into the store to hear the verdict. They all threw their hats up and did this weird partner dancing all the way down the street. 

			The bad news was that Zelda would want half of the money for her fee, which would leave us short of the stake money for the game. Riley and I resolved to plead our case with her and offer to make her a partner in possibly greater wins at the card table. 

			However, when we got back to camp, she and her red tablecloth were gone. 

			“Riley,” I said. “When we were talking about the fortune teller earlier and how she seemed to know where all the gold was buried, you said you had two explanations. The first was just luck and chance. What was the second?” 

			“The second,” he said, “was she knew where the gold was because she put it there.” Say what?

			“Not that likely, is it?” I asked.

			“Highly unlikely.” 

			“So, it had to have been luck.” 

			Unbelievable luck.
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			The next morning, we began focusing on the second problem—getting the required character reference from Judd Whalen at the Cattleman’s Club so we could get into the big game on Brigit’s boat, steal back our time machine and my best friend, and blast off for home.

			“Do you suppose Lauren’s okay?” I asked Riley.

			“Sure, why would Brigit kill her now when she still needs her as bait?”

			“What if she just kills her for the fun of it?” And for the fun of watching my face when I find out. 

			Riley scratched his head. “None of the kills she made in England were for fun—they all had some strategic point. We have to assume she’ll keep Lauren safe, at least until she has served the purpose she brought her here for.”

			“To lure us to her?”

			“Yes.”

			“So she can kill me?”

			“We don’t know what she wants.” 

			Maybe I’d ask the fortune teller that question, if I saw her again. When that would be, though, I had no idea, as she and her box were missing in action. 

			“You don’t think anything bad’s happened to her, do you?” I asked Riley.

			“I don’t know,” said Riley. “There are a lot of desperate people around here who knew she had money.”

			He wasn’t joking. From the suspiciously friendly Dwayne Shandywhite (“So what are y’all going to spend the money on?”) to the almost translucent guy whose red eyes followed us around the camp, they were as desperate a mob as I’d ever seen.

			“Morning, Maddy, Riley, Silver!” Jasper grinned broadly as he emerged from the tent behind us. “Had breakfast?”

			“Not yet,” I replied. 

			“I’ll get a couple of extra plates in case anyone’s hungry, since we’re so flush today.” He went off in search of food.

			Silver’s eyes combed the camp. “Time to move soon. Gold brings out the evil in men’s hearts.”

			Everyone in camp was watching us.

			Ruby was last to wake up, emerging from the tent, rubbing her shoulder. “I feel like a wagon train rolled over my back.”

			High on success, Jasper and Riley thought they’d do a spot more prospecting. But Ruby and I retired our pans and, around mid-morning, went in search of a place to clean up and change. The Drover’s Rest hotel seemed our best option, so we checked in.

			It was no Holiday Inn but, compared with the cramped tent and the cold, hard ground, it was luxury. In the afternoon, we went to a bath-house and washed ourselves in a large, round metal tub. Each pot of water was heated over a flame, but by the time the tub was half filled, the water was barely tepid. Still, it was fantastic to get weeks of dirt and grime off. The water was brown when I got out. 

			We changed into our dresses, Ruby did my hair. The boys said they would wash and meet us at the club later. 

			“I wonder what they’ll wear,” I said.

			“I don’t know,” Ruby said. “Hopefully not the usual dirt shirt and mud duds.”

			I spluttered into laughter at her description. 

			“I don’t know where they’ll get the clothes from,” I said. “The only clothing shop in town was closed when we went past.”

			“Whatever they wear, I know your brother will look mighty fine.” Light danced in her eyes at the thought of Riley, clean and dressed up. 

			Uh-oh. She had a real crush going. She’d be heartbroken when we left. After all she’d been through, I hated to think we’d be the cause of more pain.

			“Well, you know, I reckon Jasper would brush up pretty good, too,” I said, my heart sinking just a little. 

			She looked over at him, curiously. “I suppose. But, I thought you had an eye for him yourself?”

			“Not like that,” I lied. “It’s you he has a soft spot for, Ruby.” 

			“Awww. Well, he can be sweet,” Ruby said. “And he has a good set of teeth, no doubt about that. But I only got one heart and, jes’ now, it’s fuller’n a saloon after cowboy payday with just one fella.”

			The wrong one.
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			The Cattleman’s Club was a three-storey building with a wide front veranda, plenty of parking for horses and, at the bottom of the entry stairs, a giant cactus shaped like a man with his hands up.

			“Well, pull out my eyeballs and feed them to the pigs. Look at that building!” said Ruby. 

			It was impressive. Though, of course, in Sydney we had many more impressive buildings—the Sydney Opera House for one. I’d hate to think what Ruby would do to her eyeballs if she saw that.

			A man shaped like Humpty Dumpty waddled up the stairs in a white shirt and bow tie, long white coat and matching top hat. Like he was off to a ball. Others were just as fussily dressed, some in all white like him, others in darker colours, with flatter, rounder hats and striped vests. 

			Climbing the stairs, I saw the club’s front door was painted gold with a large iron knocker shaped like a set of long horns in the centre. An elegant woman, in a figure-hugging dress of red and cream silk, greeted people entering.

			“Good evening, madam,” I said, trying to sweep past confidently. A lace-cuffed arm shot out, clamping onto my wrist.

			“This is a gentleman’s club, ladies,” she said, her voice husky with an undertone of steel. “Only one type of woman generally enters here. And, forgive me, but you two don’t look the type.”

			We had to get inside to see Judd Whalen and get that recommendation. I was ready to say pretty much anything to achieve that.

			“I guess you mean the type who like to ‘entertain’ gentlemen?” I said. “Well, my friend and I are definitely that type. You see, we’re the Soul Sisters, a singing duo from Texas. Perhaps you’ve heard of us?”

			The woman arched an eyebrow at me, a smile playing at the edge of her lips. “The Soul Sisters?”

			“Many men from Texas have enjoyed our performance,” I said. “We would like to offer your clientele that opportunity.” 

			She folded her arms and looked me up and down. “You’ve got front, sugar, I’ll give you that. All right, ladies. My gentlemen do enjoy good female singing voices. Why don’t you get changed and show us what you’ve got.”

			“Get changed?” I said.

			“The outfits you’re wearing...they’re more suitable for ladies’ sewing circles than a gentleman’s club. I’m Henrietta Delaware, by the way. I run things round here.”

			We followed Henrietta through the club, with its high ceilings, ornate chandeliers and fancy wall lights. And mirrors everywhere. The effect was dazzling. Horns and heads of buffaloes and cattle adorned the wall. Brown and white cow-hide covered sofas and upholstered seats. Buffalo skins served as throw rugs. Even the ashtrays were made out of hooves scraped clean and polished. 

			“As I live and breathe!” Ruby shook her head. “I never thought I’d see its like. But why did you have to say we were singers?”

			“Is that a problem?” I asked.

			Before she could answer, Henrietta opened a door on the back wall and ushered us inside. At least thirty women had crammed into the small room. They laughed and elbowed each other as they changed into their “entertaining” outfits.

			 A few nodded a greeting to us before a young pretty blonde and an older dark-haired woman, as wide as she was tall, thrust some clothes at us to try on. We each had a long red skirt, off-the-shoulder top, plunging neckline, with black laces criss-crossing the torso. 

			The blonde woman yanked the ties at the back of my dress mega tight to draw in the waistline. 

			“Can you still talk, honey?” she asked.

			“I think so,” I squeaked.

			“Then tighten her up,” the short woman called. 

			“Breathe in,” said the blonde.

			I took a deep breath and she yanked so hard on the ties, I could scarcely breathe out again. It was the same principle a python used to suffocate prey, I knew. 

			In our saloon-girl gear, Ruby and I were hustled back into the bar and towards a stage in the centre of the room where a piano and fiddle player sang old western songs. I felt more than a little nervous as Henrietta climbed the stairs to introduce us. But Ruby’s terror was next level.

			 “Good evening, all,” said Henrietta. “We have a treat for you tonight. Two ladies from Texas. Gentlemen, may I present…the Soul Sisters.”

			To warm applause, we took our positions centre stage.

			“Good evening, gents,” I said. “We’re happy to be here tonight and we’ll be singing for you—” good question, what would we sing? “—a little Wild West song.” What else?

			I started clapping a rhythm and the crowd joined in and then I sang something our choir did from time to time called Life on the Cowboy Trail.

			 As I sang, my eyes combed the room. All these overdressed men in different hat styles reminded me of a Mad Hatter’s party. My eyes paused on an empty chair in the centre of the room, upholstered in cow hide with arms made from cow horns. Why was no-one sitting on it? 

			By the second verse, the piano player had picked up the tune and so the song wasn’t sounding too bad. Still, something about the scene bothered me. I was trying to figure out what when something awful happened. Ruby tried to sing. And her voice...? To liken it to cats’ screeching was an insult to cats! She was very enthusiastic, too, which wasn’t helping.

			The big ruddy-cheeked man in front of me winced and clapped his hands over his ears. I caught Ruby’s eye and shook my head. Mercifully, she got the message and stopped singing, just clapping the rhythm for a time.

			Then, during the last verse, she pulled out her pistol, which she’d had hidden in her boots, and tried to act out the song’s drama. She prowled across the stage, pointing her gun at members of the audience. Everyone laughed—no one seeming the least bit concerned about a loaded gun being waved in their face. She saved the biggest surprise till the end. As a man carried a brown bottle to a table across the room, she squinted one eye along the gun sights. And fired! 

			Bang! Everyone hit the floor. The world froze for five seconds, then the guy with the bottle cackled hysterically. Slowly the laughter spread around the room as people caught on. Ruby had shot the top of the bottle clean off. 

			I was speechless. I never imagined she’d be such a great shot or that she’d do such a risky thing. Insanely risky. What would have happened if she’d missed and hit someone instead?

			Thunderous applause followed. As we took our bows, I noticed someone sit down on The Chair. He had silver-white hair falling to his shoulders, a close-cut white beard, bronzed skin and bushy eyebrows—like a Wild West Santa Claus. He was the only one in the club not dressed up. He wore cowboy gear—brown trousers, green checked shirt, dark blue bandana, boots and black hat. And he had kept his gun belt on—with at least two guns and a couple of knives on it. Everyone else had to turn their weapons in upon entry. 

			Who was it? I reckoned I knew. It was the cattle king himself, Judd Whalen.

			Across the crowd, he gave me a single nod of approval. I nodded back. First contact made.

			Henrietta caught my eye and smiled too before turning to greet some new arrivals—a couple of young cattle barons. 

			“See those scrubbed clean, well-turned out young gentlemen she’s talking to?” said Ruby. “They’re Jasper and Riley.”

			It took me a while to recognise them. Riley wore dark trousers, a long royal blue coat and pale blue scarf with a top hat. Jasper wore brown trousers, matching jacket and fancy floral vest. 

			“Good song, Maddy.” Jasper threaded through the crowd to us. “And lucky shot, Ruby.”

			“You should be so lucky!” she teased. 

			“Girls, you take my breath away in those outfits,” he said.

			“You don’t scrub up too badly yourselves.” Ruby gave Riley a wink.

			“Where did you find the clothes?” I asked.

			“The pale man around camp,” said Riley. Apparently, he’d brought a huge wardrobe with him for socialising after he’d struck it rich. But as the gold was proving elusive, it was either the clothes went or he went home. “The money we paid him should keep him going for a few more weeks.”

			“Where’s Silver?” Ruby asked.

			“Waiting outside,” said Jasper. “I doubt they’d let him in even if he wanted to come.”

			“And there’s Judd Whalen.” I pointed him out to Riley. 

			“He’s hard to miss,” said Riley. “So how do we get this character reference from him?” 

			“He doesn’t look like the type to give something away for nothing. We have to find something he wants and offer to get it for him.” Easier said than done, of course. 

			My eyes roved around the room and I found myself focusing on the lips of the saloon-goers. Talking, laughing, spitting. Lips!

			“Riley, I just realised something,” I said. “While I was singing, I saw a few guys mouthing the words to the song I sang. Surely, it’s not that old?”

			He shook his head. “Maybe they just picked up the chorus quickly?”

			“I think they sang the verse too.”

			“You said a few men. How many do you think sang it?”

			I thought for a moment. “At least three or four.”

			We didn’t say it but I reckon we were both thinking it. How could they know the words, unless they were time travellers?

			“Did they get some kind of time travel group rate?” I said, annoyed. 

			Riley looked as horrified as I felt at that idea. As he should!

			“I hope you gentlemen are having a good time,” said Henrietta, appearing beside us. “May I offer you a drink as our special guests?”

			Jasper ordered a couple of whiskies and beers, “and something for our lady friends”. Henrietta went off to get them. 

			“She called you special guests?” I asked. 

			“That’s how we got in tonight,” said Jasper. “An invitation came from the club this afternoon inviting us join them to ‘celebrate our find’.” 

			They’d heard we’d struck gold. Good news travelled fast. 

			“Do you think it was the same invitation Mathias got? The man whose tent we’re currently residin’ in?” asked Ruby.

			“The one who was never seen again after coming to this club?” Riley said, though he didn’t need to. As if any of us could have forgotten. 

			“Better keep a tight hold of that nugget,” said Jasper. “Is it safe?”

			I nodded. So far, so good.

			“The drinks will be coming soon, gents,” Henrietta said, then turned to me. “There’s a gentleman in the lounge bar who would like to make your acquaintance. He’s famous around these parts. A Pinkerton detective. Name of Michael Milligan.”

			An icy hand reached inside my chest and squeezed.

			“You be real nice to him, won’t you, honey?” Henrietta whispered it sweetly enough but there was no mistaking the order buried there. 

			“He couldn’t possibly recognise you like that,” Riley whispered. 

			I hoped he was right.

			“And don’t look now,” said Ruby, “but our least favourite deputy sheriff just walked in.”

			Zane Cooper swaggered about in a long dark coat with quilted lapels, top hat, and walking stick with a silver cow knob. 

			“Better not keep our guest waiting, honey,” Henrietta chivvied.

			I kept low so the deputy sheriff wouldn’t see me as I followed Henrietta to an area at the back of the main saloon. Behind heavy red curtains, with dim lamps and gold-trimmed velvet sofas, the private lounge had an exclusive feel about it. A tall man in a mustard-coloured suit sat on a love seat.

			 “Err, may I present...” began Henrietta.

			“Maggie.” I offered my hand. 

			The man shook it. “Michael Milligan. Take a seat, Maggie.”

			“I’ll leave you two alone.” Henrietta slipped away.

			“Hello, Maddy,” said the man when we were alone.

			“Hi, Peterson.”

			I would never admit it, but I was super-relieved to see it was him and not some avenging private detective. Turned out Michael Milligan was the name of a real Pinkerton agent who’d gone “back East” for a while. In his absence, Peterson had assumed his identity so he could ask around about us without arousing suspicion. It had been Brigit who put up the first Wanted posters with our faces on them, as I’d suspected. But raising the reward had been his idea, to give people incentive to report back if they’d seen us around.

			“Well, that reward money nearly got us killed,” I said.

			“But I made the reward for capture alive, not dead,” he said, horrified.

			“Nobody reads the fine print here.” 

			I went over to the curtains and waved Riley across. He’d been hovering nearby in case I needed rescuing. We updated our teacher and fellow time traveller on all that had happened since our escape from Temperance. Then we got his story.

			 It seemed he’d been racing around the country after Brigit, with the help of his time machine tracker. 

			“The tracker?” I asked, my tone flinty. “Didn’t you tell us that device could only detect strong power surges when you jumped through time or space?” Somehow, I always ended up cross-examining the guy. 

			“Well, I tinkered around with it and I’m getting stronger signals from machines in sleep mode. Though they’re not pinpoint accurate.”

			“How close can you get?” Riley asked.

			“To within about fifty miles.”

			“Fifty miles? In any direction?” Not close at all. “And has that helped you find Brigit?”

			“I’ve been in the right places but always a bit too late. But it doesn’t matter. I know where she is now. She’s on a boat in St Louis now, preparing for a big card game.”

			“We all know that,” I said snippily. “So, we can go there right now in your time machine? That’s fantastic!” I was suddenly excited.

			Peterson bit his bottom lip. “Not possible, I’m afraid.”

			For some reason, he looked embarrassed. 

			Oh no! “She’s got your machine too, hasn’t she?” He closed his eyes as if in pain and nodded.

			“So, Brigit has all our time machines now,” I huffed. “Fantastic! Then she’s won. And we’re stuck here forever.”

			“No,” said Peterson. “Well, technically yes, we’re stuck just now. But we know where to find her.”

			“At the card game,” Riley agreed.

			“And I’ve got the tracker.” Checking no-one was watching, Peterson pulled out a black plastic stick, about the size of a hair brush handle, with colourful lights pulsing. “So, I should be able to tell if she moves away.” 

			“Within fifty miles or so,” I clarified grimly.

			Great! We could watch her movements but couldn’t do a thing to stop her. Brigit had beaten me before, more than once—okay, four times in a row—but that didn’t mean I didn’t think Peterson wasn’t a total fail for losing his machine and, with it, our last hope of getting home.

			It was more important than ever that we got that reference from Judd Whalen to get onto the boat and take back what was ours. Peterson frowned at the device as the red, green and gold lights danced like fireworks in the night sky. 

			“Does Brigit have a tracker too?” I asked.

			“Not that I know of,” said Peterson.

			“Then how did she find us to steal our machine?”

			“She has spies everywhere.” 

			“Spies? But the night the machine was taken, we were in the middle of nowhere. Who could have told her about it? Except...”

			 “Except?” Peterson repeated.

			Riley plucked the words from my head. “Someone on the round-up crew.” 

			Who could it have been? Delilah or Butch? No way! Ben, Billy? Unlikely. Earl was no-one’s spy. Which left Bart, our fellow Temperance jail-mate, who rescued us at the outlaw hideout. And who’d turned up in the middle of the night near where our round-up crew lay sleeping? 

			“It had to be Bart,” I said. 

			Peterson was still looking at the tracker, two vertical lines appearing between his eyebrows—just like Riley when he was concentrating. 

			“What’s up?” I asked. “Have you got a signal?”

			“Yes.”

			“And where is she now?” 

			“It looks like…she’s right here in this room with us.”

			Peeking out from the curtain, we scanned the women smiling and laughing with the male customers. My gaze lasered in on one blonde head until its owner turned and I saw it was a much older woman. Another dark-haired woman had a group of men smiling and hanging on her words. Brigit in a wig? But no, I heard her laugh—like a witch’s cackle. Not Brigit’s style.

			“I suppose, as we’re in a valley, the tracker might just be picking up an echo of its own signal,” Peterson said. “But...it’s strange.”

			“What is?” I asked.

			“It’s just...whatever is giving off the signal has a different ID code to the one Mr Johnson gave us.”

			“Meaning?” I asked.

			“It might not be Brigit’s machine,” Riley said.

			“So, someone else in the room right now—someone we don’t know—has a time machine?”

			“Possibly,” said Peterson. “Unless it’s a glitch.”

			Another glitch! That was becoming my least favourite word.

			Our eyes trawled the club’s patrons, male and female, as we wondered if any of them were time travellers.

			“Tell Peterson what you saw when you were on stage,” Riley said.

			“A couple of the men in the audience knew the words to the song I sang.”

			“Are you sure they were singing the right words? Not just mumbling along?” he asked. “Some people do that.”

			“Well, I thought so.” I folded my arms. “But I guess there’s only one way to be sure.”

			I marched up to Henrietta and whispered to her. She nodded agreement to my scheme. And so I climbed the stairs to the stage again. “I had so much fun singing for you fellas first time, I thought I’d try again, with your permission.” 

			A few of the men clapped and whooped encouragement. 

			I sang Cowboy, a favourite Wild West song our choir performed.

			With his Stetson hat,

			And his whip, snap, crack

			On the Western trail

			Where coyotes wail

			Watching cow butts sway

			Day after day

			He’s a cow-boy.

			He’s a western ranger

			Smilin’ at danger

			And all the ladies say

			Don’t be a stranger

			Ride ’em cowboy, 

			Bring ’em dogies home.

			 He takes ’em so far

			Then yells, Yee-haa!

			Riley’s eyes blasted open and he shook his head at what he’d seen. I could hardly believe it myself. By the end of the song, everyone in the room was singing, like a Wild West choir. They didn’t need me to lead them. They knew the words before I started. 

			“What just happened?” I said when Peterson, Riley and I met at the bar afterwards. “They can’t all be time travellers. Can they?”

			Henrietta tapped my shoulder. “If you’d like a job here, Maggie, there’s one for you. Both entertaining gentlemen on stage or any other place you care to.”

			Say what? 

			“Speaking of...there’s a gentleman over there eager to make your acquaintance.” She pointed across the room to a man in white, who gave me a coy little wave.

			“Thanks, but no thanks,” I said. “Henrietta, I was surprised how many people here knew the last song. I thought it would be new to them.”

			“We had another singer here recently. A lovely girl with long auburn hair. She sang it a couple of times. It just caught on.”

			A singer with red hair? Riley and I looked at each other, hope flaring.

			“Was her name Lauren?” I asked.

			“Lola was the name she gave me,” said Henrietta, before heading over to the man to deliver the bad news. 

			“Lauren has a pug named Lola,” I told the guys.

			“So, she was here?” Peterson said.

			It was reassuring but confusing. It meant Lauren was alive and well, but it raised weird questions about how much she was being compelled to do and how much was her own choice. 

			I cruised the bar, checking Brigit wasn’t somewhere in the room. I looked once, twice and a third time before giving up.

			“Maybe someone else here is a time traveller,” I said. “Riley, tell Peterson what we found.” 

			My friend explained about the dead men on the range wearing shirts with Jacaranda labels and titanium “R” badges. I could see this was news to Peterson. Bad news. 

			Riley nudged me and tipped his head towards the bar where Zane Cooper was now talking to Ruby. And when I say talking, I mean flirting.

			“This could be trouble,” I said.

			I’d just said the words when I saw Ruby jam her gun into Cooper’s moustache. Though he didn’t seem all that fazed by it. 

			“And now I know where I’ve seen you before,” he boomed. “You’re the barmaid from Temperance who rode off with those outlaws. Are your friends here tonight?”

			As the deputy sheriff’s eyes combed the bar looking for us, Riley and I slipped behind a group of men for cover.

			“We’d better get that reference and get out of Widow’s Barrow quick smart,” Riley said.

			“Good idea.”
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			Twenty minutes later, we were in a long queue waiting to speak to Judd Whalen—or King Judd as people round here called him—to explain why it should be our name on the reference to the card game of the decade on the Belle Dame steamer.

			While we waited, I ran through all the arguments I could think of for why we should get the reference. Because we wanted it, because we needed it, because...? Just because. None of which were particularly persuasive. 

			When it was his turn, the man in front of us took a breath and stepped forward. “Whalen, I’m warning you to back off. I knowed it was you that nailed that ear to our front door,” he said.

			Whalen rested his chin on his hand as if bored. “And why would I want to be anywhere near your front door?”

			Whalen caught Henrietta’s eye and ever-so-slightly tipped his head towards the man. She nodded in reply.

			“We’ve told your men we don’t want to sell, no matter how inconvenient that is for you,” the man said. “Your herd will just have to travel round our land ’cause we’re stayin’ put.”

			A pair of beefed-up men—identical twins from the look of it with matching birthmarks on their faces—stood over the man. They grabbed an arm each and hustled him away.

			“You listen to what I say, Whalen!” the man called back. “Or you’ll be sorry!” We heard a crash as he was thrown out of the club and a yowl of pain that made me wince. 

			And then Riley and I were before the cattle king, staring into blue eyes so pale, they were barely there at all.

			“I’m sorry about that unpleasantness,” Whalen said, then did a double take at me. “You’re the singer! You’ve got a mighty fine voice. That last song’s a particular favourite of mine.” 

			His voice was soft and Southern—not what I expected from a man with such a hard reputation. But then, crocodiles never made much noise on approach either.

			“And you—” Whalen’s reptilian gaze slid across to Riley “—are one of the young men who struck gold, I understand. Congratulations.”

			He didn’t miss much.

			“What do you plan to do with all that good fortune?” he asked.

			Riley opened his mouth and closed it several times but no words emerged. 

			“We want to join the poker game on the Belle Dame in St Louis,” I said, “and see if we can turn our good fortune into even better fortune.”

			Whalen’s lips twisted with amusement. “Is that right?”

			“But to do that, we understand we need a personal reference from you, sir?” I said.

			“That’s correct, little lady. Seems like a few people been asking me for that tonight. But truth is, poker table’s only so big. I ain’t got but a few places to fill. So what would you give me to ensure you and your lucky partner gets one of those spots?”

			Here it was then, our chance. A quick glance at Riley and I said: “We could give you maybe five thousand dollars.” That was as high as we could go. We needed the other $10,000 for our stake in the poker game.

			Judd Whalen’s cheeks stretched into a smile though his eyes remained as lightless as an underground cave. “Now, I know that is a mighty generous offer. Five thousand is a lot of money to most folk. But I have been very fortunate in my lifetime. So what else have you got?”

			Not good, though not unexpected. What more could we give to entice him?

			“We really want to get into that game, Mr Whalen,” Riley said. “What if we give you fifty per cent of anything we win?”

			He raised a snowy white eyebrow. “Fifty per cent? Now that’s a handsome offer and one I might be tempted to accept. ’Cept I look at you two and your friends over there by the bar and I don’t see a card player among you. Means I’d be getting fifty per cent of nothing but heartbreak.”

			Wow! He was observant. And that was us done. Unless...was there something else he wanted that we could provide?

			“You know, these folk have something in common with you, Mr Whalen,” came a familiar voice. Bartholomew Dodds appeared at Whalen’s shoulder, in a clean shirt, his greasy hair pressed flat on his head in an attempt at neatness. 

			“What do we have in common, Bart?” Whalen asked. So the two of them knew each other? 

			“They have their sights set on the blonde woman, Trixibelle Starr,” he said. “I reckon they have some kind of grievance against her.” 

			Bart gave me a gap-toothed grin and I smiled tightly back. How did he know that? But then I remembered, we’d met him in Temperance jail while we were looking for a Wanted poster with Brigit’s face on it. He must have been paying attention—more attention than I gave him credit for. 

			“Is that so?” said Whalen. “Interesting. Now what have you got against Ms Trixibelle?”

			“She took something of mine,” I said. “I aim to get it back.” 

			He stared at me, hard, for a full ten seconds. I stared right back at him.

			“Get me my paper and pen, Bart,” he said. 

			Bart hurried off to get a paper and pen. “If your goal is to find and square a debt with Ms Trixibelle, then our interests are aligned. For I, too, have a bone to pick with her.”

			He wanted to pick over her dead bones, more like. I wondered what Brigit had done to make such an enemy of him. And why, if he was keen to see her harmed, he and his flunkies hadn’t already removed her as an obstacle. I suspected some local politics we didn’t fully understand were at play here.

			Whalen scrawled on the page, folded it and handed it to us.

			Riley slipped it into his coat pocket and, checking Cooper was nowhere near, we started towards Ruby and Jasper. Halfway there, Henrietta blocked our path, arms folded. 

			“He’s after that blonde woman, Trixibelle Starr, ain’t he?” she whispered. “Reckon a lot of men round here are keen to see her gone. The woman makes life difficult for our cattle barons.”

			Interesting. 

			“You see,” said Henrietta, “sometimes smart business requires gentlemen such as Mr Whalen to purchase land from folk that’s in the way of their herds. But that woman, Trixibelle, encourages those landowners to refuse him. Forcin’ him to take more extreme measures.”

			“Like nailing human ears to people’s doors?” I asked.

			Henrietta smiled patronisingly. “If he comes across as tough, uncaring at times, it’s Trixibelle Starr’s made him that way.”

			She made sure no-one was listening, then leaned in to whisper: “If I were her, I’d be worried. She owns a lot of saloons around these parts. There’s talk she’s sent word to all her operators to put a heap of cash aboard the train to St Louis in three days’ time to cover the bets to be made during the big game.” Her eyes slid left and right, checking no-one was listening. “I reckon a few people here have an idea of robbing that train and taking that money. If they managed that, well, she’d have her back to the wall, big time.”

			Outside the club, Jasper and Ruby read Whalen’s reference.

			“He has kind of spidery handwriting,” said Jasper. “I thought it’d be more loops and flourishes.”

			“How’d you get it?” asked Ruby.

			“Turns out we have a mutual friend,” I said. “Well, not exactly friend.”

			“Trixibelle?” Ruby guessed. 

			I nodded.

			“If he’s got it in for her, I wouldn’t like to be in her shoes,” Ruby said.

			We started back towards the horse paddock. As we rounded a row of flowering bushes, we heard the double click of a loaded weapon.

			“That’s far enough, folks.” It was Dwayne Shandywhite, our fellow prospector, pointing a gun at us. “I’ll have that gold nugget, thanks.” 

			He eyeballed each of us along the line. 

			“I ain’t playing around, here.” He raised his arm and fired a round into the sky, making us all jump. “Now gimme the gold!”

			In unison, Riley, Ruby and Jasper turned to look at me. So the gun followed. Thanks, guys, for keeping my secret! 

			I squatted down and slid the heel of my boot aside, extracting the gold chunk from the hollow space we’d carved out where I thought no-one would look. Shandywhite licked his lips and took it. As he did, I heard a soft whoosh and he yanked his arm back, screaming in pain.

			An arrow had wedged in his shoulder and his shirt sleeve began turning red. While the guy watched the blood in horror, Ruby whacked the gun out of his hand. Silver Moon jumped off the club’s roof and came over to snatch, first, the nugget from Dwayne’s hands and then the arrow from his shoulder. Dwayne yowled again and sank to his knees in agony. 

			Riley and I grimaced. The others walked on with barely a glance back.

			“Wait a sec,” I called, resecuring the nugget in my boot heel before we started walking again.

			Then, along came Deputy Sheriff Zane Cooper with his funky walking stick. He pulled the knob on top, drawing out a large blade like a sword, which he held at Riley’s chest. 

			“Hand it over!” He looked down at my boot. Busted! 

			Sighing, I squatted down and retrieved the nugget again. “Leave it to the professional thief to get the job done, hey, Deputy Sheriff?” 

			“And then,” said Cooper, “I’m going to take you two in and claim that reward. And with all that new wealth, I’ll be joining the poker game on the Belle Dame. I’ll thank you for Whalen’s recommendation also.” He stuck his hand out.

			“You can’t have it,” said Riley.

			“Riley, give it to him,” I said.

			“No.”

			“Never mind,” said Cooper. “It’s easier to take it off a dead body anyways.”

			He pulled out a gun, aiming it squarely at Riley’s head.

			And then there was a double click—not his.

			“Put it down, Deputy Sheriff.”

			His eyes darted sideways but his attacker was directly behind him so he couldn’t see them. Squatting down slowly, he laid the gun and walking stick on the ground, then stood up, his hands raised in surrender.

			Only then did he see that it was Bart holding the gun. 

			“Bartholomew Dodds,” said the deputy sheriff. “I almost killed you once. Perhaps I’ll have the pleasure again one day.”

			“Maybe. But today, the pleasure is all mine,” said Bart. And—bang—he shot Cooper in the leg.

			 And the scream! They’d have heard it all the way back in Widow’s Barrow.

			“Thanks, Bart,” I croaked out, feeling kind of sick and barely able to glance at Cooper’s bloody wound. 

			Bart had saved our lives, again.

			“Lucky for us you came along, Bart,” said Ruby.

			However, our “hero” didn’t lower his gun. Instead, he aimed it at us.

			“I’ll have that nugget now.” Bart put his hand out.

			“But you just saved us!” I said.

			“I don’t want to hurt you, Maddy. But I will if I have to.”

			Sighing, I picked up the nugget and passed it to Bart. He slipped it into his pocket, grinning broadly. “Much obliged. No hard feelings? And Mr Whalen sends his thanks.” 

			Then he turned to Ruby. “Your pistol, please.”

			She gave it to him. He took it and flung it into the soft grass.

			“And the Injun’s bow?”

			He did the same with that.

			“I reckon I’ll see you all at the game.” He grinned as though we were all still good friends before running off. 

			“Jumping juniper bugs,” said Ruby, clambering into the bushes after her gun.

			“That man has the soul of a rattlesnake,” said Silver, retrieving his bow.

			Riley shrugged. “We came here with the money but no reference. Now we’ve got a reference but no money.”

			Thank you, Riley, for stating the bleeding obvious. And talking of bleeding...the deputy sheriff was a mess of blood. He’d passed out with the pain. I didn’t feel great leaving him like that. Neither did Riley.

			“Hey, over here!” He waved to some men exiting the Cattleman’s Club. They paid no attention until we shouted: “Gold!”

			That was the magic word round here. When we saw heads bobbing our way, we knew someone would find Cooper and have to help him, so we ran off. 

			“That sucks.” I felt utterly deflated as I climbed onto my horse.

			“What a load of cow poo!” said Jasper.

			“There are more thieves and liars in this country than there are cactuses,” said Ruby. 

			“Why would Judd Whalen even need the money?” Jasper asked. “He’s meant to be rollin’ in it, ain’t he?”

			But I knew why. “Men like Judd Whalen never have enough. No matter how much they have, they always want more. And they’ll take everything you’ve got too.”

			The five of us rode glumly back—Ruby and I to our hotel room, the guys to the tent. Before separating, I fell back for a quiet word with Riley.

			“Did you see where Peterson went?”

			Riley shook his head. “He knows where to find us.”

			“Did you hear what Henrietta said, about how Brigit gets people to refuse to sell their land to Whalen?”

			Riley nodded. 

			“Well, she said it like it was a bad thing, but—” I began.

			Riley finished my sentence. “Stopping Whalen doing whatever he wants doesn’t sound bad.” 

			But it had to be bad. This was Brigit. Evil killer, friend stealer. If she was getting those people to resist Whalen’s bullying, she must have her own dark reasons for it.

			“So, I guess we go back to prospecting tomorrow and hope we strike it lucky again?” Jasper called back. 

			“No,” I said.

			The others waited for Riley and me to catch up. 

			“How else will we get the money we need for the card game?” Ruby asked.

			“We’re going to rob a train,” I said. 
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			Brigit was right in front of me, blonde hair blowing in the breeze, a cat’s smile on her doll’s face. She was going to hurt Lauren and was daring me to do something about it.

			Bang. I shot at the assassin and missed. She chuckled, folded her arms, shook her head. Bang. Missed again. She tapped her boot on the ground impatiently. Bang, bang, bang. 

			“Much better,” Ruby said. 

			Ruby was giving Riley and me shooting lessons in preparation for the train robbery.

			When I’d started the lesson about an hour before, I was way off. My hand sagged, my gun wobbled. I hadn’t realised the thing would be so heavy and hard to keep still. But now I was getting some measure of control, almost hitting the targets—well, I would have been if we’d had bullets in the gun. We were “dry firing”—practising without ammunition.

			“You would have been real close to that last target, I reckon,” said Ruby. She made the call about whether we would have hit or missed.

			“But real close isn’t enough, is it?” I said.

			Brigit turned back to wave at me before heading off into a fake sunset, medieval hips swinging in her cowboy jeans. She was the visualisation Ruby said I needed to focus on the task.

			“Okay, you two, what are the main things to remember when shooting?” Ruby asked.

			“Err, grip the gun high up on the handle to give you better control,” I said.

			“Correct.”

			“Line the gun up with your arm so, when you look along it, you have a straight line to the target,” Riley said.

			Ruby nodded.

			We practised aiming at the dozen stone targets Ruby had lined up for us on fallen tree trunks, rocks and the ground. When Ruby was happy with our progress, she gave us each five bullets to try. 

			As I loaded them into the chamber, I was more than a little worried about accidentally shooting myself or my friends. The bullets made the gun heavier and the firing noise took some getting used to. The first few shots jarred my arm until I learned how to brace myself. I got zero out of five targets on that first round. Riley missed them all too.

			“Concentrate,” Ruby said. 

			 I was more prepared for the second round.

			There was Brigit, the assassin. Smiling, sneering. Bang. Laughing, jeering. Bang. Pressing the gun barrel to Lauren’s temple. Bang. The little pile of stones Ruby had built in the shape of a person toppled off the rock.

			“Well done, Maddy,” said Ruby. “Your first hit.”

			I got one more target with my remaining two bullets. Two out of five! Not too bad. Riley got four!

			“But you missed one!” I said. 

			“I let that one get away.” Riley grinned.

			“And now one day he’ll ride right into town to take his revenge against you and everyone you care about,” I said.

			“What are you two flappin’ your gums about?” said Ruby. “When you’re shooting, shoot; when you’re talking, talk. Let your focus drift for a minute and you’ll be eating dirt pie before you know it.”

			A cheery thought.

			Next, Ruby taught us how to draw our weapons. I tried a dozen times. Each time the gun got stuck in the holster. It wasn’t as easy as it looked.

			“You don’t pull the gun out,” said Ruby. “You tilt your body back, so the gun kind of slides out of its pocket into your hand. You snatch it and keep on moving it back. While you’re doing that, you flick the hammer with your right thumb to prepare the shot and, as soon as the muzzle clears the holster, you squeeze the trigger.” 

			“Is that what they call quick draw?” asked Riley.

			“That’s what they call shooting from the hip,” said Ruby. “Every gunfighter can do it and those that can’t end up with more holes in ’em than Ben Sherman’s underwear.”

			We were dry firing again, which I was glad about. This was a real dodgy manoeuvre. 

			“Does anyone ever shoot their own leg or butt getting the weapon out?” 

			“Plenty do,” said Ruby. “Don’t worry, Maddy. After enough practice, you two will be able to hit a target without raising your gun above waist high.”

			That sounded...no, I didn’t really want to have to hit anyone but stone targets. Period. 

			In the end, though, I got the hang of the move. It was less of a pull and push movement, more a tilt and scoop. The smallness of the action saved time getting the shot off—vital seconds that could save your life, according to Ruby.

			Watching her wield that gun was pretty amazing. I don’t think she missed once. She didn’t even need to squint down the sightline but seemed to hit the targets by instinct.

			“You’re pretty good at this,” I said.

			“Living on your own in the West, you have to be,” said Ruby. “Maybe if I’d had a few shootin’ skills before we came out here, I might not have ended up alone.”

			I didn’t have to ask who she visualised on the targets. I reckon it was the gunman who’d killed her mum and dad. If ever she met him again, he’d be in serious trouble. 

			The next day, Ruby said it was time to “get serious”.

			“You and Riley are pretty fair shots now, shooting at stones,” said Ruby. “But gunmen ain’t no stones. No gunman’s going to make life easy and stay nice and still for you. You’ve got to learn to shoot at a moving target.”

			She threw rocks in the air. It took Riley fifteen goes, me twenty-two to get any of them—all dry firing.

			Then she made us run and shoot.

			Then zigzag, run and shoot.

			Then zigzag, run, forward roll and shoot—“to baffle and dazzle your rival”. 

			We did that for hours. Ruby created an assault course of trees and boulders. We had to weave between stones, leap over fallen logs, find the hidden targets all over. I ran and rolled and dry fired till my arms ached, my head throbbed and I was grey with dirt.

			Then she gave us some bullets to put in the chamber. She had targets all over the place and an obstacle course to complete as we got them down.

			The first time, I hit three targets out of fifteen. Riley got seven.

			“Come on, folks, you can do better than that,” said Ruby. “How bad do you want to succeed in this train robbery?”

			I got nine targets, Riley eleven.

			“What if there’s a rival gang that wants the money off that train? You gonna let them have it with your hit-and-miss shooting?”

			I took some deep breaths to calm myself and get into the zone. I had fifteen rock targets all with the assassin’s face on them.

			“You can never beat me, Maddy,” jeered Brigit in my mind. “And I’ll do whatever I want with your friend.” I aimed at the first target. Bang.

			“Call yourself tough? I’ve seen ducklings in the pond tougher than you.” 

			Run, zigzag, run, drop. Bang!

			“I know where your family lives,” she said in a song-song voice. 

			Don’t get emotional. Run, roll, bang, bang, bang.

			Hide behind a tree—reload.

			“Riley likes me, even if he says he doesn’t. You know it’s true,” Brigit called.

			I ran from rock to rock, shooting two targets on my left, one on my right. Bang, bang, bang.

			The next target was high in the tree, one was low to the ground. Jump—bang, duck, roll—bang. 

			“Lauren likes me. Better than you!” 

			I launched myself over a rock, firing mid-air at two targets. Bang, bang.

			“I’ve got your time machine. And you ain’t never gettin’ it back.” 

			I ran, rolled, and fired—bang. 

			I turned, beaming. To find Ruby and Riley gawping. I’d got all but one target down.

			“I reckon that’ll do for now, honey,” Ruby said.
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			The Kansas to St Louis train huffed and rattled its way along the rails across the prairie, grey smoke hanging like half-hearted rainclouds in its wake.

			Inside the wooden carriage, behind the lace curtains, a small girl in a white bonnet with a face full of freckles pressed her nose against the window as she counted the carcasses of dead buffaloes rushing past her view. Some were skinned and a mass of pink-purply gore, but many lay like furry rocks on the flat, dry plain.

			“One hundred and seventy-nine, one hundred and eighty, one hundred and eighty-one,” said the girl.

			Bang! A rifle resounded like a distant crack of thunder and another buffalo dropped, its glassy eyes fixed on the train as it gave a final shudder and relaxed into death. The girl knew someone in another carriage was shooting to fend off boredom. The fact that this might be a waste of life did not cross her mind. She was focused on the numbers.

			“One hundred and eighty-two,” said the girl. “One hundred and eighty-three.”

			When the signs began to appear, she was the first to spot them. Painted in black on wooden box lids nailed to poles. 

			“Girl...on...track...one...mile,” she read aloud. 

			She looked around, her eyes like green marbles on white saucers. The three women with her knitted and talked, paying her no mind. So she spoke louder, her shrill tone cutting through the general hum of carriage conversation.

			“Girl on track one mile,” she said. “I just saw a sign.”

			“Jemima Worthington! What have I told you about interrupting your elders and betters?” said the woman beside her. Like her companions, the woman wore a severe black dress, her hair pulled into a tight bun.

			“But, Ma, there was a sign. Look, there’s another. Girl on track...half a mile.”

			A dozen people in the carriage shifted their gaze to the train’s left side, just glimpsing the sign as the train sped past.

			“Oh, my!” said the bird-like ginger-haired woman with them. “You don’t suppose there’s actually a girl on the railway track, do you, Millicent?”

			“Do you think the driver saw the signs?” Jemima’s mother asked.

			“If he did, he ain’t fixin’ to slow down at all,” said the ginger woman.

			“It’s clearly a ploy by outlaws to get the train to stop so they can rob us all!” a male voice boomed from halfway along the carriage. 

			Everyone shifted slightly in their seats, brows tightening with worry as they turned to the windows and scanned for outlaws crouched behind trees or boulders.

			As the train arced around to the left, a human-shaped bundle was clearly visible on the tracks ahead.

			“Lord have mercy!” The ginger woman held an embroidered handkerchief to her mouth.

			Not another word was spoken. The bump, rattle and huff of the train filled the silence as it rolled up to and right over the bundle on the tracks..

			There was a communal gasp and several screams. “Oh, that poor child!” a female voice exclaimed. “What has that driver done?”

			“That was just a bunch of clothes in the shape of a girl,” a man shouted, trying to calm folks down. “I tell you the driver did right! He’s kept us out of harm’s way.”

			Ruddy cheeks and noses flattened against the glass as passengers strained to see the rails behind.

			The buzz of excitement had not yet died down when a new sign flashed past. “Gold on track one mile!” Jemima read aloud.

			This time the gasp from the passengers was slower and deeper. Mingled with the fear was the ragged breath of excitement. Now, a few people got to their feet to get a better position at the window. They stumbled as the train lurched into a lower, slower gear. The ginger woman dropped her handkerchief, which was trodden underfoot by a man’s big black boot.

			“Gold half a mile!” Jemima continued to interpret for those not familiar with their letters.

			“What’s he slowing down for?” the man said. “Dang fool. It’ll be the same outlaws trying again!”

			The ch-ch-ch slowed to one final sigh as the train stopped a dozen feet away from a crumbling rock pyramid on the tracks. Was it actually gold? Or a trap for train staff and passengers alike?

			Only one way to find out, many passengers reckoned. They snatched at suitcases, bound bonnets brusquely and pushed and squeezed past each other to get to the carriage doorways first. 

			As if the train itself were flinging passengers off, people launched out of the doorways and dashed towards the rocks to nab a nugget before the lot vanished. 

			“Don’t be so darn stupid, y’all!” the man protested. “You’ll be shot and killed.”

			But the press to the doors continued. The curiosity and desire to see whether it was gold eclipsed the rational fear of outlaws lying in wait.

			A young woman with golden curls like corkscrews used her pink and white frilled umbrella as a weapon to knock people out of her way and was first to get to the pile and begin fossicking.

			The train driver himself was sixth to join the scavenge among the rocks, which could clearly be seen sparkling, tantalisingly, in the sun. A few latecomers carried guns, which helped them progress to the front of the queue. Men, women and children shouldered and shoved, scrabbled and scrapped, threatening each other with knives, guns, fists and dirty looks.

			“That’s not real gold,” said Jemima. “That’s fool’s gold. Miss McCluskey told us about that in class.” But in their hunger for riches no-one seemed inclined to take mineral advice from Jemima.

			In the second carriage, two security guards in blue uniforms trimmed with gold sat gripping their rifles, brows furrowed, suspecting something was amiss. Sliding open the carriage door, they took in the scene before them. 

			“Is it a trap?” said the younger guard, sweat trembling on his upper lip.

			“I think I’d better investigate,” said the senior man. As if a fire had been lit under him, he sprang up and leapt from the train. Firing two shots into the air, he launched himself into the scrabbling mass, digging into the rock pile like a dog after a buried bone.

			“Officer Cartwright!” His colleague’s cry from the doorway was lost in the noise. 

			The lone guard sank back down to the floor, clutching his rifle that bit tighter, stealing a glance at the safe he was charged with protecting in the front part of the carriage. No-one else was in here but him, and dozens of trunks and boxes were stacked to shoulder height around the carriage. He primed the gun, gripping it like his life might depend on it.

			Through the rear door from the adjoining car, a well-dressed young woman with a uniformed ticket officer in pursuit burst into the carriage.

			“Madam, no!” the ticket officer said. “It is not railway company policy to allow passengers into the baggage car while the journey is still in progress.”

			“Well, sir,” the girl said, “the journey is clearly not in progress, so I can’t be breaking any rules, can I?”

			She penetrated deeper into the carriage, weaving through the bags, her gaze questing about in search of something. The guard stood up, clutching his gun. 

			“Madam, I’ll have to ask you to stand back.” The tip of a pink tongue darted out to moisten his dust-dry lips.

			“Or what?” said the girl. “Are you going to shoot me? Don’t be silly! I only want to take a peek at Sugarplum and make sure he’s still alive after all that lurching and rolling. My word, I’ve never experienced such woeful train driving in my life!”

			The guard opened his mouth to speak but was cut off by the woman’s exclamation. “Sugarplum! There you are, honey!”

			From the rear of the pile, she retrieved a wooden cage, with the front door swinging wide open, empty. “Sugarplum’s gone!” she cried. “Sugarplum! Sweetheart! No need to be frightened! Mama’s here.” She shoved bags aside with her foot as she searched for the animal.

			“Madam, you can’t stay here,” said the guard, more forcefully. “Just tell me what your animal looks like and I’ll endeavour to locate it for you.”

			“Sugarplum is my little prairie dog,” she said. “And a real unique one too. Mostly black with a thick white stripe along the ridge of its back to the tip of his fluffy tail. I ain’t never seen one like him before.”

			Now the guard’s thick brows clumped together, forming a line of concern over his dark eyes. “Black and white? That don’t sound like no prairie dog to me.”

			A prospector with red hair appeared at the open door, shouting: “Eureka, it’s gold all right. Better get yours soon, friend, or there’ll be none left!” The prospector darted off.

			Inside the carriage, the girl reached behind a suitcase and lifted up a black-and-white animal, which she settled into the crook of her arm. 

			“Oh, sweet Sugarplum. I found you,” she said.

			“That’s not a prairie dog.” The guard’s eyes goggled in horror. 

			“No, it ain’t,” said the ticket officer, drawing back.

			“That’s...a skunk!” the guard screamed before diving off the train to join the crowd hunting for gold.

			As the ticket officer watched him go, his concern turned to a grin. Jasper pulled off his conductor’s hat and let his chestnut hair swing free. 

			“Now where’s he off to in such a hurry?” he said. 

			“Well, my goodness. Scared of a little prairie dog!” I grinned at Jasper and put the “critter” down. It was a skunk pelt we’d bought off an animal trapper in town.

			Jasper waved to someone in the next carriage and Riley entered, crouching down in front of the safe.

			“You were right, Riley,” I said. “Everyone around here is terrified of a skunk. But surely they can’t smell that bad?”

			“My pappy always said, ‘Son, there’s only two things worth fearin’ in this world’,” said Jasper. “‘Taxation and skunks...not necessarily in that order.’”

			“The skunk is also known as a polecat,” said Riley, carefully applying a cream he’d mixed that morning to the safe door before pressing some white grains into it. “When it feels threatened it sprays its enemies with a foul-smelling liquid. Anything it sprays is pretty much useless. You can never get the smell out of your clothes.” 

			“Or your hair,” Jasper added. “You’d have to shave off all of those pretty locks.”

			“Is it worse than David Payne after that big football match in summer?” I whispered to Riley.

			“Worse. Though only slightly.” The dimple reappeared in Riley’s right cheek.

			Jasper stayed by the carriage door on watch as Riley’s cream sizzled and burned through the metal door.

			“Watch out! Guard’s coming back,” Jasper called. 

			So I flattened myself against the door and shouted: “Oh no, Sugarplum, don’t be scared. Oh Lord, what’s that smell? Sugarplum! No!”

			And I made loud retching noises. Jasper squashed his hand over his mouth to stop the laughter bubbling out.

			“Oh, look, our guard’s had second thoughts,” he said. “He’s running away.”

			There was a loud click of metal from the safe. “We’re in.” Riley grinned. My friend, the safe cracker.

			A few things sat on the top rack—several pieces of jewellery and a pile of letters tied with string. The item we wanted was the large metal box on the bottom.

			Riley examined the catch. “It’s locked,” he said. “We’ll shoot it off later. Let’s go.”

			Opening the sliding door on the other side of the carriage, we saw Silver Moon galloping across the plain, leading four horses. Ruby emerged from the other side of the train. She was the redheaded prospector who’d given the guard a timely reminder to get the gold while he could.

			“A few people were beginning to cotton on to that pile being nothing but worthless rocks with some fool’s gold thrown in,” she said. “But I just flashed a couple of our real gold bits around and they went back at it, like hens on a pile of June bugs.”

			We climbed onto the horses and galloped across the plain to the nearby hills, waiting till we were out of sight before screeching: “Yee-haaaa!” 

			It wasn’t every day you got to rob a train in the Wild West.

			We put the cashbox on the ground and Ruby handed me a gun. “See if you can hit the target first time.” 

			I took the weapon, braced my arm, squinted down the line of sight and squeezed. Bang. Bang. Got it second time.

			Riley knelt down and opened the tin. Inside was a heap of cash. I watched his earnest expression as he counted it up. “There’s upwards of twenty thousand dollars there.”

			“Folks, we got ourselves a card game!” said Jasper.

			The others cheered and threw their hats into the air.

			Silver folded his arms and allowed himself a small smile. “Those who gamble with their lives usually win death.”

			“Oh, come on, Silver! Haven’t you got anything positive to say?” I asked.

			And he let out the biggest “Yee-haa!” of all, launching himself skywards, fist punching the air.

			Jasper chuckled. “Did you see that guard’s face when he got a glimpse of Sugarplum?” 

			“Did you notice how the train driver didn’t even slow down when he thought there might be a girl on the line?” Ruby frowned.

			“Folk get more excited by gold than girls round here,” said Jasper. “Though not me, ladies.”

			“It was a good plan, Maddy,” said Riley.

			Yeah, it had worked better than I expected.

			Jasper took my hand and twirled me under his arm. “The McLean Gang. Has a certain ring to it. Maybe we should forget the card game and just ride around robbing trains and banks and become the most famous outlaws the West has ever seen.” 

			“If they raise the price on our heads any higher, I might think about turning us in,” I said, retrieving my hand. 

			Silver stood by, arms folded. 

			“Anything to add, Silver?” I said.

			“A man with a big price on his head...” he began.

			“Yes...?” we all said.

			“...had better keep it under his hat.”

			Groanworthy, to be sure, but we all appreciated his attempt at humour.

			All but Riley, who’d finished counting the cash. Two short lines appeared between his eyebrows. Something was bothering him. Uh-oh.

			“Riley, what’s wrong?” I asked.

			“When I got to the bottom of the box, I found this.”

			He held out a piece of torn paper, but as I reached for it, he grasped it tighter, reluctant to let go. So I snatched.

			“It’s a note,” I told the others. “Which says: ‘See you at the game.’ Signed ‘B’.”

			B...for Brigit. 

			So she’d expected us to rob the train? To rob her? She wanted us to have that money? I sank down onto my heels, groaning in frustration. No matter how many times I tried to beat her, she always got the better of me. 

			But how could she have known? There was no way. Unless...? I saw my suspicions mirrored in Riley’s wary looks. I didn’t need him to say it. 

			Someone must have told her about our plans. And since only the five of us knew what they were, it had to be one of us. It wasn’t Riley or me. That left Jasper, Ruby or Silver Moon. One of them was working with Brigit.

			One of them was a spy. 
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			“Welcome aboard,” said Brigit. 

			It was twilight. The Mississippi River was silvery and slow moving, like mercury. The maple trees along its length hung heavy in the moist air. Small clouds of buzzing insects hovered about the damp faces of the two hundred or so guests waiting to board the Belle Dame steamboat for the evening’s gambling cruise. And at the top of the gangplank...Brigit waited to welcome us aboard. I’d pursued her through muddy rivers and shady valleys, across sun-kissed plains, in and out of towns full of dirt and danger, and now she was right there in front of me. It was just as if an elusive golden fish you thought you’d never catch had leapt out of the water and into your net. 

			“I’m Trixibelle Starr and I’m delighted you could make it to this little gathering of friends on my humble boat,” she told a man two ahead of me in line.

			Humble? Yeah, right! She and her boat were about as humble as Finn Denison when his volley ball team topped the area league for the third year and he went about in a plastic crown calling himself King Finn and forcing younger boys to bow to him. 

			The Belle Dame was a river steamer—a long flat boat, three storeys high, with fancy iron railings along the decks, two tall smoke stacks pumping out black smoke and flame and a giant paddle wheel on the side to power it along. The decks were polished and so were the patrons—the women in colourful gowns with bulky bustles and fussy hairstyles, the men in long coats, high collars and tall hats.

			Brigit looked every bit the queen of the riverboat in a shapely blue dress trimmed with lace and pink ribbon. It had a scooped neck with folds of material trailing behind like a fish tail. With her blonde hair long and free, decorated with tiny pink flowers, she looked stunning and she knew it. 

			As I reached the front of the line, her smile broadened. 

			“Good evening, Madison,” she said. Her voice had taken on a slightly Southern twist. “It’s good to see you again.”

			“Trixibelle,” I said. 

			“You got my note, then?” 

			Meaning, I suppose, the note in the metal box we’d stolen from the train. “Yes, thank you.” 

			“Did you have any difficulty securing it?” she asked with a twinkle.

			“None at all. Thanks for asking.”

			I could match her sweet-not-sweet anytime! Bring. It. On!

			Further along the deck we heard splashing as a man released half a dozen young alligators—or “gators” as they called them—into the river. The gators had their jaws tied shut and the man slipped the rope off just before he dropped them over the side. Below, in the dark water, the reptiles swam and wrestled each other, making the water bubble like a spa bath.

			“Don’t be alarmed, Madison,” said Brigit. “They’re really just for show. I don’t anticipate we’ll need them tonight.”

			Why would anyone need a gator? It wouldn’t be to serve drinks, that’s for sure. 

			“I wasn’t worried,” I replied, a tad lamely. Was that all I could say after all she’d done, all we’d gone through to get here? 

			Riley, behind me, was no better. He turned redder than a summer strawberry and said nothing at all, just gave her a sweet smile.

			By contrast, Jasper went into charm overdrive, kissing Brigit’s hand and bowing, while Ruby declared her to be “so pretty she’d make a train driver step on the brakes”. (As we knew, that really was saying something.) 

			Silver Moon was the last to board and, as soon as his moccasins hit the deck, Brigit’s minders swooped in. “Injuns ain’t welcome here,” a man with a neck as thick as a bull’s growled at him.

			“It’s okay, Chuck.” Brigit was all smiles. “All are welcome tonight because this is a special evening. Please come aboard and be my guest.”

			For all her generosity, though, Silver Moon wasn’t fooled. “The woman has a summer’s day on her face but a winter’s night in her heart,” he said. I was grateful someone besides me could see through her fake charm.

			As waiters served drinks called mint juleps from silver trays, I looked around for people I knew, like Lauren or Gran. We hadn’t received any letters or messages from Gran so I didn’t know if she’d got our message. I really hoped she had. We needed her to play that card game for us. The rest of us wouldn’t last five minutes at that table of card sharks. And, what would Mum say if I came home without her?

			“That Miss Trixibelle is the prettiest thing I ever saw,” said Jasper, “after you two ladies, of course.”

			“I’ve seen prettier,” I said. Floating in the toilet bowl.

			“Well, butter my butt and call me biscuit!” said Jasper. “That there is even prettier.” 

			I followed his gaze to Lauren, breezing past in checked shirt and blue jeans, her long rust-coloured hair loose. Dress regulations didn’t apply to her, it seemed.

			“Hi, Maddy,” she said. 

			“Lauren, wait!” 

			She kept pushing through the crowd and didn’t look back.

			“Do you know her?” asked Jasper. “Can you introduce me?”

			 I watched my best friend thread her way through the people to Brigit. The two of them talked and smiled like she and I used to do. Over her shoulder, Brigit caught my eye with a sly who’s-best-friends-now look.

			“Perhaps you’d better ask Trixibelle to introduce you,” I said. “They seem pretty close.”

			I needed air. I made my way to the railing and took deep breaths to calm myself. Below me, the gators cruised through the treacly water.

			Did that just happen? Did Lauren hurry past me to get to Brigit?

			“Come on, babies! Daddy’s got your dinner. You gorgeous gators!” A man in a long coat with gold-quilted lapels threw bloody slops from a bucket into the water. The alligators snapped and rolled each other to get the food as the guy cackled madly, revealing a mouth of gold teeth to match his coat. Like King Midas escaped from the asylum.

			“You okay, Maddy?” Riley appeared beside me at the railing.

			“Did you see what just happened?” I asked. “Lauren couldn’t get away from me fast enough so she could talk to her new best bud, Brigit. We came through all that to save her and now it looks like she doesn’t want to be saved.”

			“We don’t know what’s going on here,” said Riley. “Maybe she’s scared. Maybe Brigit threatened her or said she’d hurt you if Lauren spent too much time with you.”

			He could be right. Maybe she was trying to protect me.

			“But what was she wearing? Jeans? I haven’t seen anyone else in jeans since we got here, except us.”

			“That’s because denim hasn’t been invented yet,” said Riley.

			“Wait, I know those jeans. That means...could she have gone home and got them and come back again? With Brigit?” 

			None of this made sense. I felt like I hadn’t travelled back in time but had gone to some strange upside-down and opposite world.

			“Do you think Brigit has the time machines on the boat?” I asked.

			And to be clear, we were talking about all of the time machines in existence—hers, ours, Peterson’s! 

			“If it were me,” said Riley, “I wouldn’t bring them within cooee of the boat.”

			“But Brigit’s not you. She likes dangerous games. And doesn’t think we’ll ever beat her. I bet the machines are close by.”

			I leaned back on the iron railing and looked up. Two decks rose above us. “As we were boarding I noticed a small cabin on the very top level. I bet that’s Brigit’s and she has the time machines in there somewhere.” 

			The dent of concentration appeared between my friend’s brows as he nodded.

			Ruby, Jasper and Silver appeared beside us. 

			“Don’t look now,” Ruby whispered, “but our least favourite deputy sheriff just limped aboard.”

			Zane Cooper and his pals were done up like turkeys on Christmas Day, with bows, fancy vests and funny hats. They looked like they belonged in a circus sideshow. 

			“The man thinks himself mighty fine, don’t he?” Ruby shook her head.

			“He’s got the clothes all right,” Jasper agreed. “But as my pappy always said, ‘Putting your boots in the oven don’t make ’em biscuits!’”

			“Did your pappy really say all those things?” I asked.

			Jasper winked and clicked his tongue, mysterious as ever.

			The deputy sheriff looked pale and leaned more heavily on his cane but seemed otherwise okay, despite the gunshot wound.

			“Do you think Cooper’s here for the big game or just the social life?” I asked.

			“Would he be any good at poker?” Jasper raised an eyebrow. 

			“He is sneaky,” said Ruby. 

			“I hope he is in the game,” I said. “Gran will clean him out super-fast.” 

			If she made it onto the boat. 

			But it was almost dark and there was still no sign of her when Brigit stepped onto a slightly raised podium to address the crowd. “Ladies and gentlemen, we’re about to depart. I invite you to join me in the main saloon where refreshments will be served and the tables are ready. May I take this opportunity to wish you all a good evening and the best of luck.”

			Like a herd of longhorns scenting water, the crowd surged inside. This saloon was nothing like the grime-crusted establishments we were used to. It had wooden wall panels carved with Wild West scenes and uniformed waiters serving colourful drinks in elegant glassware. And, in central position, six card tables, which people clamoured around.

			At the end of the room, a much grander table with shapely wooden legs and a dark blue velvet top sat in its own recess. It was set with seven chairs and another dozen formed a semicircle in front of it. This must be where the big game would take place. 

			The boat lurched as it began its journey along the Mississippi. My head snapped round, eyes sweeping the room like searchlights. 

			“Oh, no. Gran’s not here.” My heart clenched with fear for what might have happened to her.

			“You sure about that?” Riley tipped his head towards a mass of shoulders and backs wriggling and shifting in irritation until a small gap opened and Gran squeezed through.

			“Gran.” I hugged her tightly, so relieved to see her in one piece. 

			“Aren’t you a sight for sore eyes?” she said. “What a month it’s been.”

			She gave Riley a hug too and complimented him again on being “such a darn clever young man” for inventing time travel. Yeah, he was smart, but I wasn’t sure the time machine was his brightest idea.

			Hovering behind her, fiddling nervously with his eye patch, was Gus, the poker player from Temperance. Even in his fancy gear—which was not that fancy but was, at least, clean—he still looked like a pirate. 

			“Madison, you remember Gus?”

			I nodded and smiled.

			“Thanks for helping us escape that day, Gus,” I said.

			“That was quite a day.” He chuckled. “You know the deputy sheriff wanted to throw us in jail for what we did, only folks were too excited by the show we’d given them on that scaffold, with you two riding off into the sunset like outlaws from dime novels, they wouldn’t let him touch us.” 

			“You two are a legend round those parts,” said Gran.

			“The outlaws who escaped right under Deputy Dog’s nose. That’s what people call him now. Deputy Dog!” Gus said.

			I was starting to see why Zane Cooper had chased us with such Terminator-style relentlessness. His pride had been stung.

			“Speaking of the deputy—” Gran scanned the room “—I saw him round here somewhere. Your friend Lauren is over there, too.”

			“You spoke to Lauren?”

			“Yes, she and Trixibelle have been doing a lot of good work around the West, helping women and families set up businesses, run farms and stand up to bullies like that Judd...what’s his name?”

			“Whalen,” said Riley.

			“That’s the one.” She nodded. “There’s plenty of his kind out here who want to drive honest folk off their land. But Lauren and Trixi have been putting the hot sauce down their trousers, I can tell you.”

			“Lauren and Brigit,” I corrected her.

			“What? No, Trixibelle. She’s right over there.”

			“Trixibelle is Brigit.”

			“Oh my word!” Gran clapped her hand over her mouth. “The Brigit you came here after? I had no idea. Full disclosure: they helped Gus and me escape from Temperance when things started to get a bit hot there for us.”

			Brigit had helped Gran? I guess I’d have to thank her for that. If I could get the words out with my jaw cement-clenched!

			As Gran and Gus said hello to Ruby and introduced themselves to Silver Moon and Jasper, I stood there, stunned. 

			“She made Brigit sound like Robin Hood, going about challenging the rich, defending the vulnerable,” I whispered to Riley. “And Brigit helped Gran and Gus escape from Temperance?”

			“I suppose she might have changed,” he said.

			I stared hard at him. “You know for a clever person, you can be pretty dumb sometimes.”

			How could someone like Brigit change that much? Like a lion rescuing deer instead of eating them? It had to be an act. One that had fooled everyone except me—and that included Gran, the most perceptive person I knew.
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			“You need to be the overall winner of the poker game and make a final bet that will break the bank,” I told Gran. 

			We needed Brigit in a position where she was forced to return our time machines and Lauren to us, so we could all blast off out of here.

			Gran was excited but nervous as she checked out the poker table before the game. Gus did a bit of knocking on wood, looking under the table to make sure no cards were stuck to the bottom. It didn’t go down well with Brigit’s staff but Gus glared at them with his one good(ish) eye and they left him alone.

			“Do you think Peterson’s somewhere on board?” I whispered to Riley, scouring the crowd.

			“Good chance.” Riley smiled. 

			I really hoped he was. As I watched Brigit work the crowd, charming people wherever she went, I had a feeling we’d need all the help we could get. 

			“Look who’s there!” Riley pointed to a waiter carrying a tray of drinks to the card tables. Something about his walk seemed familiar. 

			“Johnno?”

			He had a moustache and a close-trimmed beard, but, yes, that was our former science teacher. He’d been our enemy in Ancient Egypt and medieval England. And we’d broken him out of jail to bring him to the Wild West. Now, he was supposedly on our side. But could we trust him? Riley thought we could. I had serious doubts. We went over to him.

			“Johnno?” I said. “You’re working for Brigit now?” It came out as an accusation...which it was!

			“It’s the best way to keep an eye on her and look out for Lauren.” 

			That made a kind of sense.

			“And what’s been happening with them?” Riley asked.

			“They’ve been riding about the place, helping women and ranchers in trouble.”

			There it was again. Tales of St Brigit. 

			“Did you know that she took time out from her charity work to steal our time machine? And Peterson’s?”

			From Johnno’s wide-eyed look, I guessed not. 

			“Any idea where she might have hidden them?” I asked.

			He scratched his chin. “You could ask Lauren. She might know something.” 

			Good idea. I’d ask Lauren, if she ever stuck around long enough to complete a sentence, which so far she hadn’t.

			“Does Brigit have a private room on the boat?” Riley asked.

			“The whole top floor is hers,” Johnno said. “There’s a couple of bedrooms and a sitting room where she meets with people.”

			“All this helping people must be cover for something else,” I said. 

			“I thought so too.” Johnno pressed his lips together. “But if it is, it’s a good one. As far as I can see, she really has become a force for good.”

			Before I could argue, several shots rang out. Everyone screamed and hit the ground.

			“Now that we have your attention!” Lauren, arm high, clutching a gun, strode into the saloon and climbed up onto a small stage. “Let the games begin!”

			There were six players in the Big Game—Gran, for us. Judd Whalen. The man in the golden coat I’d seen feeding the gators on deck—Sly Rogers. A super-hairy guy called Talbot in black with full beard, bushy eyebrows. Deputy Sheriff Zane Cooper, who seemed a tad unsteady from too many mint juleps. And someone I was surprised to see—Henrietta Delaware, from the Cattleman’s Club, as cool and stylish as ever.

			“Henrietta,” I greeted her. “You didn’t tell me you were coming to the game.” 

			“You didn’t ask, sugar.” 

			As she went to sit down, two men rushed over to pull the chair out for her.

			The seventh seat was the dealer’s. That, too, was a surprise. It was Annie from the Sunset Saloon.

			Ruby rushed over to her. “Annie, it’s so good to see you.” They hugged.

			“I was so worried when you rode off with those outlaws,” Annie said.

			“Annie, meet the outlaws.” Ruby turned to Riley and me. “They’re good people. They never stole any horses or cows.”

			Annie nodded and gave me a special grin. And boom! That was my mind exploding! Because in that moment, I realised she was the fortune teller at the gold mining site! As I watched her take instructions from Brigit, I saw that Brigit had been behind the whole gold nugget find, too. Annie must have buried it there for us to dig up later. Had Silver Moon recognised her? Was that why he suggested I go and see her?

			And, of course, Brigit had expected us to rob that train. I felt like a helpless puppet with Brigit pulling my strings. She must have wanted us here pretty badly to go to all that trouble.

			I sat next to Riley in the spectator seats in front of the poker table. Up this close, I could see the dome recess over the table had been painted with a heavenly Wild West scene where cowboys and horses mixed it with angels in the clouds. Cute.

			Each player was allowed an assistant to sit behind them to give advice and run errands such as getting more gambling chips and drinks. 

			Gran chose Gus as her assistant. 

			Judd Whalen had a young guy called Lincoln, clean shaven with slicked-back hair. Whalen looked particularly scary tonight in a cowboy hat with a whole snake head on the band. When you looked at him, you saw two pairs of eyes—the snake’s cold and unfeeling, his even colder. 

			“Glad to meet you.” Whalen removed his hat to Gran.

			“Please, call me Emmeline.” Her real name was Emily, but I guess she’d put a Wild West spin on it here.

			Deputy Sheriff Zane Cooper had his curly-haired friend as his second. The guy seemed even drunker than Cooper.

			Talbot sat alone (unless someone was hiding in that massive beard), as did Sly Rogers, the golden man. 

			Henrietta Delaware, too, opted to go alone. But she gave Brigit a big, twinkly smile. So she was on Team Brigit? Now I got why she’d made such a point of telling me about that train with the money on it. Brigit knew she had only to give me the information and I’d bite. The good news was, it cleared my friends of all suspicion of being spies. She didn’t need anyone to report back with my plans—she’d known what I’d do before I did. It sucked to be so predictable.

			 In the spectator seats, on the side of Riley was Bartholomew Dodds in a beige suite with dark brown trim, his greasy hair combed flat. 

			“Hi, Bart,” I said. 

			“Knew you’d make it here, Miss Madison, Riley.” He smiled and nodded, holding nothing against us and expecting us to do the same. All his hate was contained in the unblinking stare he directed at Lincoln, Whalen’s assistant. Perhaps he’d hoped he would be the big man’s choice for a second.

			All the public seats were full, with twice as many standing. Big-stakes poker was a spectator sport, it seemed. 

			And so, the game began.
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			“We’re playing five-card draw tonight,” said Annie. “I presume you all know the rules, but I will say this: I will not tolerate any shenanigans. Anyone who wants to argue or get ornery with me will be dealt with harshly. Is that clear?”

			All the players nodded.

			“Ladies and gentlemen, I wish you the best of luck.”

			Gran opened with a five hundred dollar bet. Sly Rogers won the first hand. We never got to see Sly’s cards—whether they were actually winners or he’d won on bluff alone. At the end of the first hand, he was up by $4,000.

			He won the second hand, too, with three queens. 

			Deputy Sheriff Cooper wasn’t a good loser. “You give me that stupid grin once more, Rogers, I’m going to knock a couple of those gold teeth of yours clean out.” 

			Sly went grey at that. Perhaps that’s why he lost the next hand to the deputy sheriff who wasn’t a good winner either, laughing like a hyena and greedily scooping up the gambling chips. 

			As Johnno came around to take drink orders, he leaned close to Riley and me and whispered: “Deputy Sheriff Cooper is no more drunk than you or me. He got me to make his drinks without any alcohol.”

			Cooper took a big swig from his glass and belched loudly.

			“So he’s pretending to be drunk?” Riley said. 

			Johnno nodded.

			It wasn’t that surprising. Poker players would do anything to get an edge, I knew. Cooper was hoping the other players would underestimate him. But it would take more than a drunken act to fool Gran. 

			Having said that, though, she hadn’t won a hand yet. And she was $1,000 down. Gus tugged at his collar as if it was strangling him but Gran remained as cool as an ice cube, freshly made. 

			“Losing is all a part of winning in this game,” she always said. 

			When Sly won the fourth round and all the players took a big hit, the deputy sheriff pounded the table in anger. “Son of a female dog!” 

			The tremor caused something white to flicker out from Sly’s cuffs. I saw it. So did Henrietta, who whispered something to Annie.

			“We have an accusation of cheating,” Annie said. “Against Sly Rogers.”

			Sly jumped to his feet. “Who makes that accusation, let him stand and face me.”

			Henrietta stood. “I believe you have a card up your sleeve, sir.”

			“I ain’t never heard such a thing before.” Sly feigned indignance, though not that well.

			“Raise your sleeves and show us your arms,” said Whalen.

			“I’ll do no such thing. I give you my word as a gentleman I have nothing up there. Where I come from, a gentleman’s word should be enough.”

			 “If a gentleman gave it, it might satisfy me,” Whalen said. “But a cheater’s word ain’t worth what the longhorns leave behind on the Texas trail.”

			I gripped Riley’s arm, scared of what might happen next. But Sly was a cheater, not a fighter. He didn’t resist when Whalen’s assistant, Lincoln, yanked off his coat. Aces, kings and queens of all suits fluttered out. 

			“Take your last breath, your last look around,” said the deputy sheriff. He yanked on a gold chain clipped to his coat, on the end of which was a pistol that he pointed at Sly.

			“No need for that.” Sly raised his arms.

			“Hold it!” Brigit strode across the room. “I appreciate your help, Deputy Sheriff, but we have our own ways of dealing with these things.”

			She looked Sly up and down. “And your trousers, please, Mr Rogers.” 

			When Sly was slow to comply, Lincoln yanked the man’s pants down. Everyone gasped and not just because his neck-to-knees underwear was foul and full of holes. Around his leg was a metal contraption, like a brace, with an ace in its claw. It was state-of-the-art cheating equipment, designed to drop a card at the flick of a foot. 

			Brigit raised her hand and bull-necked Chuck appeared, picking Sly up like a bag of rubbish and carrying him through the saloon.

			“I’ll pay everyone back all the money and more,” Sly screamed. “Only please don’t kill me, Miss Trixibelle.”

			With a mob at his heels, Chuck continued out onto the deck. I managed to squeeze near the front as he heaved Sly over the edge of the boat—splash—into the snap of alligators below. 

			Peeking over, I expected to see the Mississippi River red with his blood. But Sly just squealed and splashed about and the creatures didn’t chew him too much before he swam out of sight.

			“Those alligators are too small to do much damage,” Lauren said as she glided by. 

			“Lauren! Wait!” 

			But she vanished in the crowd.
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			The players took a short break while Sly’s chips were redistributed and Brigit greeted the high rollers.

			“Deputy Sheriff,” she said, “you were very brave confronting that man. He might have had a weapon.”

			Oh, give me a bucket! But Cooper was easily flattered. 

			“Don’t you worry your pretty little head about me, honey.” He crinkled his nose at her. “I can take care of myself—and you too, if you’d let me.”

			Please say yes. Please let him “take care” of her.

			Brigit turned to the black-bearded all-in-black Talbot. “Mr Talbot. Enjoying the game?” she asked.

			The guy just grunted. Talk about cave man!

			When she looked at Judd Whalen, her eyes seemed frosty like a green icy pole. They chatted about poker and the Wild West, baring teeth at each other, no light from their eyes. 

			“Ooh, that’s hard to watch.” I winced.

			“Like snakes mating,” said Riley. 

			Then Brigit turned to Gran. “Emmeline,” she said. “Wonderful to see you again. And thanks for all the help you gave me in that situation with the Clarkson family.”

			“Any time, Trixi,” said Gran. 

			I admit I sulked after that. Though it wasn’t Gran’s fault. Her desire to help was good. I just wish she hadn’t teamed up with my enemy to do it. 

			“Players, take your seats,” Annie said. “The game is about to resume.” 

			“Mind my seat,” I whispered to Riley. 

			I hurried out to the deck and gripped the railing, trying to control the anger raging inside me. My best friend, my gran, my old teacher were all on Brigit’s side. Was I the only one who saw through her do-gooder act? I knew the real Brigit. The dark centre inside that sugar-coated shell.

			“Is everything okay, Lady Madison?” a husky, slightly Southern voice came from behind. It was Brigit, the prettiest and deadliest snake in the Wild West. “You look pale. Is there anything I can do?”

			“You could climb up onto the railing, sprinkle yourself with some herbs alligators like and jump in.”

			She laughed genuinely at that. “You don’t like me, do you?” 

			“What’s not to like? Brigit the poisoner, Brigit the murderer, Brigit who’s so good at lying she seems to have everyone fooled?”

			“Brigit, the friend stealer?” A smile played at the edge of her mouth. “That’s the one that bothers you most, isn’t it? The fact Lauren likes me. That she’s happy here with me.”

			“Or is she staying because she’s afraid you’ll kill her if she tries to leave?”

			Brigit snorted sweetly. “I’ve offered to return her to the future, but she believes our work here is too important. She wants to stay. With me.”

			“That’s because she doesn’t know you like I do.”

			“Perhaps.” She leaned on the rail beside me, sighing as she gazed out at the dark waters. “When I first arrived in this time period, she saw me do some things I regret.”

			“Regret?” I nodded. “Let’s explore that for a minute, shall we? Do you regret murdering Lord Hugo?” 

			The man was from the medieval period. He was Lady Isobella’s father and kind to me. Brigit drugged him and plunged a dagger into his throat as he slept.

			“Him?” She shook her head. “I do not regret that. It was his poison that ended my mother’s life. She was a food taster sampling food intended for a rival lord. Though others I killed—” Brigit’s gaze dipped, her dark lashes resting on pale cheeks in a picture of fake remorse “—I do have some regrets. But with Lauren’s help, I’ve built a new life where I’m not compelled to do such things. I can do good instead.”

			“With Lauren’s help...after you kidnapped her,” I reminded her. 

			“Lauren’s forgiven me for that, Lady Madison,” she said. “Why can’t you?”

			A shout from the saloon ended our discussion. We rushed back inside to find the deputy sheriff pointing his gun at Gran.

			“Give me back my money. All of it.” 

			Brigit walked right up to him and snatched the gun from him, pulling the chain clipped to his coat with it. “What’s the problem?” she asked those at the table.

			“Emmeline and him got into a big betting war,” said Whalen, “and then he called to see her cards. She had three tens, which beat his hand. She won fair and square.” 

			“She cheated,” said Cooper.

			“Annie?” Brigit asked.

			“Fair and square,” said the dealer.

			Cooper smoothed down his moustache as he delivered death stares all around. “Cheats and liars, the lot of you,” he said. “I want my money back. Give it back or she dies.” He whipped a knife out of his cuff and started towards Gran.

			At that point, Gus went crazy, roaring and knocking the knife out of Cooper’s hands, then whacking Cooper double-handed like a cricketer hitting a ball out of the stadium. With Cooper down, his curly-haired off-sider swung a punch at Gus, who ducked, grabbed a chair and smashed it over the guy’s head, sending him sprawling too.

			“Sorry about the chair, Miss Trixibelle,” he said.

			“Quite all right, Gus,” said Brigit.

			And with a slight tilt of her head, Brigit set her bouncers to work, carrying the squirming deputy sheriff and his sidekick out to the deck, then hurling them among the gators to cheers from the crowd.

			I looked over the edge to see a lot of splashing and shouting, but it was too black in the water to see anything clearly. 

			Johnno told us that Brigit had a man in a rowboat waiting around the corner to pick up the cast-offs after she’d had a “bit of fun” with them. “She doesn’t want anyone after her for revenge.” 

			Smart.

			Annie called another break while she shared out the deputy sheriff’s chips and everyone congratulated Gus. 

			“Awww shucks,” he said. “Sore losers and men who bully women, they make my blood boil.” 

			“Isn’t he just the best protector a girl could have?” said Gran.

			Riley and I slipped away to find Ruby, Jasper and Silver Moon, who were playing three-card monte—where the dealer moves three cards around quickly on the table and you try to keep track of one card. So far, they were slightly ahead, but they were happy to take a break to help us put the next part of our plan into action.

			“Riley and I are looking for something,” I told them.

			“It’s flat and dark grey, almost black,” said Riley. “But hard and smooth to touch.”

			“What is it?” asked Ruby.

			“It’s, err, a new type of building material,” I said. Best I could come up with at the time. 

			“Where do you think she’s keeping this building material?” asked Ruby.

			We pointed them towards Brigit’s personal rooms on the steamboat’s top level and I promised to distract Brigit while they searched. As we watched them head off, Riley said: “How are you going to do that?”

			Ignoring the nerves roiling, like baby alligators in my belly, I stepped up onto the saloon stage. “Good evening, ladies and gentleman,” I shouted. “I’d like to sing for you tonight.” 

			As curious eyes turned my way, I started singing Cowboy, the song I’d sung at the club.

			It wasn’t my best performance. My voice cracked a few times and I saw some people grimace. At the far end of the room, Brigit watched, her mouth twitching into a smile at my discomfort. She stayed there long enough to be sure I was making a fool of myself before turning to walk away. Oh no! If she went back to her room now, she’d catch our friends searching for the time machine. I had to keep her in the room with us. So I sang louder, more off-key, hoping she’d pause to enjoy my humiliation. But she kept going.

			When someone in the crowded cried, “Get off!”, I had to stop for several seconds as I struggled to hold back tears threatening to burst out. That did it. Brigit turned back to look. Watching me fail was the most fun she’d had since poisoning the castle well, I imagine.

			And, suddenly, Lauren was up on stage beside me. She joined in and we got some harmonies going and a few jazzy rhythms and it started to sound kind of okay. Now, Brigit really couldn’t take her eyes off us. So I gave her a show, smiling at Lauren, laughing with her like we were having the best time.

			We got a warm reaction from the crowd, so we did another song. It felt so good to be singing together, like we were back in our Crows Nest choir. And what a relief that Lauren was meeting my eye and smiling again. People hooted and whistled. Everyone loved it. Except Brigit. Witnessing that smug smile slip off her face was the best part of my day. A glimpse of the old Brigit surfaced—the red lips pursed, the eyes narrowed to slits of hate. 

			“Thanks, Lauren,” I said loudly.

			“That was fun,” she said. “I hadn’t realised how much I missed choir.” 

			“Just choir? What about your family? School? Friends?”

			“I have to go.” She jumped down from the stage and made her way over to the assassin, who was storming off in anger.

			Meanwhile, Riley and I tried to find our friends before Brigit did.

			“Look.” Riley pointed across the room. Ruby and Silver were back at the gambling tables.

			“But where’s Jasper?” I said. “You check inside. I’ll do the decks.”

			I checked the front of the boat. No Jasper. 

			So I walked around to the side. It was kind of eerie, just the moonlight glancing off the polished deck, the sound of water lapping and ropes creaking like ancient joints as the boat rocked back and forth. Someone grabbed my hand and twirled me around, twice, before dipping me backwards. It was Jasper, grinning, his face so close to mine, his breath tickled my cheek.

			“Guess who found your special building material,” he said.

			“Really?”

			He pulled me back up, then opened his jacket and showed me the time machine stowed there. I took it out and moved it about in the light. There was the bullet-sized dent on the left. Yes! It was Riley’s. 

			“Thanks, Jasper.” I sighed with deep relief. “Was that the only one you found?”

			“Yeah,” he said. “I didn’t see any others.”

			Which meant Brigit still had her own and Peterson’s machines.

			“Was it difficult to find?” I asked.

			“No, it was just lying on the middle of the bed.”

			Not good. It meant Brigit had probably anticipated this theft too. Would we ever make a move that surprised her?

			A man and woman came round the corner, arm in arm, gazing into each other’s eyes, lovesick. Jasper and I waited till they’d clanged their way up the metal stairs to the mid deck before speaking again. 

			“So what’s my reward for such a dangerous mission?” Jasper asked.

			“You have my thanks. And my brother’s.”

			“I’d rather—” he took my hand, twirled and dipped me again “—have a kiss.”

			Then his lips touched mine, ever so softly, making me shiver. He pulled me to my feet, the playfulness in his expression turning to something else before he wrapped an arm around my waist and pulled me closer to him for a second, more-lingering kiss. 

			“No, Jasper, we can’t do this. What about Ruby? What about Riley?” That’s what I meant to say but somehow no words emerged. 

			“Maddy?” 

			I stepped back as Riley emerged from the shadows. I wasn’t sure how much he’d seen, but the way his eyes slid from me to Jasper, he at least sensed a weird vibe. 

			“How did it go?” he asked.

			“How did what go?” Jasper asked, gazing dreamily at me.

			“The building sample,” I said. “They found it. Lying on the bed, as if she wanted us to take it.”

			After a quick glance around to make sure no-one was watching, Jasper gave the time machine to Riley. He slipped it into the pouch under his shirt.

			“Well, I’ll, err, the game’s about to start.” Riley hurried inside. 

			I went to follow but Jasper grabbed my hand, yanked me back into embrace and then planted his lips on mine again. Oh no! I...should...stop. Surfacing a few moments later, slightly off-kilter, I gazed into his warm caramel eyes outlined by black. And…something else.

			I pulled back.

			“What’s wrong?” said Jasper.

			“I’d, err, better...” I pointed to the parlour. And scarpered.

			I thought I’d seen something in his eyes—not love, not desire, but the rim of a contact lens.

			Inside, I tried to focus on the poker game. But I kept wondering, was it a contact lens? Or had I imagined it? I wanted to talk to Riley about it so badly. But then I’d have to explain how I came to be standing so close to Jasper.

			“And then there were four,” said Riley, calling my attention back to the card table.

			Only Judd Whalen, Gran, Henrietta Delaware, and Talbot remained in the game. 
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			Now the fun really got going.

			Gran was a few hands up and looked as fresh and bright as when they’d just started. Whalen looked dishevelled with stubble pushing through his tanned skin.

			Annie dealt a new hand. The cattle baron glanced at his cards and said: “Why, look at the time. How it flies when you’re playing cards!” 

			His assistant, Lincoln, whispered something to him and Whalen snapped: “If I need a drink, I’ll tell you.” Ooh, testy!

			The bets passed round the table. The money pile in the centre grew to a mound. 

			Henrietta frowned at her cards, lips twisting left and right before she threw her hand in. Talbot did the same, making “get-on-with-it” circles in the air with his index finger. 

			It was down to Whalen and Gran. Each raised the other’s bets till there was about $30,000 in the centre. It was the biggest hand of the game. The crowd tipped forward, expectant.

			“I’ll see your cards, Emmeline,” said Whalen.

			He laid his hand down. Four jacks. Impressive. But she had four kings.

			Watching Gran scoop up the money, the whites of Whalen’s eyes grew big and he lurched to his feet. 

			“I’m taking a break.” He went outside.

			Everyone exhaled.

			“I thought he was going to blow,” I said to Riley.

			“He’s close to it.”

			When Whalen returned, play resumed and the weirdest thing happened. 

			“Why, look at the time,” said Whalen. “How it flies when you’re playing cards!” Lincoln whispered to him and he snapped: “If I need a drink, I’ll tell you.”

			Exactly like before.

			Whoaah! Was he a really repetitive guy, or what was happening here?

			Henrietta and Talbot bailed out, again—the dark-haired man making circles in the air with his index finger, as before. But this time, there was nowhere near as much money in the pot at the end. Whalen had bailed out at the first round.

			I grabbed Riley’s arm and led him to a quiet spot on the deck.

			“Did you see what happened then?”

			“The same hand…played twice,” said Riley. “But with different results.”

			“How could that be?”

			“Someone’s cheating,” said Riley. “And they’re using a time machine to do it.” 

			Mind meltdown.

			“It has to be Whalen,” Riley asserted. “Otherwise he would have played his hand the same way he did first time round.”

			“So he’s a time traveller too?” I said. 

			Riley nodded. 

			“Well, how did that happen?” I frowned. “And I wonder how many others are out there?” 

			My joke theory about a time-travelling bus was starting to sound like reality. Riley squirmed. As he should. He’d made this possible by inventing the time machine in the first place.

			“And why did we notice it was a replay when no-one else did?” I asked.

			“I’m guessing it’s because we have a link to a time machine,” Riley said.

			“So, you mean most of these people can’t recall the first version of the hand?”

			“Looks that way.”

			The betting soared as the evening progressed. On one hand, I counted at least $50,000 on the table before Judd Whalen threw his cards in and Gran scooped the money up. 

			“So what did you have, Emmeline?” Whalen asked afterwards.

			Gran gave a half smile. She normally didn’t reveal whether she’d been bluffing or not; she didn’t want her opponent knowing too much about her play. But today she said: “I had a pair of kings.” Spectators applauded her skilful bluffing.

			“And what did you have, Judd?” Gran asked.

			Whalen waved the question away—he wouldn’t say, which probably meant he’d had a better hand than her but she’d out-psyched him. That was her special skill. 

			And then...time reversed itself again. The same hand replayed, the conversation was the same, Talbot’s scratching, Henrietta’s sighing. Except this time, Whalen seemed more jovial as he played and Gran bowed out much earlier.

			“We have to stop this,” I said. 

			“First, we need to be sure it’s him doing this, not someone else,” said Riley. “Any ideas how?”

			Hmmm? What would make someone from the future reveal themselves? 

			Yes, I did have an idea. 

			When Brigit next appeared on her next social round, I stood up and shouted: “Let’s all say a big thank you to our host.” I led the clapping and everyone joined in. “Something you may not know, but today is Trixibelle’s birthday. We won’t ask how old she is.” 

			Brigit’s brow furrowed with confusion at where this was going. 

			“Please join me in singing our best wishes,” I said.

			I led a chorus of Happy Birthday. It was the old sing-a-song-from-the-future-and-see-who-sings-along trick from the Cattleman’s Club.

			 I knew this song was from the future for these guys. The song was said to have been written by Mildred and Patty Hill in 1893 with copyright purchased by a music company in 1988. How could I be so precise? When I was in my first year at high school, my friends and I made a film for a school assignment. It included a birthday party scene with the characters singing the song. Our teacher made us cut it as she was afraid the copyright rules might still be operating.

			My eyes trawled the room, watching who sang along and gave themselves away.

			Judd Whalen and his offsider, Lincoln, boomed out the words, confirming our suspicions they were time travellers. The yeti-like Talbot also knew the words, as did Jasper. So that was a contact lens I saw? But Henrietta looked confused, along with Gus, Annie and Bart. They were true Wild Westerners—or, at least, smart enough not to fall into my trap.

			So now we knew who was from when, we just had to wait for the right moment to fight back. 

			It came when Whalen beat Gran in a big hand worth $30,000. She had two aces, he had three eights. 

			Riley and I slipped outside to the deck, where he came up with a completely brilliant but quite tricky plan. First, he got a new deck of cards (we picked the lock on the cupboard where Johnno told us they kept them) and stacked the deck so Gran would be dealt a winning hand and Whalen the exact same hand as before. Then, using the materialising and dematerialising principles he’d learned through his ball experiments, Riley calculated the time/space co-ordinates to transport the original deck of cards back to us at almost the same instant he transported the stacked deck to the table. A switch. 

			One deck vanished—or dematerialised—as the other one appeared in the same spot. Well, almost the same. Riley’s calculations were a tad off so when Annie reached for the cards, they were four inches further to the right than she expected. She shook her head, weirded out, but just moved the deck closer and carried on. 

			This time when the game replayed, everything went exactly the same, except for the betting. Which went up to $70,000 because Whalen knew he had the winning hand. 

			However, when Whalen laid down his three eights and leaned forward to scoop up the winnings, Gran touched his wrist. “Not so fast, Judd.” 

			She laid down four aces. 

			Whalen’s face turned so red you’d swear he’d fallen asleep on Bondi Beach, his eyes snaking around to glare at Riley.

			“Uh-oh,” I whispered. “He suspects it was you.” 

			“Let’s take a break,” shouted Whalen, getting up to leave.

			“Well, if that wasn’t the strangest card game I ever played,” said Gran. “Same hand over and over with different results each time. And in that last hand, everything the same except my cards were better. Funny thing, though—Gus didn’t notice a thing.” 

			That sounded right. Gus, like the other non-time travellers in the room, accepted only the latest version as the new reality.

			“You two have something to do with that?” asked Gran.

			Riley and I grinned.

			“All this winning has made me hungry,” said Gran. “I think I’ll get us some pork and beans. Want some?”

			“No thanks.” 

			As Gran went off, Jasper headed our way. I ducked behind some other people to avoid him. I wasn’t ready to talk to that liar.

			“What are you doing?” asked Riley.

			“Jasper’s from the future,” I said.

			“Are you sure?”

			I nodded. “He knew all the words to Happy Birthday. Oh, and Talbot is Peterson.” When Riley looked surprised, I added: “It has to be a disguise. No one could be that hairy and not in a zoo.” Peterson seemed the most likely candidate.

			“Excuse me?” An older man I’d never seen before addressed Riley. “Your Indian friend’s in trouble around the side of the boat.”

			Uh-oh. Riley and I raced to the side deck, but all was deadly quiet.

			“Silver,” Riley called softly as he passed a wooden box by the railing.

			Bang. A gun fired, so close it made my ears ring. Riley clutched his stomach, blood trickling over his fingers, then staggered and fell onto the deck

			“No!” I said, crouching down beside my friend. 

			Lincoln popped up from behind the box, lifting his gun and pointing it at my friend, ready to take a second shot.

			I covered Riley’s body with mine. Lincoln’s big boots appeared at my elbow.

			“Step away, girl,” he said. “Or I’ll shoot you too.”

			 I hunched further over my friend as I slipped my fingers down his shirt and into the time machine pouch and clutched the keyboard.

			“Last chance.”

			I looked up into Lincoln’s brown eyes and pressed a button—any button. I needed to get away from here for a few minutes to figure out how to rewind time so I could save Riley. 

			Then—whoosh—everything was white and windy. And when the wind dropped and the mist blew away...

			I caught a scent of eucalyptus and the rubber-burn of warm tyres on a hot road as I found myself in a small cobbled square, still clutching the time machine. It was a modern city. Sydney? Oh, yes. There was the familiar skyline—definitely my home town, though it looked a little different. 

			Nearby, two kids splashed in a fountain with an angel statue at the centre as their tired mother watched.

			A man in shorts and singlet passed by carrying a newspaper—The Sydney Herald. Glimpsing the date on the front, I gasped. It was way in the future, beyond my time by fifteen years. KOALAS EXTINCT was the main headline. Koalas were gone? How awful! Though hardly surprising—we’d been warned for a decade it might happen. Well, okay then. No more talk. When I got home, I’d join Save the Koalas to try to change that future.

			But for now, I needed to focus on making sure Riley had a future.

			I tried to stand but dizziness forced me back down. I sat on the cobbles, waiting for the feeling to pass, and watched a tiny helicopter with Australia Post on the side zip along a row of shops nearby, dipping and dropping clumps of mail by the shop doorways. Mail delivered by drones?

			“Are you okay?” the mother asked me. Two damp children stared open-mouthed behind her.

			“I’m fine. Just a bit dizzy.”

			She helped me to a bench, then bought me a takeaway coffee. The cup felt strange, sort of rubbery. Some new recyclable material, maybe?

			“Can I call anyone for you?” the woman asked. 

			Good question? Would my parents still be in the same house? Maybe I could call them? But, no, what would they think if I rocked up looking fifteen years younger than I should be? How would I explain that?

			“No, it’s all right,” I said. “The coffee’s helping. Thanks.”

			A woman in jeans and black T-shirt, carrying a backpack with purple and yellow flowers poking out, stopped in front of me to stick a poster to the cafe’s brick wall. From behind, I saw the poster had a photo of a person on it and the word MISSING at the bottom. And there was something about the woman—the way she moved, the texture of her hair—that seemed familiar.

			 When she turned, I saw her face. And, OMG! It was me! Madison Bryant, fifteen years in the future. That would make me about thirty-two. Have to say I looked pretty fit with not too many wrinkles. Maddy Mark2 glanced back nervously and carried on at a semi-run. And I got a look at the poster. The missing person was Peterson. 

			“Excuse me,” I called as I ran after her. “Madison!”

			She didn’t stop. Perhaps she didn’t hear. And anyway, I wasn’t sure I should speak to her/me in case I learned something I shouldn’t about my future.

			Half a block later, the dizziness hit me again. I leaned against a shop wall to steady myself. Two men in dark suits charged past in pursuit of...me. The other me. 

			I lurched after them but keeping up wasn’t easy. The guys turned down a side street and passed through a metal gate to a cemetery. I followed.

			Looking across the rows of headstones, I couldn’t see any sign of the other Maddy. But I spotted the guys a few rows down, pacing in frustration. I saw one of them kick something. He seemed angry about something. I must have given them the slip. Cool.

			When they left, I went to see where they’d been. Purple and yellow flower heads lay dismembered on the grass. Only the stalks remained on the grave nearby. When I read the name on the headstone, I had to sit down again. 

			RILEY SINCLAIR, SCIENTIFIC GENIUS. MISSED BY FAMILY AND FRIENDS. And the date of his death? Four months from the date we left for the Wild West.

			That had to be wrong. Riley, my genius friend, couldn’t die so young. Could he? The headstone didn’t say how he’d passed. Or where.

			I needed to remember the date I’d seen on the tombstone. I couldn’t tell Riley about it, of course. I recited it ten times over. Then ten times more. Got it. 

			But how did I end up here, in this time and place, anyway? I’d pressed a random button—or so I thought? Somehow, it didn’t feel random. I’d have to figure that out later. Right now, I needed to get back to the deck of the Belle Dame and stop Riley from being shot. 

			But how to operate the machine? I touched the screen. Colourful lights blinked, then controls appeared for the date and location co-ordinates. Way too confusing! But wait! At the bottom was a button for Previous Location. I pressed that. A date and time popped up beneath it and a set of co-ordinates. With options for Return +/– two minutes. I chose minus two minutes. I wanted to make it minus ten minutes but couldn’t figure out how to increase the time. Two minutes would have to do. 

			But there would be another Maddy on the boat when I arrived, wouldn’t there? In medieval England, when we travelled back, we saw ourselves already there. Though, now, I vaguely recalled Riley muttering something about automatic version override in the new machine. Did that mean the later version of time would overlay the first? Or the other way around? There was only one way to find out, I guess! I pressed the button. The world went cold and white and swirly and then...

			I was back on the boat, following Riley to the side deck (with no other Maddy around!). We were about to pass the box where Lincoln was hiding, so I threw myself at Riley’s back, knocking him down. Bang. Lincoln’s shot missed. He’d expected a walking target, not a falling one.

			I kicked the gun out of Lincoln’s hand. Then Riley and I took off up a metal staircase to the next deck. Through gaps in the stairs, I saw that Lincoln was following us. He fired again, but the bullet pinged off the step’s metal underside. 

			 On the next deck, we legged it along the side to find Bart blocking our path, pointing a gun at us. Oh, no. He’s going to—

			“Hit the deck,” he croaked. 

			We dropped flat and over our heads—bang—he shot Lincoln, coming after us. Lincoln looked down in horror at the spreading blood stain on his shirt before staggering backwards and toppling down the stairs. Whereupon Bart twirled his gun expertly around his finger and slipped it back into his holster with a grin.

			“Seems I’m always saving you, Miss Madison,” he said.

			We went downstairs, skirting around Lincoln, lying at the bottom. Bile surged up into my throat as I hurried past. Riley squatted down to check his pulse. A slight head shake told me what I suspected: the guy was dead. Then Riley leaned closer to the body to look at his collar and the “R” badge pinned there. It meant something, I knew. But what? 

			“Riley, if that guy was from our time,” I said, “you know what that means. He’s never going home again. His family will never know what happened to him.” 

			Riley nodded grimly. Better him than Riley. 

			Bart hoisted Lincoln’s body onto his shoulders, carried him to the railing, then threw him over. He clicked his tongue at us and strode off, a bounce in his step. 

			For a moment, we stood, stunned by the stone-cold cruelty we’d just witnessed. I know the guy had been trying to kill Riley, but even so...

			“Thank Heavens we haven’t got that man offside,” I said. 

			“Yet,” Riley added.

			Back at the card table, Bart looked smug as he sat down in Lincoln’s seat, awaiting Whalen’s return. 

			The players were about to start the final round for the night. But just before they did, we managed a brief word with Talbot, aka Peterson, who knew all about the cheating. 

			“I sent out a repeating signal from the tracking device, which I’m hoping will interfere with the frequencies of any machines within a mile radius,” he said.

			“Will that work? I asked.

			“We’ll see,” he said.

			 Gran, Henrietta and Talbot, aka Peterson, sat back down. Whalen, hair combed and water dripping off his face, was the last to take his place. Bart whispered something to him and the cattleman looked over at Riley in the spectator seats with such a look...I shuddered.

			“We now have scientific proof that looks can’t kill,” I whispered. “Or you’d be dead.”

			“Speaking of...” Riley said, “what exactly happened out there on the deck? One minute, I’d been shot, the next I was retracing my steps and you pulled me down and I wasn’t shot anymore. I’m guessing you did some kind of time manipulation?”

			“Yeah,” I said.

			“So you jumped back a few minutes?”

			“Something like that,” I said. “I’ll tell you later.” I hated lying to Riley but of course I couldn’t tell him what I’d seen. I didn’t even want to think about it.

			“Well, thanks, Maddy,” said Riley, “for saving my life again.”

			“You’re welcome.”

			“If everyone’s ready, let’s begin,” said Annie.

			It was time for Gran to finish them off.
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			But Gran lost the next few hands and a good chunk of her chips. It began to look like she might not survive the round. The problem, as far as I could see, was that Gran had a “tell”—a habit that clues your rival in to whether you have confidence in your cards or not. Any time she thought her cards were weak, she scratched behind her right ear. I noticed. Whalen must have done too. I wanted to warn her, but I couldn’t until our next break.

			Thankfully, though, she won the next hand and it was a big one. She got every single one of Whalen’s chips, which meant he was out of the game. Dead in the water. History.

			Everyone went quiet as Whalen stood up, breathing heavily, fists clenching around an imaginary gun. Oh, he so wanted to hurt Gran. 

			“You know, Judd,” said Gran, “a lot of men couldn’t take that kind of result, but I can see you’re better than them. You’re a good sport.”

			Clever, Gran. The compliment helped him master his anger a little. But would it be enough?

			“I thank you for the game, madam. And admire you for your devastating skill at poker.”

			There was a round of applause tinged with relief. People got up to leave.

			“Judd!” Gran called to Whalen. “You’ve lost an awful lot of money here. Would you like a chance to win it back?” 

			Everyone froze.

			“I’m afraid you have broken my bank this evening, madam.”

			“I could extend to you a loan, for another ten thousand dollars,” said Brigit, “if you give me your word you will not be bullying any more families off their land.”

			Whalen smiled. “You say bullying, I say negotiating.” 

			“If you agree to those terms, there will be no need to repay the loan,” Brigit said.

			Everyone held their breath.

			“Very well. I will borrow the money and agree to your terms,” he said. “Perhaps it is time to examine my methods of acquisition.” 

			“Do you give me your word as a gentleman of the West?” Brigit said. “Here, before witnesses.” She gestured to the crowd of pop-eyed spectators watching this historic agreement.

			“I do,” he said. “But, of course, if I win the next round, I will repay the ten thousand dollars and continue to conduct business any way I choose. Agreed?”

			Brigit flicked a glance at Gran, who nodded. 

			“All right,” she said.

			Judd Whalen rolled his shoulders and sat back down to play again as Annie dealt the cards. Now, I really wanted a break so I could let Gran know about that “tell” of hers, but the game kept rolling on.

			Gran asked for three cards. So did Talbot. Whalen wanted two and Henrietta four. They each bet a thousand to stay in the game.

			Over a gruelling twenty minutes, the entire sum Whalen had borrowed was sunk into the betting pool. But still the stake climbed higher.

			“That’s as high as I can go,” said Whalen. “Miss Trixibelle, can you lend me five thousand more?”

			“I’m sorry, Judd, I cannot.”

			“But you have to. You can’t leave me here, hung out to dry, for them to take everything I just put down. You have to lend me the money and give me a chance to play my way out of this.”

			Brigit said nothing.

			He stood up and kicked his chair over. “You planned this. It’s as good as robbery. Which means honour does not require me to stick to the deal we made.”

			“Sit down, Judd,” Gran said. “Maybe you have something else valuable to put up as a stake.” 

			“Like what?”

			“I believe you have a special...family heirloom...upon your person, one similar to this,” said Gran.

			She nodded to Riley and patted her chest. Did she mean for him to put the time machine on the table? My friend was reluctant at first but eventually pulled it from beneath his shirt and laid it down on the table for all to see. Epic.

			“What is that?” the man in front of me whispered to the woman beside him. 

			“They said it was some sort of family heirloom,” she replied. “Some strange family they got there?”

			Whalen glared at the machine on the table.

			“If you have anything like this, Judd, we can continue playing,” said Gran.

			“I’ll take that bet,” Talbot/Peterson said. He pulled out his own machine and laid it on top of Riley’s. That was a surprise to us, too. I wondered how Peterson had got his time machine back again, but suspected he and Brigit and Gran had planned this move while Riley and I were busy with Lincoln and Bart outside.

			Whalen looked annoyed now, probably suspecting he was being stitched up.

			“Well, there’s two bets, Judd?” Gran prodded. “Are you staying in the game?”

			Whalen chewed on his bottom lip, not sure what to do.

			“Well, I’m in,” said Henrietta, retrieving another time machine from a box under her chair. She placed it beside the other two. I wondered whether she, too, was actually from the future, until I saw her nod to Brigit. She was acting on her employer’s orders without fully understanding what she was betting, I reckoned.

			“Any further bets?” Annie turned to Whalen.

			He shook his head. “I ain’t got nothin’ like that.”

			What?

			And then Gran scratched the back of her ear. Uh-oh. The “tell”. She wasn’t confident she had a winning hand.

			When Whalen saw this, his frown changed to a big cowboy grin.

			“Well, if I don’t feel like a hen in a house of foxes,” he said. “Okay, I do have...a family heirloom...like that.”

			He placed his machine on top of Annie’s. Four time machines was the bet on the table. Every time machine in existence, as far as we knew.

			“Okay, show your hands please, everyone,” said Annie.

			Talbot was first to put down his cards. Four sevens, which earned a gasp from the spectators. Four of a kind was difficult to beat. Henrietta turned hers over—three jacks and two queens. Good, but not good enough. 

			“That’s me done,” she said.

			Whalen licked his lips and turned over his cards one at a time. One ten, two tens, three tens, a jack, and another ten. Four tens. A smattering of applause followed. What a hand!

			Not good! Losing the time machines to him would be a disaster. It wasn’t till I saw Riley wince in pain next to me that I realised I was squeezing his hand like it was a stress ball.

			“Sorry,” I said and let go.

			He took my hand back and held it, though not so tightly. We were both hoping for a miracle, but I wasn’t confident.

			“Emmeline?” Whalen tipped his head towards her cards, grinning as he saw the grim look on Gran’s face. Oh no! 

			She turned over one ace, a second ace, one queen, then...two more aces. Whalen’s chair squealed on the wood as he pushed it back and stood up, shaking. “No-one gets four aces twice in one night!” he shouted. “You cheated. And I’m not going to take it.” 

			Whalen and Bart went to draw their guns—a smidge too late. Silver Moon pressed a knife to Bart’s throat, while Ruby’s pistol made a circular dent on Whalen’s ruddy cheeks.

			“I’m not so sure you’re a good loser, sir,” Ruby said.

			Bart licked his lips and glowered at Silver Moon who looked menacingly back. It was Bart who looked away first.

			“Thanks for the game, everyone,” said Gran. 

			As she stood, all the spectators got to their feet, breaking into wild applause and cheers.
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			Brigit instructed her bouncers to escort Whalen and Bart to a private room on the second floor “to give them time to comport themselves as gentlemen”. Meanwhile, she collected all the time machines—but not Riley’s, which we held onto as if our lives depended on it (as it probably did).

			After enough time had passed for Whalen to “simmer down”, Brigit invited Peterson, Riley and me to go up and speak to him. 

			We climbed the metal stairs behind her up to the very top and she led us into a sumptuous room with cow-hide sofas, paintings of Wild West scenes and a full bar in the corner.

			Lauren, already in the room, nodded and smiled as we entered.

			At one end of the sofa, the cattle baron slurped down a glass of whisky as he eyeballed each of us in turn. 

			I kicked things off. “How did you get a time machine, Mr Whalen?” 

			“Time machine? What’s that, boss?” Bart, pacing in the room, genuinely had no clue. “Is it like a pocket watch? A big one?”

			“Why should I tell you where I got it?” Whalen looked sullen. 

			“Because if you do, we might give you a ride back to whenever it was you came from,” I said. “If not, you’ll have to hitch a ride with the next time traveller passing through. Though when that might be..?”

			“Okay.” Whalen put his hands up in surrender and swigged his drink. “I bought this machine from a mob called Recall who claimed they were pioneers in time travel. I was supposed to be the world’s first time traveller.” The cowboy twang in his voice had been replaced by an Australian drawl. The guy was an Aussie? What the—?

			A company was selling time travel now? Riley and I exchanged looks of horror. Peterson, however, didn’t seem that surprised. 

			“Recall. Who or what are they?” Riley asked.

			“I never got to meet the top guy,” Whalen said. “He sent a few blokes on the trip with me as minders. I think they’re all dead now. Still, this has been the mother of all holidays! Worth every penny!” He cackled loudly. His good mood put me in a dark, dark frame of mind.

			“What do you do in Australia,” Riley asked, “for a living?” 

			“I run a pharmaceutical empire,” Whalen said. “Gave me all the skills I needed to be a successful cattle baron. Took me a couple of years, mind.”

			“A couple of years?” I looked over at Peterson who, again, did not look like someone hearing that for the first time. “And those badges with R on them? What are they for?”

			“R for Recall.” Whalen chuckled at the simplicity of it.

			“But what’s their purpose?” Peterson asked. 

			“How should I know?” Whalen grumped. “They said it would be a good idea to wear the pin at all times. It was strongly recommended.”

			Peterson told Whalen we would be keeping his time machine and offered to drop him back to his own time. “When exactly would that be, Mr Whalen?” he asked.

			Whalen named a year—more than twenty years after Riley and I had left! I reeled back, gasping, as if punched in the gut by an invisible fist. Time travel was, literally, breathtaking. And not in a good way.

			“Well, Mr Whalen,” began Brigit, “you and your friend look a little warm after the evening’s exertions. Perhaps a swim would cool you down before your trip home.”

			“Don’t you dare, Trixibelle,” Whalen warned. 

			Brigit’s minders grabbed Whalen and Bart and shuffled them out onto the deck and hurled them over the edge of the boat. Bart squealed as the alligators swam around him.

			“Stop your whining,” we heard Whalen say. “Where I come from, there’s crocs as big as this boat. These guys here are more like footwear than predators. Ah, calm down, it’s only a little nip.”

			They had to swim back to shore. Whalen was a good swimmer. He kept the nervous Bart’s head above water all the way back.

			On the boat, the rest of us shared a moment of joy and self-congratulation at how clever Gran had been to trick Whalen into giving up his time machine. It had been Brigit’s idea that Annie load up the deck and give Gran the winning hand to force the cattleman into a corner. And Gran made up that tell, which she knew Bart would spot immediately to give him incentive to join that last hand. 

			I was beginning to think maybe Brigit had changed and genuinely wanted to do good. Though, of course, I still had reservations. Riley and I had seen her cold-hearted killer side too recently to totally buy the Wild West angel story. And I was still sore about the way she’d muscled in on my best friend. But I couldn’t deny she’d been on the right side tonight.

			“Are you coming home with us, Lauren?” I asked. “Your folks will be worried.” That was an understatement. They’d be out of their minds with grief about their missing daughter. 

			“Can I leave with Maddy and Riley?” she asked Brigit.

			The request took the assassin by surprise. “You mean for a visit?”

			“No.” Lauren stared at the floor. “For good.”

			“But what about the plans we made for refuges for women?” Brigit said. “All those saloons we wanted to build and put women in charge?”

			Lauren stroked Brigit’s arm and spoke sweetly to her. “I have no doubt you, Annie and Henrietta will make those plans reality and do a great job of it. You don’t need me for that. And I’d really like to see my family and friends again.”

			“I thought I was your friend.” Brigit pouted. 

			“You are.” Lauren’s voice cracked with nervousness.

			Now Brigit turned to me, pinning me with the dagger of her gaze. “Lauren and I were happy until you came along, Madison. You’ve got other friends, go back to them. Leave Lauren with me.”

			“It’s not up to Maddy, Brigit,” said Lauren. “I make my own decisions. And I want to go home.”

			Brigit said nothing for a few seconds. Then she lunged at Lauren, seizing her in a chokehold while she extracted a jewel-handled dagger from her sleeve and pressed it to the bottom of my friend’s throat. 

			“Don’t hurt Lauren!” I said. “Please, Brigit.”

			“I’ve never had a friend before,” said Brigit. “I liked it. Someone to talk to, share things with. It made me want to do good things. But then, Lady Madison, you came along and ruined it.”

			“So take it out on me, not Lauren,” I said.

			“This is nothing to do with Maddy,” said Lauren. “This is between you and me, Brigit. Why don’t we just sit down and talk about it?”

			“I’ve talked enough,” said Brigit. “If you want Lauren, you’ll have to come get her. The day after tomorrow. At noon. At Death Canyon.”

			I thought we’d be thrown off the boat after that but a gangplank was positioned at the side for our exit. 

			The last I saw of Brigit, she was pacing on the lower deck as the alligators below snapped at raw meat dropped from her dainty fingers.
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			The next day we rode across fields of prairie grass and wildflowers, through dusty red chasms with giant rocks rising like school bullies, past clear streams and shadowy mountain ranges on our way to Death Canyon. Gran and Gus were somewhere behind in a wagon but promised to catch us up by nightfall. 

			I had tried to stop the pair coming at all, suggesting they get a room (or two) at a nearby hotel and meet us afterwards. But Gran wouldn’t hear of it. 

			“I forced you to take me with you on this trip,” she said, “and I’m damn well going to do everything in my power to make sure we go home together.” 

			 We could have used the time machine to get there faster but—aside from the difficulty of explaining it to Ruby, Silver Moon and Gus, plus using energy we might need to get us all out of the period—it was good to have the chance to enjoy the scenery one last time. One last time before we went home, that is. Not...one last time.

			We were headed to Death Canyon so Brigit and I could sort out our grievances, once and for all. Every time I thought about that, my heart galloped like a wild horse racing across the plain. So I slowed my breathing and tried to think about something else—something good. Like what we’d do when I’d won the fight. Lauren, Riley and I could go home and see our families. And go out for a four-cheese pizza at Carlito’s in Crows Nest. Oh, how good it would be to eat something other than pork and beans!

			Brigit might be planning to kill me tomorrow, but I wouldn’t go along with her plans. I would get into the canyon and get Lauren out as quickly as possible. And if Brigit got in my way? I was a cowboy now. I could ride a horse, rope a steer (well, a calf anyway), I’d robbed a train, survived a shootout with a pair of gnarly outlaws—I was an outlaw myself with a huge price on my head. I would not be easily beaten. And after six weeks of bean stew, anyone who got between me and that pizza had better look out.

			Riley rode up alongside me, his eyes a deep blue like the Sydney Harbour in winter. “You’ll be okay, Maddy.” 

			“Yeah, I know.” I grinned.

			As we rode, side by side, I secretly studied my buddy. His face was tanned, his blond hair bleached from weeks outdoors. His arms, his whole body seemed stronger. And he definitely didn’t have as much trouble meeting my eye as he used to. I was seeing a lot more of a playful side and that dimple on his right cheek. Surely, someone that awesome wouldn’t die so young. That date on the tombstone was branded on my brain.

			And talking of awesome: every time I turned around, I expected to catch sight of a head of dark hair swinging as Jasper gave me a way-too-confident smile. But he wasn’t with us. We’d left him behind on the Belle Dame. 

			After the card game and the revelations about Judd Whalen and the mysterious organisation called Recall, Riley, Peterson and I got Jasper alone and tried to find out who he was and what he was doing in the West. 

			“So you’re not from round these parts?” I said, hoping he’d come clean without a fight.

			“My family hail from the East. My mama, she was a New York girl, born and—”

			“No more lies, Jasper!” I said. “If that’s even your name.”

			Something happened then. The mask slipped and he licked his lips, as if he knew it wouldn’t work anymore. He had the same face, but somehow he looked completely different.

			“Okay, my name’s Jasper. But I come from Sydney, like you.” OMG! He was Australian too? There were more Aussies in the Wild West than cattle, it seemed. 

			I felt as if he’d slapped me. All that time, through thousands of miles together, he’d lied—and not just about what he was doing but about who he was. And my much-hyped truth antenna had failed me again. Although, now I thought about it, there were clues. Like perfect teeth and something he said in the native camp on that smoky night about liking me the first time I jogged past in some funny shirt. People didn’t “jog” in the Wild West.

			“So, you’re Aussie?” I said. “What was all that ‘My pappy says this’ and ‘My pappy says that’, then?” 

			He didn’t need to answer. It was blah-blah to help sell the lie. 

			“Was anything you said true?”

			“I really liked you,” he said. “And Ruby. That was true.” 

			In that order, I wondered? Then pushed that thought away.

			Peterson stepped in to ask a few questions about how Jasper got there, what time machine he travelled in, where it was now, the names of his companions if he had any. Jasper didn’t answer his questions either. Though, in my opinion, Peterson didn’t push nearly hard enough for answers.

			Riley got right up in his face in a way I’d never seen him do before. “You’re a real low life, aren’t you?” he said. “Do you work for Recall? Or Judd Whalen?” 

			“Nope,” Jasper replied. 

			“But you did leave clues along the way for Brigit to follow us?” I said. “So she could get our time machine.”

			“Nope.”

			“Just tell the truth, Jasper. You were the traitor in our midst all along. Weren’t you?” I said.

			“You seem to have made your mind up that I was.” 

			“Who are you, Jasper?” I said. “How did you end up on the same round-up as us? Was that coincidence?”

			He rocked on his chair, arms folded, not meeting my eye.

			Peterson answered that one. “If you have a time machine, you can jump to the future and find out where people will go?”

			To the future? That hadn’t even happened yet? Even Riley looked surprised by that.

			“So he knew where we’d be going even before we’d decided to go there ourselves?”

			Peterson nodded as though it was just common sense. But it rocked my world! We thought we’d made things up as we went along, spontaneously, going wherever events took us. It turned out we did exactly what the timeline expected us to do.

			“Is it ever possible to do something unpredictable on the timeline?” I asked. “Is every random change, every spur-of-the-moment idea, planned out?”

			“Well, you see—” Peterson began.

			I put a hand up to stop him and shook my head. I couldn’t do one of these time travel head trips now. Not tonight. Not here.

			Jasper wouldn’t answer any more questions. He clenched his jaw and said no more. “It might put people at risk,” was all he’d say.

			“Come on Riley, Peterson,” I said. “Let’s go.”

			As I gathered my things to leave, Jasper touched my arm and looked up at me. “Maddy, I’m not your enemy here.” 

			His eyes seemed darker than usual—like amber scraped off an old tree. The physical contact brought back a dizzying memory of his warm breath on my face. I yanked my arm back as if it had been scorched. 

			And so we left him behind. If he wouldn’t give us answers, we couldn’t take him with us. It wasn’t just my life on the line but Riley’s, Lauren’s, Gran’s. Everyone’s. 

			 But as I rode across the plains to meet Brigit, a cool breeze tickling my face, I was worried about what might have happened to Jasper after we left, with Brigit in a murderous fury and those alligators churning the water below. Nothing too bad, I hoped. 

			“Hey, maybe I sent Jasper back from the future to protect us,” said Riley. “Like that robot in Terminator.”

			I nodded and smiled as if it were actually a possibility. But I knew Riley couldn’t have sent anyone back from too far in the future, for the simple reason he didn’t have much of a future. 
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			We made camp that night beneath a giant sky freckled with stars. Ruby shot a rabbit and Silver Moon turned it into stew, but no-one had much of an appetite.

			“Eat,” said Silver as I picked at my food. “You must be strong tomorrow to face and defeat your enemy.” 

			“Do you think I can defeat her?” 

			“You have a big heart and much courage,” he said. “You fight to save a friend. That gives you strength, endurance. You will prevail.”

			I smiled and tried to eat more, but food and dread sat like boulders in my stomach. Silver looked around furtively and, while Ruby talked to Riley, he leaned forward and whispered: “But take care of Riley tomorrow. For his future is less clear.”

			That freaked me out, big time.

			After dinner, Ruby took me for target practice. We rode out into the darkening range till we found a clearing surrounded by rocks. There, she and I lined up little towers of stones as targets. She even gave them names. 

			“This one is Trixibelle Starr. And this one is Trixibelle. This is Miss Starr.” And so on.

			She fired from the left and I came from the right. We ran forward, zig-zagging, dropping, rolling and lunging, firing the whole time, as we’d trained ourselves to do. By the end of the session, we’d hit all twenty-five targets from twenty-nine shots.

			As we walked back to our horses, Ruby said: “Your friend on the boat—Lauren. She’s mighty pretty.”

			“Yeah,” I said.

			“Shame about the company she keeps,” she said. “Oh, and did you see that necklace Lauren wore? A ruby. Real fine. Reminds me of my mama’s necklace.”

			I stayed quiet. Ruby didn’t often talk about her parents.

			“Pa gave her the ruby the day they said their wedding vows. Red was the colour of true love, he said. She never took it off.”

			I wanted to say something to console her, but I had no idea what. I just gave a tight smile. “I’m so sorry, Ruby.”

			Ruby sighed. “Night like this, makes you remember sad things.” She struggled to hold back tears.

			“You know, I want to thank you for all you’ve done for us. For stickin’ by us,” I said. “Taking so many risks.” 

			“Yeah, well, it was a risk, singing in front of all those people. You won’t make me do that again, will you?’

			“No, I won’t.” I grinned. 

			“And you won’t make me go riding with Jasper again. What a snake in the grass he turned out to be.” She frowned deeply. “To think, I spent so much time in his company, sharin’ moments with him.” She shook her head. “And the whole time, he was just a spy for people who wanted to do you and Riley harm. He was just a dirty liar. I didn’t see that comin’.”

			I wondered if he had really liked Ruby or if that had been just an act to create the cover he needed to deceive us. From the crushing disappointment on her face, I wondered if his puppy dog love routine had softened her towards him in the end. Maybe he’d broken her heart, just a little.

			“You’ve put yourself in a heap of danger to help us get to here,” I said. “I’m grateful. But you really don’t need to get involved in the fight tomorrow. In fact, you’d be doing me a huge favour if you stayed behind at camp and looked after Gran for me.”

			“Girl, you got more hot air in you than a Texan summer,” said Ruby, her eyes wild. “I’m going along. And I’ll take care of myself and your Gran—and you, if I have a mind to. I’m not a spring flower, to be kept out of the light and wind. I’m a cowgirl and an outlaw, and I’m gonna have me a Wild West time tomorrow.” 

			The coyotes howled. The wind wailed. It was the middle of the night and everyone was asleep—or pretending to be—when Riley tiptoed over to place his bedroll beside mine.“Maddy, you asleep?” he whispered.

			“Yes, I am,” I said, my eyes still closed.

			And he kissed me. Such a soft, luscious kiss, I found myself drifting upwards as he pulled away.

			“That was to say thank you for saving my life on the boat.” He smiled coyly. “And....”

			“And?” 

			“To give you something to live for.”

			“You think your kisses are worth living for?” I shook my head. “If we do survive tomorrow, we’ll need to buy you a new hat, boy—your head’s getting too big for the old one.” 

			We lay in silence, looking up at the sky, all smoky with starlight. 

			“What if Brigit attacks while we sleep?” I said. 

			“If anyone tries to sneak into camp, Silver Moon has us covered,” he said.

			“She could use the time machine and jump past him.”

			“I’ll keep watch,” Riley said, sitting up. “I’m not tired at all.” Liar. He looked fried. 

			I sat up, too. “Hey, what about we jump to Death Canyon and look for Brigit’s camp? It’d have to be somewhere close by. We could snatch Lauren and jump back out before anyone even knows we’re there.”

			Riley sucked air through his teeth. “I have a feeling Brigit will expect something like that and be waiting.”

			That sounded about right. I had yet to come up with a single idea Brigit hadn’t thought of first. 

			“Wait!” I said. “I have a better idea. What if we get Gran now and jump back in time to the boat. We can pick Lauren up there and go home?”

			That would be the cleanest exit from the time I could think of. No need for bullets to fly or my friends to be in any danger.

			Riley nodded slowly as if picturing it all, before his nodding changed to a head shake. “Peterson is putting some kind of block on the time we’ve been in tonight so no-one can go back and mess with events involving us.”

			“A block?”

			“He’s thinking he could lay down a fractal energy loop to interfere with the elasticity of the temporal dividing molecular—”

			“Spare me the technicalities. Just tell me, can we get back into the time?”

			“No, we can’t. But neither can anyone else.” 

			“Could we get him to unblock it for us?” 

			“We could ask.”

			 Tiptoeing over my sleeping friends, we looked around for Peterson or his things. But found nothing.

			“Of all the times to disappear!” I said.

			“I’m sure wherever he is, whatever he’s doing, he’s trying to help us.”

			I wished I could be as sure.

			“So that’s that.” I flopped back down on my bedroll, sighing. “I’m sure Brigit’s got something planned.” Apart from filling me full of holes. “Something devious.” 

			Well, I can be devious too. 

			“What about we relocate Brigit to another time, the same way you relocated that deck of cards on the boat. We could send her to a pirate boat in the middle of a raging storm. Or a gladiator’s arena in Ancient Rome, filled with hungry lions.”

			“How would I figure out those co-ordinates?”

			“You’re smart. You’ll work it out. Wait!” Yes, brilliant! “We’ll send her to the Jurassic period.” I went there briefly when I pressed the wrong button on the time machine in medieval England. She’d never find her way out of there.

			“Only problem is, a deck of cards is a stationary object. Brigit won’t be tomorrow. And if I try to relocate her, I might miss and send someone or something else off by mistake. And burn up energy we need later on to exit the period.”

			I looked around at my sleeping friends. “I don’t want anyone getting hurt.” Or worse.

			“They’ve chosen to stay here and help you through this,” he said. “All of them want to be here for you.”

			I sighed. “So, I guess we’ll be turning up to Death Canyon hoping for the best but expecting the absolute worst.” 

			“And making things up as we go?” said Riley. “Our usual plan, then. We haven’t done too badly so far with that.”

			We got through a creepy booby-trapped tomb in Ancient Egypt, a castle siege and a fight with a vengeful knight in black in medieval England. Plus a couple of romances that knocked the time continuum off its tracks, briefly. I guess we could get through this too.

			But even if I had the upper hand in the shootout and got my gun out of its holster faster than Brigit and lined her up as the target double quick, could I pull the trigger and finish this? If it was a choice between her life or mine? Or Lauren’s? Or Gran’s? Could I end Brigit’s life? 

			“You should try to get some sleep,” Riley said. “It will clear your head and make your reflexes that bit quicker.”

			I was glad to have Riley looking out for me, but how long would I have him for? Closing my eyes, I felt leaden-hearted—not just because of the impending shootout but because of that headstone engraved with Riley’s name and the date of his death. 

			I vowed I’d do whatever I had to do to live through tomorrow and change that future for him.

			Chapter 51[image: ]

			The day began with a pale blue light and the sun peeping, like a spy, over the top of a dusty mountain. And questions. Will I kill someone today? Will I be able to pull the trigger when the time comes? If I can’t, but Brigit can, then...

			The sound of galloping hooves getting closer snapped my attention back to the present. Within minutes, everyone in camp was on their feet, weapons drawn. As the rider came around the rocks, we saw it was Johnno. His eyes scanned our watchful faces, stopping on Riley.

			“Can we talk?” He jumped down off his horse. Riley, Johnno and I moved away from the others. 

			“I brought this.” He pulled out a time machine from his shirt. “Far as I can figure, it belonged to Judd Whalen’s offsider, Lincoln. I saw a chance to take it, so I did.”

			Interesting. Maybe Johnno was on our side? 

			“So Lincoln had a machine too?” Riley said.

			“I wonder how many other machines are around in this time,” I said.

			Lincoln’s machine was similar to ours, except for four holes cut out of the titanium edge in the shape of Rs.

			“Why would anyone cut R shapes out of a time machine?” I said. 

			Riley twisted his lips to the side. “It must be how they made those ‘R’ badges they all wear.” He paused. “If I had to guess, I’d say it could be a way to maintain a link to a time machine, whether you’re travelling in it or not.”

			“Why would you need a link?” Johnno asked.

			“So time realignments don’t affect you,” Riley said. “It’s something I noticed during that poker game. When everyone was replaying their poker hands, the only people who knew there’d been a game before were the people who’d time travelled recently. Everyone else just accepted the new game as reality.”

			“That’s right,” I said. “We knew and Gran knew. And I think Whalen and Lincoln knew what was going on. But the others didn’t seem to notice anything.”

			“That’s because they were flowing along with the new direction time was taking, which we’d created through our actions.”

			Riley nodded. “Which confirms what I’d suspected. There is a phenomenon—let’s call it last rider link—that can save people from the effects of changes to their past timeline. It stops the consequences of those changes affecting them in the future.”

			Say what?

			“So you could, for example,” said Johnno, “go back in time and murder the young Riley, but the older Riley would still exist because of this last rider link with a time machine?” 

			I didn’t care much for the example Johnno gave and hoped this wasn’t a glimpse into an evil plan to exterminate my friend.

			“That’s right,” said Riley. “In theory, time wouldn’t catch up with me until someone took my machine and travelled in it without me, breaking the link.”

			“This last rider link is important then,” I said. “Really important.” 

			“If someone has corrupted your timeline in the past, then yes,” Riley agreed.

			So hanging onto our machine was pretty much a matter of life and death. 

			“Perhaps we could make these R badges, too?” I said. “Except ours wouldn’t be R for Recall.”

			“They’d be R for Riley.” Johnno grinned. 

			“Riley, does that mean some other scientist figured out that link thing before you?” I asked.

			“Not necessarily.” But he didn’t sound too confident.

			If that were so, it would mean there was another scientific brain at least as clever as my friend’s messing with time. And who knew whether their intentions were good or bad. Well, put me in a buffalo suit and shoot at me from a train. Now more than ever, I wished I’d never heard of time travel.

			“What about Peterson’s time machine? And Whalen’s? And Brigit’s? Did you find any of them?” Riley asked Johnno.

			“Brigit’s, Whalen’s? No,” said Johnno. “Peterson’s?” He shrugged. “Perhaps you should ask him. He’s at the camp with Brigit right now.”

			What?

			“Is he a hostage?” said Riley.

			Johnno’s pained look clued me into the truth. 

			“No, Riley,” I said. “Peterson’s there by choice.”

			 Johnno frowned. “He’s been meeting her from time to time.”

			So Peterson was on Team Brigit? What the—? Riley looked as dazed as if he’d head-butted a brick wall. In truth, I felt the same. For all I’d said about the guy, I thought he was on our side. 

			“I’d better get back before Brigit notices the machine’s gone,” said Johnno. “But I want to wish you well today, guys. And warn you. She seems very confident. She’s got something planned. You should be ready for anything.”

			And he rode off. 

			I took slow deep breaths and reminded myself I wasn’t dead yet. Nor did I plan to be any time soon. And if I had to shoot Brigit and Peterson to get back to Sydney, so be it. 

			“Before we go, just make sure you have our time machine safe,” I said.

			Riley nodded and, checking no-one was watching, pulled it out from his shirt. There was the bullet hole on the side. He slipped it into the pouch down his shirtfront, then slid Lincoln’s in too. And I had this strange feeling something wasn’t right. But I couldn’t think what. It was probably just nerves. 

			Over breakfast, I tried to act relaxed but couldn’t stretch to eating anything. Nor could the others.

			“Does anyone else feel as if a racoon wriggled its way down your throat and into your stomach and was now chasing its tail in there?” said Ruby. 

			She had a way of saying things that totally nailed it. 

			Gran straightened my collar and fussed over my hair. 

			“Gran, I don’t think Brigit will care whether I look neat and tidy when she shoots me.” 

			“I’m so sorry, Madison.” Her eyes were misty. “I knew there’d be danger when we came here, but I thought it would be only to myself at the card table. I’m a silly old fool and now...”

			“Gran, I’ll be fine.”

			“I promise you this,” she said, “if we get out of here alive, I’ll give up poker. Well professional poker anyway. No game could beat that last one, anyway.”

			“I’ll hold you to that,” I said, “when we get back home.” 

			“Anyone tries to hurt you or your friends today,” said Gus, “I got a special present here for them.” 

			He patted the two guns on his belt. Though he wasn’t someone I would have picked as Gran’s boyfriend—not that I’d have chosen anyone, I mean at their age, yuck!—I was glad he was here today.

			Silver Moon sat on a rock, looking out over the plains, unnaturally calm. As we got ready to go, he appeared beside Riley and me.

			“You have much to share with me about the future,” he said.

			“I suppose you want us to tell you what we know now, in case something happens to us?” Riley said.

			Silver Moon shook his head. “There will be time to talk later.”

			He gave us a warm smile, which helped boost my courage to face the day.

			“Is everyone ready?” asked Riley

			As we’ll ever be. 
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			If I kill someone, how will it change me? 

			The question bounced around in my brain as we tied up the horses in a thicket of trees by the entry to a narrow path. About half a mile long, with sloping rocky hills on either side, it would lead us to Death Canyon, Silver said. 

			The day was already warm, dry heat flaring in my nostrils. I checked my gun belt for the zillionth time and the strap with spare bullets across my chest. 

			“Do you want to use the time machine and jump straight to the canyon?” asked Riley, glancing around. “I don’t like the look of this ravine.” 

			“But won’t that deplete the machine’s energy even more?”

			Riley nodded.

			“What if we need the machine during the fight and we don’t have enough juice?” I asked. Whether we fought them here or in the ravine made no difference. The question remained: Did I have enough skill to beat her to the draw? And, if I did, would my hand be able to squeeze the trigger to end her when the time came?

			“Last chance, folks,” I said to the others. “This is my fight, not yours. None of you need to come. Riley and I can take it from here.”

			They didn’t budge. Silver tipped his head, urging us to get started.

			Riley gave me a tight smile, then hit the path first. I went next then Ruby, Gus and Gran, with Silver Moon protecting the rear. Heads swivelling left and right, we moved silently and swiftly through the ravine. 

			A soft hissing sound made my head snap around. I spotted movement on the right— a rattle snake slithering over rocks warmed by the morning sun. Normally, I would have gone out of my way to avoid a snake. Today, I ran right by.

			We were halfway along the path when a trickle of rocks on the left hill made us look up. Squinting into the sun’s glare, I glimpsed a familiar moustache and the flash of a dark blue coat before...bang! The shot missed Riley, chipping the stone in front of him with a ping.

			“It’s the deputy sheriff!” said Ruby. 

			Cooper wasn’t alone. His curly-haired friend from the card game was with him, shooting at us too.

			We bunched up close, Ruby taking the lead, firing bullets up at them while Silver shot arrows, forcing them to take cover behind boulders. The bullets they returned were loud, dislodging rock chips that bit into us like mean insects. 

			“Ahhh!” 

			A yowl of pain came from up top as the curly-haired guy jerked and then rolled down the hill. He stopped in front of us, one of Silver’s arrows deep in his neck. Bile surged into my throat. I swallowed and kept going.

			The deputy sheriff roared his fury and increased the intensity of his shots, running out of bullets twice as fast. While he reloaded, we zoomed ahead, trying to move out of bullet range but running right into the path of more shooters on the hill to our right. The sun on their faces revealed Bartholomew Dodds and Judd Whalen. 

			“Looks like Peterson didn’t take Whalen back to his own time,” I said.

			“Apparently not,” said Riley.

			Adrenalin kicked in and we sped along. We were almost at the end—ten more steps would have done it—when, bang, Riley sank to his knees and slumped sideways in the dirt.

			“No! Riley!” I shouted. 

			I knelt down beside my friend as Bart lined up a new target—me. I closed my eyes and braced for a hit. Bang! I flinched but couldn’t feel any pain. He’d missed. But how? Looking up, I saw that Whalen had pushed Bart’s gun barrel skywards.

			“I told you not to harm the girl,” I thought I heard him say. 

			Ruby, Gus and Silver Moon fired up the hill, forcing them to back down. Meanwhile, I checked on Riley, who was scary pale. With shaky hands, I reached around inside his shirt for the time machine. I was looking for the +/- 2 minutes button, setting the time to -5 mins. Riley had taken me through it last night “just in case”. I pressed.

			There was a dizzying moment and then we were back in the ravine as before, Riley on his feet running ahead of me. 

			“What just happened?” I heard Gran say.

			This time, before Bart got his shot in, I grabbed Riley’s collar and wrenched him back towards me. At the same time, Silver Moon sent off an arrow, which struck Bart in his right shoulder—his shooting arm—so he never got the shot off.

			 That was strange. I would have expected everyone except time travellers to behave exactly as they’d done the first time. But there wasn’t time to puzzle it out now. 

			All six of us made it safely into a dry area ringed by rocky hills. The flat ground had no trees but plenty of boulders, weirdly shaped cactuses and parched animal bones. This was Death Canyon.

			Fanning out, our gazes swept back and forth looking for Brigit or her team. 

			The canyon seemed deserted and deadly quiet. A warm breeze carried with it a scent of waste and death. The absence of bird noise added to an other-worldly atmosphere. As if the world had stopped turning to watch us.

			Was it possible Brigit had had second thoughts and decided not to show today? I really hoped that was the case. But, no. She stepped out from behind the largest cactus in the centre of the clearing. Her blonde hair was wild and free beneath her black cowboy hat. She wore black hipster jeans with a checked shirt and a low gun belt with two holstered weapons. A silver snake-head belt buckle left no doubt as to who I’d be facing today. 

			From behind a smaller cactus further back on the right, Lauren emerged, looking anxious and unsure. Johnno stepped out too, gun in hand though pointed at the ground, not at us. Was this for show or had he turned against us? 

			To the left, Henrietta Delaware and Annie, dressed as cowboys, emerged from behind some boulders, clutching weapons. Peterson stood behind them, weaponless. Of all the betrayals, his was the worst.

			Or so I thought, till Brigit’s most surprising ally emerged from the other side of the cactus she’d hidden behind. It was Jasper, a twisted smile on his face.

			There was so much I wanted to say to him.

			“Creep,” was all I managed to mutter.

			I saw Riley’s fingers twitch around the guns on his belt and his eyelids half close as if calculating the angles between him and Jasper. 

			We all stood like statues, watching for the slightest movement from our enemies—a twitch, an itch—to make us begin the killing.

			I heard the soft whoosh of an arrow whizzing past. It caught some loose material in Jasper’s shirt sleeve, pinning him to the cactus behind him. From halfway up the hill, Silver Moon regarded our former friend with cool dislike.

			“Oops, Silver, you missed,” I said

			Jasper’s eyes locked on mine, the sneer turning to a sulk. With some effort, he yanked the arrow out of the plant, but I was pleased to see cactus needles stuck along his right sleeve.

			“We’ve come for Lauren,” I said. “Let her go and we can all leave, nice and peaceful.”

			“What makes you think Lauren wants to go with you?” said Brigit.

			“Lauren, do you want to stay here or go home?” I yelled.

			Lauren didn’t answer. 

			A rumbling of loose stones to the left made us look up as Whalen and Bart, clutching his bloody shoulder, crested the hill and clambered down to join the action. Followed minutes later by Deputy Sheriff Zane Cooper, red in the face and muttering obscenities. Double clicks of metal on metal echoed around the valley as Ruby held a gun on Cooper, he aimed his weapon at Silver Moon, who stretched his arrow towards Bart, who squinted along his sights at Gus, who targeted Whalen, who held his hands up in surrender.

			“Whoa, everyone, just cool things down a bit,” said Whalen, chuckling. “Let’s not do anything hasty.”

			Jasper primed his gun with Riley in his sights.

			“Isn’t this what you call a Mexican standoff?” said Whalen. “One shot and it’s mutually assured destruction. I just want my time machine, which I believe one of you good people has, and I’ll be moseying on along.”

			“I want the money I lost on the boat,” said the deputy sheriff. “All of it. And a little extra for the inconvenience.”

			A creepy echo of high clicks sounded around us. We looked up to see a dozen men on the hill pointing rifles at us.

			“They’re with me,” said Brigit, smiling. “Now if I could ask everyone to please put your guns down.” 

			From behind me came a sound like a crack of metal on skull—I looked around to find Jasper had knocked Riley out with his gun butt. My friend lay sprawled on the dirt, unconscious. 

			“Scumbag!” I spat out.

			“You heard the lady,” Jasper said. “Guns on the ground in a pile over there. Maddy, you can keep yours.” 

			His usually honeyed voice had a hard edge as he moved over to the boulders on the left to bully my friends into laying down their weapons. I watched him with disbelief and loathing. Had I ever thought his eyes attractive? Now they looked like the colour of too many paints mixed together—dirty brown. As if sensing my scrutiny, he looked up at me and I was pleased to see something like shame flicker across his face before he directed Ruby and Silver, Gran and Gus to sit side by side on the rocks, hands on heads, next to Cooper, Whalen and Bart. 

			When progress seemed too slow, he waved his gun in Gran’s face. 

			“Get a move on,” he said.

			She looked back, full of defiance. 

			“You touch one hair on her head and I will make crow food of you, pretty boy,” said Gus. 

			“Look out, Jasper! A snake!” Ruby cried. As Jasper’s head whipped around, she added: “Sorry, my mistake. I see now that you are the snake.” 

			Jasper took a threatening step towards Ruby and Annie jumped in his way.

			“Don’t touch Ruby,” she said. “Trixi, tell him to leave her alone.”

			“Jasper won’t lay a finger on her,” Brigit called, “long as she co-operates.”

			“You know, Ruby, you should thank Trixibelle,” said Annie. “When she heard of your situation, how your parents died in that stagecoach robbery, it moved her. She’s been giving us money to feed and clothe you ever since.”

			From Ruby’s confused look, this was news to her. “But I thought that was you, Annie. You took care of me.” 

			 “I did, but I couldn’t have done it without Trixi’s help. She’s always been generous and concerned for your wellbeing.”

			“Maybe it wasn’t generosity motivating her good deeds but guilt,” Ruby shouted. “Because she was part of the gang that murdered my folks and took our money in the first place.”

			What the—? Ruby had never mentioned this before. And now I saw she had a reason for coming along on the journey.

			“Nonsense!” said Brigit. 

			“I know what I saw,” Ruby insisted. “There was a real pretty girl in that gang, with long yellow hair, just like yours.”

			“That’s as may be, but it wasn’t Trixi,” said Annie. “She’s a respectable businesswoman. She don’t go around murdering honest folk.” 

			This Trixibelle might not, but I bet the old Brigit did when she first arrived in the West. I wasn’t sure what had gone down but, whatever it was, she’d left it all behind by jumping forward several years and starting over with a new name—Trixibelle Starr—and a new plan to help people to please my bestie.

			Speaking of whom...Lauren was still standing where we’d first seen her, by the cactus. 

			“You’ve got Lauren tied up over there, haven’t you?” I said to Brigit.

			“Excuse me, folks, I’ll leave you to take care of things here while Ms Madison and I have a private word,” Brigit said.

			“Sure, Trixi,” said Henrietta.

			Brigit led me back over to the big central cactus, out of everyone’s hearing. Riley lay unconscious on the ground nearby.

			“Well, here we are,” said Brigit. “The two of us together in Death Canyon. But only one will walk out again.”

			Fear pulsed through my body, swiftly replaced by a surge of resolve. “Sounds good to me.”

			Yes, I can shoot her. To save Lauren. If I get the chance.

			In the background, I heard Henrietta telling tales of Trixibelle’s kindness including the story of her own rescue after her husband had died and the dishonest sheriff was “fixin’ to confiscate all I owned”. 

			I shook my head at Brigit. “You really have people around here fooled.”

			Brigit smiled tightly. “I did all those good deeds.”

			“But what about the bad deeds? Do they know about them? How much does Lauren know?”

			“She knows enough. When we first came to the West, she saw me do things I’m not proud of. But with her influence, I’ve changed.”

			Brigit, the charity queen? Yeah, nah!

			“A few good deeds can’t wash away the past—the poisonings, the stabbings, who-knows-how-many shootings. If she knew the truth, she’d want nothing to do with you.”

			Brigit gave a bitter chuckle. “I do believe, Lady Madison, you are jealous of our friendship.”

			“As if! I just have a problem with someone I care for hanging out with a murderer.”

			That description made her cat’s eyes narrow. But she reined the anger back. 

			“Lauren and I have done and will do many great things here,” Brigit said. “We’ve stood up to the cattle barons and criminals posing as agents of the law, like Sheriff Zane Cooper.”

			“Deputy sheriff,” I corrected her.

			We shared a smile at that.

			“At this time, it’s doubtful a kind-hearted person would even survive attempting those things,” she said. “What’s needed is someone like me.”

			“A cold-blooded assassin.”

			“Who can do what’s necessary.”

			As much as I hated to admit, there was some truth to this. In a wild and lawless place, you needed gunslingers as lawmen and tough people as good Samaritans. Twisted, but true.

			“Only problem is, Lauren doesn’t want to stay here,” I said. “She wants to go home.”

			Brigit’s smug smile faltered, just a little. “Before you arrived, we were happy. When you’re gone, we will be again.”

			“How happy do you think Lauren will be when she sees you shoot me?”

			The evil smile was back, full force. “Ahh, but that’s just it. She’s not going to watch me shoot you, Madison. She’s going to watch you shoot me.”

			Say what?

			“I can handle a gun as well as most people, though personally I prefer my dagger. However, in this duel, I choose neither. Today, my weapon of choice is…the time machine.” 

			Diabolical! But how could you duel someone with a time machine? I had a feeling she was about to tell me.

			“While I’ve been here, I’ve been fortunate to get to know your grandmother,” she said. Uh-oh. “She told me a bit about her travels through life and the sweet story of how she met your grandpa.”

			A chill trickled through my bones. 

			“They met at a church dance.” Her voice had a Play School lilt. “It was an old hall, the curtains on the windows had—” I mouthed it with her “—little pieces of fruit on them.”

			My knees wobbled. I locked them tight. Okay, so I was beginning to see how she could fight with a time machine. 

			“Last night I travelled back to witness that scene for myself,” said Brigit, “the curtains, the food. And your grandfather, who looked very handsome and danced quite well. And I should know. He danced with me all night.”

			Grandpa hadn’t danced with Gran? Which meant they didn’t get together. Which was bad news for Mum and me. The worst.

			“Thankfully, Madison, you’re still here,” said Brigit. “But for how long? All it would take is for someone else to travel in your time machine for the past to rapidly catch up with you.”

			Brigit must have travelled back in time to meet my grandparents in her own machine. I was only here now because the thread connecting me to Riley’s machine was still intact. But if someone got Riley’s machine and blasted off without me, all that might change. 

			I glanced down at Riley lying on the ground near us. Brigit noticed.

			“Oh, you think Riley has his time machine down the front of his shirt, don’t you?” Brigit smiled smugly.

			Yes, I had thought—hoped—it was there. Then I realised something I’d seen—or hadn’t seen—that morning. 

			One night, while we were on the round-up, Riley had the machine out to soak up lunar energy. As Butch hurried through camp towards the horses, he trod on it. It didn’t break, but his boots left a scratch like a small Z in the corner of the screen. The one Riley put in his pouch this morning was scratch free. 

			“The machine you found on the boat was Peterson’s, not Riley’s,” Brigit explained. “All I had to do was replicate the bullet dent on the side to fool you into thinking it was his.”

			“So where is Riley’s machine now?” As I spoke, my eyes drifted over to Lauren, holding something about the right size and shape.

			“Lauren’s keeping it safe for you,” Brigit said. “But if I know her, she’ll use it to jump back in time should anyone get hurt here. She’s kind-hearted like that.”

			Brigit had me now. If I shot her and Lauren pressed that time jump button to travel back and undo the damage, time would realign in a new past where Gran never met Grandpa. And my mother wouldn’t be born, so neither would I. 

			If Lauren pressed that button, I’d be erased.

			“So now you see how a time machine is far more effective than a gun,” said Brigit.

			It was as clear as the sinister smile on her face. I couldn’t shoot Brigit or allow her to shoot me or Lauren would press the launch button to save us. And I would be erased.

			“Let me explain what happens next,” said Brigit. “I am going to shout loudly: ‘Can’t we work this out peacefully?’ The gentlemen with the rifles on the hills behind you will count to ten. If by that time you haven’t taken any action, they have orders to shoot you and all your friends.”

			I glanced over at the boulders where my friends sat scowling at Jasper and the others guarding them.

			“Yeah, you’re a real good person, Brigit,” I said. Lame, lame, lame.

			She snorted in dainty amusement.

			“What?” I said, spitty on the “t”.

			“I just realised, I’m looking at a dead woman.”
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			“Back up,” Brigit commanded.

			I took six steps back. She did the same. Now we faced each other like two gunslingers from a Wild West movie.

			The wind’s howl climbed up a notch. Like a ghost with something it wanted to say. Brigit’s hands hovered over the guns on her hips; I mirrored her action. Though I knew shooting her would be like shooting myself. 

			Could I even do it? I was angry enough to shoot her, but still...

			“Can’t we settle our differences peacefully?” Brigit shouted. An insidious click echoed around the valley as the men on the hills raised their rifles to carry out Brigit’s orders and murder my friends on the count of ten. 

			What am I going to do?

			One, two...This is really happening. I flexed my fingers.

			Three, four...I looked into Brigit’s snake eyes, which seemed a little daunted by what was to come.

			Four, five...Gran shouted something but I couldn’t make out the words.

			Six, seven...I tilted my hips, my fingertips grazing the gun handle. 

			Eight, nine...And I knew. I couldn’t kill her. Not even to save those I loved. But I had a plan...

			 Ten! Grab, clear holster and bang!

			I fired, aiming dead centre on Brigit’s belt buckle. I knew as the gun jerked in my hand it was a perfect shot. It would hit the buckle, satisfying Brigit’s demands and saving my friends. And though it would hurt the assassin like hell, it may not actually kill her. 

			But, as I fired, two things happened at once. 1) Brigit threw her hands up in surrender, like she didn’t want to fight—I knew it was a show for Lauren. And 2) Riley, “unconscious” on the ground nearby, launched himself at her legs, knocking her sideways. 

			Brigit crashed to the ground hard and lay there, unmoving.

			Had my bullet hit her? I couldn’t be sure. 

			“Nooooo!” Lauren howled. “You shot her?”

			Riley and I looked down at Brigit, lying still on the ground. I couldn’t see any blood specks or pooling. 

			“I don’t think I did.” Although, she must have hit her head hard when she fell as she was out cold.

			 “Riley, you’re okay?” I said. “How...?”

			“Jasper only pretended to hit me. I was awake and heard everything Brigit said.” 

			So Jasper had faked it? “He’s not bad, then?”

			“Don’t think so.”

			The air exploded with gunfire from the men on the hill, shooting at everyone. We dived behind the cactus for cover.

			“Ow, dagnabbit!” shouted Cooper. I looked over to see him clutching his left arm before dropping down behind the rocks. He’d been hit.

			Nearby, Jasper flattened himself over Gran, protecting her from bullets. The others crouched behind the rocks. Ruby crawled towards the weapons pile but pulled back as a bullet barely missed her hand.

			Lauren stayed where she was, behind the cactus, staring at the time machine screen. 

			“We have to stop her hitting the rewind button,” Riley said.

			Riley started towards her but jumped back as gunfire danced around him.

			“Don’t press anything, Lauren,” Riley shouted.

			“But Brigit’s hurt,” she called back. “We have to go back and save her. I can’t believe you shot her, Maddy.”

			My friend glowered at me before looking down at the screen, finger poised to press. So Riley drew his gun and fired at her. Lauren gave a cry of pain and collapsed in the dirt.

			“Riley, what did you do?” 

			“I couldn’t let her erase you.”

			“So you shot her?” 

			“I was trying for a warning shot on the ground next to her. The bullet must have ricocheted or something.”

			Brigit groaned and began to revive. Leaning up on one elbow, she took in the scene—the guys on the hill shooting, me still alive, Lauren on the ground by the cactus. And Riley holding the smoking gun. 

			“You shot Lauren?” Brigit accused. 

			Bullets pinged the ground around her, making her run for cover behind the cactus with us. 

			“Lauren! Can you hear me?” Brigit shouted. 

			No answer or movement. 

			“We must use the time machine to undo this!” Brigit said.

			“I agree with Brigit.” (Words I thought I’d never say.)

			“Then you have to do the time jump, Maddy,” said Riley. “If anyone else does...”

			Brigit and I exchanged competitive looks, then raced towards Lauren at the cactus while bullets snapped around us. If Brigit got to the time machine first, I was history. 

			Brigit was beside me one minute, then—bang—down the next, clutching her arm and howling in pain. I looked back to see Riley lowering his gun. He’d shot her to slow her down but not kill her.

			“Lauren, are you okay?” I leaned down and shook my friend, who had a bad cut on her forehead and smaller nicks on her face and neck. But no obvious bullet wounds. Her eyes fluttered open. She tried to sit up but sank back, closing her eyes again.

			I grabbed the time machine and searched for the right keys to press. “Lauren, if you can hear me, Brigit set this up. She forced me to shoot her so you’d jump back in time to save her. And she’s messed with my past, so when you do that, I’ll be erased.” I wasn’t sure whether she could hear but I put it out there, in case. Ah, there’s the key! I pressed.

			For several seconds, the noise dipped and I had a sensation of falling, and then...
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			I was standing opposite Brigit, hand over my gun. We’d jumped back in time and were squaring up for the shootout—again. The guys on the hills were back in their start position. They hadn’t yet fired. My friends, and enemies, were on the rocks to my left, hands on heads with Brigit’s team guarding. Riley was sprawled on the ground beside me, feigning unconsciousness.

			Take Two.

			Brigit touched her arm, surprised to see it in one piece again, then turned to see Lauren on her feet by the cactus behind her. 

			“I’ll never get used to that!” She shook her head.

			“Me either,” I said. 

			“So here we are...again,” said Brigit. 

			“What do we do now?” I asked.

			“We must repeat ourselves,” said Brigit, glancing up at the men on the hill, “whether we wish to or not.”

			“Can’t you tell them not to shoot?”

			“If I don’t say the words they’re expecting, they may shoot me as well.”

			“You can’t control your own men?” 

			She sighed. “They’re not my men. They’re bounty hunters and outlaws I gathered to assist with today’s proceedings. So this time, Lady Madison, I advise you to take your best shot. Because, I assure you, I’ll be taking mine.”

			 “Don’t even think about hurting Maddy!” Lauren shouted. She must have heard what I’d said about Brigit setting this up and remembered. Brigit huffed, annoyed. 

			I looked at Riley on the ground. “You can get up, Riley.”

			He stood up. He didn’t seem surprised I knew he was just pretending to be unconscious. Which was strange. I thought he wouldn’t remember what had happened before, because I’d taken that last journey in his time machine without him, severing his tie with the machine. Wasn’t that the theory? 

			“Can’t we settle our differences peacefully?” Brigit shouted.

			It was so tempting—this second chance to shoot her. But I didn’t want Lauren’s bad opinion any more than Brigit did. And, anyway, I didn’t really want to kill anyone. Not even Brigit.

			So we fired, wide of each other, and took cover behind the cactus as, like thunder rolling across the sky, the shooting on the hill began again. 

			“Ow, dagnabbit!” shouted Cooper, clutching his left shoulder and dropping down behind the rocks, as before.

			“Lauren, when you can, bring the time machine over here,” Riley shouted.

			Lauren leaned out from the cactus and jumped back as a bullet tore through the plant’s fleshy arm. “I can’t get to you.” 

			“Then I’ll come to you,” Riley called. 

			“Be careful,” I said. 

			Riley crouched, ready to run. And from nowhere, in swooped Johnno, holding a saddle pack in front of him like a shield, to snatch the time machine from Lauren’s grasp and dart off. A few bullets hit the pack, but he was unharmed as he dived into some bushes at the edge of the clearing.

			What now? Was he on our side or Brigit’s? This was doing my head in.

			“I’ll get it off him,” Riley said.

			“It’s too dangerous.” 

			“I can’t let him press that button.” 

			He took off, zigging and zagging, trying to be an unpredictable target. I did my best to distract the shooters, throwing first Riley’s hat, then mine, into the air. Both dropped to the open ground in front of our hiding place where they were peppered with bullets. 

			Thankfully, Riley made it into the bushes after Johnno. Barely a moment later, though, I saw Lauren jerk and clutch her belly before sliding down to her knees. At first I thought she’d been jabbed by a cactus needle. But when she moved her hand away, I saw a dark red stain spreading around her stomach. She looked up at me with big, terrified eyes and fell, face first, onto the ground.

			Oh no!

			Brigit and I exchanged confused looks. How could the shooters have hit her from that angle? The answer was...they couldn’t. The bullet hadn’t come from them. 

			We turned to see Ruby on her feet, clutching her gun and smiling with dark satisfaction.

			“Ruby! What did you do?” I said.

			“You killed my friend!” Brigit cried. She raised her weapon to retaliate but—bang—Ruby got her shot off first, hitting Brigit’s gun hand. The assassin yelled and clutched her hand, blood flowing out.

			“That there necklace Lauren’s wearing,” said Ruby, “isn’t like my mother’s necklace. It is my mother’s necklace. And when the shooting dies down, I’m going to take it off her dead body.”

			Brigit froze as understanding hit—she’d caused this. Her gang had robbed and killed Ruby’s parents. She must have given Lauren the dead woman’s necklace without telling her how she got it. It was Brigit’s fault our friend was hurt. 

			“Lauren! Lauren! You’ll be okay. Hold on!” Brigit’s voiced cracked with—I couldn’t believe it—emotion.

			The gunfire intensified as Riley dashed out of the bushes, trying to get to me with the time machine, Johnno following closely. But the shooting was so intense they had to retreat. They crouched behind a rock not ten feet from where we were, though it might as well have been a mile. In the space between us, our fallen hats twitched constantly—a reminder that crossing would be suicide.

			“Riley, Lauren’s not looking good,” I called. “If she actually does—” die “—will we be able to get her back?”

			Could we go back in time and make her death un-happen?

			“No guarantees,” Riley called.

			Death was one of the unknowns with time travel. We’d seen that in Ancient Egypt. When the vizier died from drinking poisoned wine, we rewound time and made sure he didn’t get the poisoned drink, but he died of a heart attack later on. It was almost like his end date was a fixed point on the timeline.

			“Press the time rewind button now,” I shouted. While she’s still breathing.

			“No!” said Riley.

			“I agree with Madison,” said Brigit. “You must rewind time to save Lauren.”

			“If I do, Maddy will be wiped out. Because of what you did.”

			We watched those hats jumping between us, as if enchanted with gunfire.

			“I know you’ll find a way to get me back, Riley,” I said. “Please press the button.”

			“No. And I’m tired of you bossing me around.” 

			What the—? 

			“I fear Lauren is passing,” Brigit said.

			We called out to her. She didn’t respond.

			I turned to Brigit. “Shoot me in the leg,” I said. 

			“Are you sure?” she asked.

			I nodded. “Riley will have to jump back before I die.”

			Brigit nodded and sat up, pointing the gun at my thigh.

			“No, don’t!” Riley screamed as he saw what was happening.

			“Do the time jump,” I shouted.

			“No!” said Riley.

			“On three,” she said. “One, two, thr—”

			I squeezed my eyes shut, waiting for the pain. Somewhere far off, I heard a distant bang...

			And Brigit and I were standing opposite each other again.

			Take Three.

			Would we be stuck in this loop forever? 

			“I’m not bossy,” I told Riley on the ground. 

			He got to his feet. “How are you still here? That time realignment should have wiped you out.”

			Lauren was back on her feet over by the cactus.

			Brigit’s hands sat on her gun belt with no murderous intent. “Madison, your actions were very brave. It is thanks to you we have our friend back.”

			That was...more generous than I expected.

			“Unfortunately, we find ourselves, once more, in the same position,” the assassin said. “And, again, I must say the words: ‘Can’t we settle our differences peacefully?’”

			“Ruby, when you get your gun back, don’t shoot Lauren. We’ll explain about the necklace later,” I called.  

			Ruby’s eyes went wide—freaked that somehow I’d read her mind.

			“We need to take these guys down,” I told the assassin. 

			Brigit nodded.

			There was a loud click and Riley, Brigit and I dropped to the ground. But no gunfire followed. The men were pulling the triggers—I could tell from their jerky arm movements. But nothing happened. They shook their guns, banged them on rocks. Still nothing.

			Which gave those by the boulders a chance to reclaim their weapons and start shooting back at them. Now the men on the hills were like ducks in a shooting gallery as we blasted up at them.

			They tried to escape, climbing over the top. Most of them made it. Two didn’t. Gus shot one, Silver Moon the other.

			“Wasn’t it lucky all their weapons jammed at once?” said Ruby later.

			“Yes, lucky,” I said.

			“Must be the heat,” said Gus.

			I knew luck and heat had nothing to do with it.
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			“What happened, Riley?” 

			My friend didn’t know. But from the way Peterson and Johnno whispered and chuckled together, I reckoned they had some idea.

			Now that the threat on the hill was gone, Deputy Sheriff Zane Cooper saw his chance. He grabbed Gran and jammed his gun under her chin. 

			“Okay, everyone, weapons down again, unless you’d like to see this little lady’s brains splattered all over the rock.”

			Slowly, we put our guns down.

			“I’d like my gambling money back, Emmeline,” he said. “All of it. And everything else you’ve got.”

			“You ain’t a good loser, Deputy Dawg.” Gus handed him Gran’s bag.

			“It don’t feel like I’m losin’ right now.” Cooper smirked. “And I’ll ask Riley and Miss Madison to step over here. I’m takin’ you in. A lot of folks will be mighty thankful I caught such no-torious criminals.”

			“If we refuse, you can’t shoot all of us at once,” Brigit said.

			“Hmmm,” Cooper said. “I’ll start with Emmeline. She wiped me out on that table. I’ll gladly do the same for her right here. You’re next, Trixi.”

			A loud sound of metal clicking came from above. We looked up as eight more men rounded the top of the hill, pointing guns at us. From the grin on the deputy sheriff’s face, I guessed they were with him. 

			“About time,” he muttered. “Now my friends up there, between ’em, they got enough firepower to put a hole in every one of you. So if y’all want to stay in one piece, put your hands high in the air. Right now.”

			We did as we were ordered. The deputy sheriff wiped his brow with a dark blue cloth, which looked familiar.

			“Where’d you get that cloth?” I asked.

			“From a fellow, who, as I recall, bore a certain likeness to the animals in his care!” 

			That was Butch’s neckpiece. He’d worn it every day of the round-up!

			I wanted to hurt Cooper so badly then, but what could we, with no weapons, do against armed men? I looked up at the greasy-haired guys on the hill with their crooked teeth and dirt-brown complexions and knew instantly what kind of men they were: mean and greedy...and distrustful too, I’d bet. 

			“You men on the hill,” I screeched. “Cooper’s planning to keep the reward money for himself. He just told us so. He and his partner—that man there—” I pointed to a random guy in the middle of the group with thick black hair and a droopy moustache styled after the deputy sheriff’s “—they’re planning to kill you in your bedrolls tonight, ’cause they don’t want to share the loot.”

			I didn’t really expect this to work. But these guys were more suspicious of each other than anyone else. They turned to scowl at the man I’d pointed out. 

			“Don’t listen to her,” Cooper screeched. “You boys know I’d never double-cross you.”

			“She’s lying,” the black-haired guy shouted. “You can trust me, fellas. When have I ever done wrong to you?”

			They answered with their guns, blasting him to hell. Cooper’s eyes were big—like, blow-up beachball big—as his former associates now turned their weapons on him. He started running. An explosion of gunfire followed. He fell down, dead—seven times over. 

			Now we just had the remaining guys to worry about, intent on claiming the reward and Gran’s winnings. 

			“Ruby, you go left, I’ll go right!” I said.

			Ruby and I snatched up our weapons and fired, zig-zagging and rolling as we’d practised. I was aiming for the ground around them or their arms. I got at least one on the left shoulder. His cries as the bullet hit him turned my mouth desert dry. By the time our friends had rearmed themselves, Ruby had shot two dead. The other shooters turned tail and scrambled uphill. Four made it. The last man was about to crest the rise when Ruby fired; he stiffened, gave a strangled cry and fell backwards down the hill, rolling over and over until a cactus broke his fall at the bottom.

			Ruby clicked her tongue and put her gun into the holster. “Good riddance!”

			Everyone slumped where they stood. Somehow we’d survived. 

			As Bart tried to lift his gun with his good arm, Brigit pointed her weapon at him and Whalen. “You gentlemen wish to take your turn to die now, do you? Squeeze that trigger and we’ll gladly oblige.”

			Bart’s arm sagged and he put his gun away, still panting and holding his shoulder. 

			“Gun belts on the ground, please,” Brigit said.

			They did as they had to. 

			I ran over and untied Lauren from the cactus but, as we walked back, I saw Ruby squaring up to shoot her.

			I jumped in front of Lauren. “Whoa! What are you doing?” I said. “Lauren didn’t kill your parents.”

			“Then how’d she get that necklace?” said Ruby.

			“That was my doing.” Brigit strode forward. “I didn’t shoot your folks, though it was my gang who robbed that coach. The shooter was a hothead named Jonah Carraway, who died not long after. If you believe you should take a life for revenge, take mine, not Lauren’s.”

			Ruby squinted along the sights at Brigit. We heard the ominous double click of the gun being readied. I thought Brigit might duck or run, but she stood there, looking right back at Ruby. They stayed that way for long seconds before Ruby lowered her gun, with a withering glare at the assassin. A flush of shame washed Brigit’s cheeks.

			Lauren handed the necklace to Ruby, who stared at it with wonder and pain, tears trickling down her dusty face. 

			“It’s just a necklace, I know,” she said to me, “but it makes me feel closer to them.” 

			Jasper came over to comfort her. She sank into his arms, gratefully. Annie came over too, to fuss over her.

			“I wonder what happened to the guys’ guns?” I said to Riley. “What made them jam like that?”

			We found out later that, during Take One of the shootout, Peterson discovered something. It seemed he’d only been with Team Brigit to locate and steal back the time machines. He hadn’t found them by the time we all met in Death Canyon. 

			However, when Brigit’s men appeared on the hill and everyone took cover, he saw Annie touch the left side of her bulky skirt as if checking something was still there. He guessed she might have a machine hidden somewhere there.

			So, during Take Two of the shootout, Peterson crouched beside Annie behind the rock. While her attention was on the action, he slashed the side of the material and slipped the machine out. It wasn’t his machine—Riley and I had that. It was Whalen’s.

			And so, Johnno and Peterson used it to time travel together back to the night before the fight and went looking for the shooters’ camp. While the men slept, they removed the bullets and wedged stones and dirt into the gun barrels so they’d jam when they tried to shoot on the hill.

			“Thanks, Peterson.” I felt embarrassed at having misjudged him. Again. But what did he expect when he insisted on being so mysterious and wouldn’t answer direct questions?

			I gave Johnno a nod of thanks. He’d come through this time, but I hadn’t totally forgiven him.

			“But why am I still here after Brigit interfered with that meeting between Gran and Grandpa?” I asked Riley.

			He opened his mouth to reply, scratched his head, then closed it again. “I have no idea.”

			Gran was fanning herself on a rock with Gus beside her. 

			“Tell me about that dance where you met Grandpa,” I said.

			“What dance?” 

			That was weird. When it came to that dance, Gran was usually a broken record, giving all the details of their meeting the same way every time. 

			“You mean the church fete, don’t you, where I was on the pie booth and he bought so many pies off me, he made himself sick.” She beamed.

			“You didn’t meet Grandpa at a church dance,” I said, “with the curtains with the little pieces of fruit on them?”

			Her eyes were watery with nostalgia. “I remember that dance. I did meet him there, now you mention it. He went off to get me a drink and never came back. He danced with another girl all evening, some blonde. But a couple of months later, there was a fete. I was on the pie booth. I gave him a hard time at first but, well, the rest is history.”

			Yes it was. And long may it stay that way.

			“Brigit spoiled their first meeting, but they met later on.” Riley grinned. “That was lucky.” 

			Though that, too, felt less like luck, more like something else.

			“Riley,” I said, “do you think love is one of those things the time machine can’t change? Like death on the timeline, love will find a way and all that?” 

			“There’s a lot we still don’t know about time travel,” he said. 

			And we’d have to learn the hard way. 

			“And something else confusing,” he said. “How do you remember everything that happened out there, all three versions of the shootout? Because I travelled in my time machine without you, which should have severed your connection with the timeline?” 

			Errrr...

			“Well, maybe, it was because I jumped back in time...in whatever time machine it was I pressed—Lincoln’s or Peterson’s—when you got shot on the way here. Perhaps I still had or have a link to that machine.”

			“And thanks for...undoing that.” Riley grinned.

			“But wait. How do you remember everything that happened out there, when, during our first version of the shootout, I rewound time in your machine without you in it? Shouldn’t that have severed your link to a machine and mean that you don’t remember—”

			I stopped talking as he showed me an R badge on his collar. I nodded. 

			“So now we know what those badges do,” he said. “They keep you linked to your time machine.”

			“Interesting.” And epic. “So I guess Recall has a pretty good scientist working for them, to think that up before you.”

			“Seems like it.”

			Which was bad news for us and the world.

			Jasper appeared at my side, a big puppy grin on his tanned face. I didn’t know what to say. But I had to say something. 

			“Thanks for protecting Gran before. And for not actually betraying us.” 

			“I told you I wasn’t your enemy.”

			“But that’s all you told me,” I said. “Who are you, Jasper? What are you doing here?”

			Jasper flicked his chestnut hair nervously, then opened his mouth to answer. But he never got the words out. Because at that moment, Bart pulled out a small pistol from his boot, aimed it at Riley and pulled the trigger. Jasper saw what he was about to do a split second before and pushed Riley aside, taking the bullet in the chest himself.

			He staggered back, hand on heart. His eyes found mine and he moved his mouth to speak, but no sound emerged before he fell.

			“Oh no, Jasper!” I knelt down and shook him. His head flopped and his eyes stayed closed.

			Silver Moon crouched beside me and placed his ear over his mouth. “Still breathing,” he said. 

			Now, right in front of everybody, Bart pointed his gun at Riley again. But before he got a second shot off—bang—Ruby blasted the weapon out of his grasp. 

			Bart howled and clutched his mangled paw. 

			“Bart, why did you do that?” I asked when he could speak again. “What have we ever done to you?”

			“Sorry, Miss Maddy,” he said. “It was nothing personal. But I couldn’t pass up the chance.”

			“The chance to what?”

			“To get rich.”

			With his good hand, he reached into his pocket and extracted an A4 sheet of paper with a picture of Riley on it and a reward of $50,000 offered for him DEAD. This Wanted poster wasn’t like the others we’d seen around town. It had been produced on a computer with a font I’d never seen before.

			“Bart,” I said. “Who did you think would pay the reward if you succeeded?”

			“Mr Whalen knows people who want Riley dead. He ain’t never done me no harm, but where else would a cowboy get money like that? The chance for a new life. A different life.”

			At the bottom of the poster, in small print, it said: TO CLAIM THE REWARD, CONTACT RECALL. 

			RECALL. There was that name again. I thought they were a time travel tour operator but clearly there was a darker side to their operation.

			“Do you have a poster like that for me?”

			Bart’s eyes snaked across to Whalen, who took out a page with my picture on it. MADISON BRYANT: REWARD FOR CAPTURE AND SAFE RETURN: $100,000. 

			“We have particular instructions not to hurt you, young lady,” said Whalen. 

			This was weird. Someone from the future wanted Riley dead and me alive. Not to downplay my own brilliance, but wouldn’t a brain like Riley’s be more of a prize than mine? 

			Beyond that, we couldn’t get much out of Whalen, except, “As I’ve explained, I never met the top man in Recall. But I spoke to someone on the phone who sounded like he was in charge. He had an Aussie accent.”

			He was Australian? That was interesting. So Recall could be closer to us than we imagined.

			I knelt down beside Jasper. “How could I have got you so wrong?” I whispered. “Riley, we need to go back once more and save him.”

			There was a soft moan and Jasper rose up, gingerly.

			“You’re okay!” I said. 

			“Define okay.” He touched his chest and winced.

			“But, how?” Ruby asked. “He shot you right in the chest. We all saw it.”

			Slowly, Jasper undid his shirt buttons to reveal a green vest beneath—a bulletproof vest. He’d have a mighty bruise, maybe even some cracked ribs. But the bullet hadn’t penetrated the thick wadding. Interesting.

			I was so relieved I hugged him.

			“Ah! Go easy on me, Maddy,” he said.

			“Never.” I grinned. “But how are you wearing a vest like that?”

			“Well, that’s a long story,” he said. 

			“I’ve got time,” I said. 

			“My pappy told me to be prepared afore a gunfight. So I was.”

			He knew that didn’t tell me anything. It only raised more questions. Which, from the look on his face, he didn’t intend to answer.

			Riley knelt down and shook Jasper’s hand. “Thanks for saving my life.”

			“It’s what any cowboy would do.” Jasper winked.

			“Give me a look at that vest you have on,” Ruby said. “I ain’t never seen nothin’ like that before. But I’ll have to get me one.”
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			“Well, Mr Whalen,” said Peterson, “this is your last chance to change your mind and return to Sydney and your own time. If you choose to stay here in the West, you’ll be on your own. And in case you think someone from Recall might stop by to collect you, this period will be locked up to all arrivals and departures from other times.” 

			I whispered to Riley: “Can he do that? Lock up a time period?”

			Riley shrugged. 

			“I reckon I’ll take my chances here,” Whalen said. “I’ve done all I can in Sydney. But there are still plenty of battles to be won at this time and I’m in the mood for a fight.” 

			“’Scuse me,” said Bart, his fingers dripping blood, his shoulder a mess of torn flesh. “Where is this Sydney place y’all are jawin’ about and does it have a sheriff?”

			“Sydney’s a long way away,” I said. “Maybe you should think about applying somewhere nearer. Like Temperance. I believe they have a vacancy for a deputy.”

			Bart sniffed and nodded. 

			“What about you, Brigit?” asked Peterson. “You can come with us or stay here. Or return to medieval times. It’s your choice. But we can’t let you keep the time machine.”

			“I believe I’ll stay,” Brigit said, turning to Lauren. “Would you stay and continue our work? I have enjoyed your company and guidance. It was good to have a friend.”

			We all looked over at Lauren, who seemed more than a bit tense.

			“I will always remember what we did here together, Brigit,” she said. “But I want to go home—to my family, my life. I hope you understand and can forgive me.” 

			Brigit nodded. “Would that I had a home and family of my own to go to.” 

			“You have Annie and Henrietta,” said Lauren. 

			The two of them said goodbye. I could see Lauren was actually sad to leave the assassin. Even Brigit wiped her cheek once or twice before her gaze slid across to me, as hard and cold as bullets.

			“Jasper, are you coming with us?” I asked.

			He glanced over at Ruby, who was talking to Annie and Henrietta. She looked back at him and smiled. Was something starting between them? Maybe she wouldn’t mope over Riley as much as I thought.

			“You go ahead, Maddy,” said Peterson. “I’ll see that he gets home. If he wants to go back.”

			But back to where and when? We hadn’t found that out. From Peterson’s cagey look, I sensed he knew more than he was saying. And did he have something to do with the bullet-proof vest, I wondered?

			There was an awkward moment as we said goodbye to Silver Moon. 

			“I suppose we owe you some kind of discussion about the future,” Riley said..

			A range of emotions crossed Silver’s face—hope at first, then uncertainty and, watching Riley’s grim expression, dread.

			“I can’t tell you anything specific about your tribe,” Riley said, struggling to meet his eye “but, err...”

			Silver touched his arm and shook his head. “The future is a river flowing fast and wide,” he said. “You can dam rivers to try to turn it back or alter its course, but the water has a way of diverting onto the old path.” 

			I think I got what he was saying. No matter how much Riley knew, it wouldn’t change what was ahead. So he’d rather not know.

			“Silver, did you see everything that happened out there today?” I asked.

			I was thinking about how he’d shot Bart with that arrow on one of the time reruns—as if he’d known what was coming. 

			“I saw more than I can explain,” he said. “Life holds many mysteries.”

			He wasn’t from the future, then. Though, somehow, he felt beyond his own time. 

			As we said goodbye, I had the usual mixed feelings—excitement about going home and sadness at saying goodbye to people I’d grown attached to, knowing I’d never see them again.

			I gave Ruby a big squeezy hug. 

			“Bye, Ruby!”

			“It’s been a pleasure riding with you two,” she said. “I’m not sure I understand all I’ve been hearing. I’ve been so riled up, perhaps I heard things wrong. But I can say, it was good knowing you, Madison.”

			She cast a glance at Riley, who was farewelling Annie and Henrietta at the time, and sighed. “I sure will miss you two,” she said.

			“Thanks for everything.”

			We hugged again and wiped our cheeks clean of tears, like good cowboys.

			“Will you go back to Temperance, work in the bar again?” I asked.

			“I thought I might try my luck with one of those travelling shows as a sharp shooter. If Annie agrees.” Ruby as a shooter in a travelling show? What a great idea!

			“If you’re considering taking a stage name for yourself,” I said, “you could think about The Ghost.”

			“I’ve been called that before.” Ruby grinned.

			I knew it! Ruby was The Ghost! She shot that last bounty hunter and saved us in that shootout at Hope’s End.

			When it was time to say goodbye to Riley, Ruby looked misty-eyed. But I don’t think he noticed.

			I found myself in front of Jasper for the last time and was almost as tongue-tied as when we’d first met. “Where and when are you from? How did you arrive here and why did you come?” I asked. 

			He chuckled and pulled me closer. “Now what did I tell you was the first rule of the cowboy code?” This close to him, I couldn’t think of the answer. I struggled to remember how to breathe. 

			“Err, always stand downwind of a skunk?” I joked.

			“Don’t ask questions.” He still had that cowboy lilt to his voice.

			“But that’s not even your real voice, is it?”

			So he switched to a broad Aussie accent. “Don’t ask questions, mate. That better?”

			Not really.

			He gazed into my face, serious for a moment, lips drifting towards mine. At the last instant, I moved my head so he kissed the side of my cheek. “Bye, Jasper.”

			“See you, Maddy.”

			“Will you see me? Where? When?”

			He opened his mouth to speak and I really think he might have told me but—

			“Jasper.” Peterson called him over.

			“Watch out for those leaky lips,” he said.

			As I stared after him, grinning, I sensed someone watching me. It was Riley, frowning darkly, before turning away.

			“Riley!” I went after him to explain there was never really anything between Jasper and me. But Riley was caught up with Peterson and Johnno (who both had R badges on their shirts, I noticed)  and I got distracted by Gran and Gus saying their goodbyes.

			“It’s been a real pleasure, Emmeline.” Gus clutched his cowboy hat in his hands.

			“Well, yes it has,” Gran said. “And, if you haven’t got any pressing engagements to keep you here, I wondered if you’d like to come and live with us in a town called Sydney. Not that far as the crow flies.”

			“Wherever you are, honeycake,” said Gus, “that’s where I want to be.” He flicked his eye patch for emphasis.

			What the—? I jerked my head at Gran, indicating I wanted a private word to tell her what I thought of this idea of Gus in the house with Mum and Dad and me. Not good. She pretended not to notice. 

			Peterson was preparing to take Johnno and Jasper back to wherever they needed to go. I think at that point he had Brigit and Lincoln and Whalen’s time machines, as well as his own.

			“See you back home,” he said. “Don’t forget to do the homework I set.”

			Homework? I glared at him. Way to ruin a good moment!

			And so Riley and I, Lauren, Gran and Gus moved behind a boulder—so as not to blow the others’ minds—where we stood in a circle as Riley charged up the time machine and that edge-of-the-teeth noise began.

			Brigit followed to watch us leave.

			I felt her cold stare on me so turned to meet it.

			“Lady Madison!” she said. “Catch!”

			She flicked her arm and a dagger shot out from her sleeve, flying straight and sure to my heart. It was such a good throw, there wasn’t time to dodge. But the air had already begun to speckle so the knife bounced off the machine’s smoky walls with a dull thunk. 

			My friends gasped at what had almost happened as, through the gossamer curtain, we watched Brigit kneel down to pick up the dagger. 

			But I wasn’t that surprised. She was an assassin, after all. Yes, she’d done some good things while she was here. But, her heart still beat to a homicidal rhythm.
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			It was so good to be home. Lying on my mattress was like floating on a cloud compared to the bedroll. I took a long, long shower and it was the first time I’d felt clean in six weeks. And the best thing? No more beans for breakfast, lunch and dinner.

			I was so happy to see Mum, I asked if we could go out to eat or watch movies on the sofa. But she had a big advertising presentation at the end of the week and needed to work late. So I made her a cheese and tomato toastie as a late-night snack to steal at least ten minutes with her. As she ate it, she looked at me slyly, suspecting I wanted something. I let her believe I would spring something on her later, but I was just happy to be there with her.

			“What do you think of Gran’s new friend, August?” said Mum. Meaning Gus.

			“He seems, err, nice,” I said. 

			Mum was cool at first. Gran said he was an old friend who needed somewhere to stay for a while. (For a while, read forever). She set him up in the guest bedroom and he was pretty happy. And why wouldn’t he be? Those sheets, that mattress, that clean room compared to the barns and hard ground he was used to.

			“Too much of this, a man could turn as soft as a cow pat in the rain,” he said. 

			Why did everything come down to that with folks from the West?

			In fact, he took pretty well to 21st century living. He loved late-night cowboy movies. (“Watch out, they’re coming!” he shouted at the screen), and chocolate Tim Tam biscuits and cappuccino with lots of sugar. He went about half the day with little froth moustaches.

			“He seems a bit rough,” Mum said after a while. “But your Gran hasn’t laughed like that since Grandpa.”

			I had a video call with Dad, who was planning a trip home soon. 

			“You look tired, Maddy,” he said. “Have you been up late studying?” 

			 Up late? Yes. Studying? No. Not unless he meant studying history up real close and personal.

			He didn’t seem to want to end the call and I had the sense he was working himself up to something. “Did you hear your old teacher Mr Johnson broke out of jail?”

			“Really?”

			“I’ve asked a friend to keep watch over you for a while in case he tries to approach you. So, if you see someone lurking on the street, or tailing you—”

			“Da-ad,” I said. “I’m not a baby.”

			“I know,” he said. “But, let me pretend you’re still my little girl and I can solve all your problems for just a bit longer.”

			Though he claimed he was coming home to rest for a bit, I was sure Johnno’s escape was the real reason. He needed to organise his army of protectors for me.

			It was harder than ever to get through a day in class. After being outdoors for weeks, I felt cooped up and twitchy. The only thing that made it bearable was seeing Courtney and Chi again. 

			And now that Brigit was gone, I could sit next to Lauren in science class. Peterson told everyone Brigit was staying with an aunt on a houseboat in the north. He didn’t mention the boat was a hundred and fifty years old or that it was in the Wild West of America.

			Lauren and I paid barely any attention to the lesson. Instead, she told me all about her experience and how she’d gone into the time period, kicking and screaming to begin with. Brigit turned outlaw as soon as they arrived and was very good at it, as she was smarter than most gunslingers and utterly ruthless. But after one particularly violent robbery, where two of her own gang members were killed and a bank manager was badly hurt, Lauren told Brigit she would not stick around any longer. 

			“Brigit threatened to kill me then, but I told her to go ahead and do it—and I meant it. I couldn’t go on living like this. That was kind of a turning point for us.”

			She asked Lauren what else she could do other than be an outlaw, and Lauren had told her that a “clever, strong girl” like her could do anything she wanted. 

			“You know the weird thing? I got the idea it was the first time anyone had ever praised her,” Lauren said.

			The time jump had been Brigit’s idea—to give them space to start again “with no grieving relatives pursuing us”. 

			They had more money than they needed so Lauren suggested they use it to help others. “That way at least we put money we got badly to good use,” said Lauren. “The funny thing was, I think Brigit really did like helping people. And her tough side came in handy when word got round that we had money and a few hard men tried to take it.”

			“Did they get it?” I asked.

			“No, they did not!” The men probably thought two girls would be real easy-beats. But they’d picked the wrong pair.

			“You turned a bad person into a good one?” I said. “That’s pretty cool.”

			“But Brigit wasn’t so good in the end, was she?” Lauren looked embarrassed. “She tried to kill you. I’m sorry I avoided you on the boat, Maddy. I had to. I knew she was jealous. I didn’t want her hurting you.”

			It was so good to hear her say that.

			Across the classroom, Jamie Fletcher caught my eye and looked mournfully at the empty chair next to him where I’d sat while Brigit was in my seat. I couldn’t help giggling.

			“Why did you move away? Do I smell or something?” Jamie asked after class. 

			“Maybe if you washed after all those football games?” I said.

			It was only a joke. I felt bad when I saw him sniffing his armpits later to see if it was true.

			As everyone filed out of science, Peterson asked Riley and me to stay behind.

			“I just wanted to check in with you guys,” he said. “Is all well?”

			“Yeah,” I said. 

			Riley nodded.

			I told Peterson about Dad and his agents and he said he’d tell Johnno to lay low for a while. Seemed the two of them were working together now. 

			Our English class was in the library on Tuesdays. When we had some free reading time, I called Lauren and Riley over and the three of us trawled the history section till we found a book on the Wild West. Bound in leather, it contained black and white photos of outlaws and cowboys and first-hand accounts from journalists who’d travelled on a round-up. 

			“What are you looking at?” Courtney asked, peering over our shoulders.

			“Nothing,” said Lauren. She snapped the book shut.

			Courtney tilted her head and in that oh-it’s-so-not-nothing way. She snatched the book and took off. Three library corridors along, we caught up with her, flicking through the pages, in bemusement. “The Wild West?” she said. “Boring. Why would you care about that?”

			“We don’t,” I said. 

			Riley and Lauren shook their heads in unison. Nothing to see here. 

			Courtney thrust the book back at us with a suspicious glare as she moved away.

			“Oh, by the way,” she said, turning back, “did I trick you, Maddy, with that joke about Lauren?”

			“What joke?”

			“Brigit said that when you asked me if I’d seen Lauren, I should say: ‘Lauren who?’”

			What the—? So she hadn’t actually wiped Lauren from the timeline; she just wanted me to think she had. 

			“Yeah, that was funny,” I said.

			“Really?” Courtney frowned. “How was it funny?”

			“It wasn’t really funny. I was just being nice.”

			Courtney regarded us all through narrowed eyes, suspecting we weren’t telling her the whole story. She was right, of course. Eventually, she went off to talk to Chi.

			The three of us continued flicking through the pages of the book and hit gold—a picture of Brigit, captioned: “Trixibelle Starr was a powerful woman and saloon owner in the West.” 

			“Oh look, there’s Henrietta in the background.” Lauren grinned.

			There was also a picture of Judd Whalen, labelled: “Cattle baron who made a fortune and lost it in the early 1880s.”

			“We know exactly how he lost it,” I said. 

			Scrolling through the pages, we saw pictures of the cows, the saloons, the baths. To think, we’d actually lived there for a time. 

			“Hey look!” I found an image of a Wild West travelling show and fancied I could see Ruby in the background. The other two weren’t so sure.

			“Do you think she made it as a sharp shooter?” I said.

			“I don’t see why not,” Riley said. 

			I didn’t see any photos of Silver Moon or his tribe. There was a short chapter on how the Native Americans made a series of peace agreements with the white man. But, time and again, the whites broke their agreements, encroaching further onto native lands. I just hoped Silver and his people found some peace wherever they wound up.

			And then, turning a page, Lauren and I cracked up with laughter. So loudly, the librarian gave us the purse-lipped “Shhh”. We jammed our hands over our mouths and moved deeper into the book shelves to study the picture of Riley and me, taken at the outlaw hideout. “Two Wild West outlaws,” the caption read. What a hoot!

			“But why do you both look so serious in the photo?” Lauren asked.
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			Apart from a few occasions when others were around, Riley and I didn’t spend much time together the first week after we returned from the West. I put it down to, (a) each of us getting reacquainted with our families, and, (b) just bad timing. I went looking for him a couple of times but he was always on his way somewhere or too busy to talk. Then I began to wonder—was it coincidence or was he avoiding me?

			Whatever the answer was, we had to talk about it. More than talk. I couldn’t stop thinking about his name on the headstone and his end date. And how much I didn’t want to lose him. 

			What if I never got to kiss him properly? Or tell him that I did feel something for him? Maybe even something big? Whatever it was, we had to figure it out. There was nothing quite like a glimpse into a dark future to make you realise you shouldn’t waste time with “Should we?” or “Should we not?” We had to go for it, try it out right away. And see what happened.

			Now I’d come to that realisation, I was keen to start figuring things out ASAP.

			I told Gran and Gus I was going for a jog and slipped past Dad’s agent in the shadows, headed for Riley’s place. I ran extra fast, I was that keen to see him and tell him all the things I’d thought about him but had never said out loud. Like how he really was clever. He knows that already! But he hadn’t let that inflate his ego too much. I liked his smile and his strawberry lips. Okay, I admit I did like them all along! And the way he got so caught up in an experiment, he forgot to comb his hair, till it was as wild and crispy as toffee lace on a French cake. And that dent of concentration he got between his eyebrows when he thought really hard. And the way he stroked his chin when he didn’t want to tell me something. And how he’d seen me at my absolute worst—when I’ve been as mean as a bag of vipers and cruel and so petty I could hardly stand myself—but, somehow, he still liked me. He must be crazy! Even though I’ve said some awful things about him and the time machine—unforgiveable things—he forgave me. He had super-human patience. Which can be annoying, but one of us has to have it! How it just felt right being with him. Anywhere, any time. 

			When I got to his father’s house, I didn’t bother with the front door. I slipped down the side to his lab at the back of the garage. As I stood outside the familiar door, I felt like I had the Mississippi in my tummy, complete with roiling gators. I was nervous. But why should I be? This was Riley, my mate. We’d been through so much together. He knew me better than anyone on the planet. 

			What would I do if he went all coy on me? Should I lunge at him, give him a bone-melting, knock-his-socks-off kiss? As if I even know how to do that! But I could at least try. There’s a first time for everything, as he kept telling me! 

			I knocked on the door and stepped back. It was a long ten seconds before I heard footsteps and he opened the door. “Err, hi,” he said.

			“Hi.” Should I lunge now? I held back.

			He didn’t open the door fully.

			“I was just passing and thought I’d stop by,” I blurted out. Did I really say something that lame?

			He gave me a tight smile and let the conversation drop. Like a chemical bomb.

			“It’s weird being back, isn’t it?” I sounded awkward to my own ears. Should I lunge now? No, not here. Maybe when we’re on the sofa. 

			“Mmm-hhh.” He half turned in that I-want-to-get-back-to-what-I-was-doing way.

			“Can I come in?” I couldn’t completely hide my irritation at having to ask this.

			“Err, I’m in the middle of something.” A shade of pink washed through his cheeks. Is he embarrassed? Or...?

			“Do you have someone in there with you?” I asked.

			“No, I just, err…”

			I pushed past him. The door banged as it swung open. And there, lolling on the sofa, was Riley’s science buddy, Samantha Lee. As soon as she saw me, the hair curtain closed—which was an improvement, in my opinion. 

			What the—? I really wished I’d been better prepared. I might have been able to play it cool, check out with some dignity. But the whole “lunging” idea was still humming in my brain and I had the strongest sense he’d just been doing that with her. 

			“What’s she doing here?” I said. 

			“Samantha came over to do an experiment.”

			“An experiment?” I nodded. Please hold it in. Don’t say it! “Like how long you can hold your breath without dropping dead.” A not-so-subtle reference to them locked in an air-sucking pash. 

			Red as a sunburn victim, Riley stammered: “Shall we step outside, Maddy?”

			He grabbed my arm and shoved me out, shutting the lab door behind us.

			“When did this all happen?” I demanded. “Didn’t you think you might at least have mentioned it to your best friend?” 

			“I thought Lauren was your best friend.”

			“Yeah. But I’m yours.” Or I was.

			“Well, I was going to say something about Samantha just before we time jumped. But I seem to recall you were talking to Jasper at the time.”

			There was cold resentment in the way he said it. So he had been jealous? And he could be cruel, I saw now. 

			“Jasper had just taken a bullet for you,” I said. “I was checking on him.”

			Riley nodded. “I didn’t think you’d mind about Samantha anyway. You and I are just friends.”

			His words struck like a bullet in the gut. But I didn’t flinch.

			“I don’t mind,” I said. “I couldn’t care less who you date.”

			That didn’t come out how I’d intended. Or maybe it did.

			“And with Recall turning up like that,” he went on, “I didn’t want to upset you because we’ll probably have to travel again soon.”

			I was nodding. Still nodding. Till I stopped. 

			“Here’s a thought. Why don’t you time travel with Samantha?” I heard the spikiness in my voice. “Or do you call her Sammy? You two brain boxes should be able to sort out the world’s problems, no worries. You don’t need me.”

			Riley seemed confused now. “But you’re my time travel partner, Maddy.”

			“Samantha for one thing. Me for the other. It’s good to be clear about everyone’s roles.”

			He frowned. “I didn’t think you wanted more than friendship.”

			“I don’t!” I screwed my face up like the idea was distasteful to me. “But Sammy does. I bet she’s warming up those lips for you right now.” 

			Riley looked offended now. Good! 

			“I think you should date other guys too, Maddy. We need to broaden things out a bit.”

			Broaden things out? And the way he said it! As though, all this time, I’d been hanging round, cramping his style, preventing him from spreading the Sinclair love. Talk about egomaniac! Well, okay, I wouldn’t crowd him any longer.

			“No problem. Whatevs,” I said. “But trips through time? Yeah, nah. I won’t be taking any more of those. Not with you anyway.”

			I turned and stormed along the driveway.

			“Maddy, please!” he called after me. 

			I starting jogging as soon as I hit the street. 

			At home, I grunted past Gran and Gus, chuckling at some Silliest Home Videos show that Gus said was “better than a prairie sunset”. 

			I hadn’t really thought Riley would go for anyone else. Which was ridiculous. Had I expected him to hang about, pining over me, until I decided whether or not I wanted him? Yes, actually. No. Well, maybe?

			But I was too late. Because now he didn’t want me. He wanted her. Samantha Lee. As if that wasn’t embarrassing enough, I’d made things ten times worse with all that stuff back there. I felt foolish on top of everything else. 

			I managed to hold back a truckload of tears until I got into my room, where I buried my face in the pillow and let them flow. 

			When I’d done, I turned my pillow to the dry side to sleep on. Like any good cowboy would.
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			I avoided Riley for the next week. He tried to catch up with me a few times to “talk”, but I dodged him and Samantha, his constant companion, and started hanging out with Jamie Fletcher, laughing uproariously at his jokes whenever Riley was around. Jamie was easy company and seemed quite keen, especially as I think he caught a vibe that I wasn’t that into him. The guy liked a challenge. I thought it was a bit shallow myself. Then again, pretending to like someone just to make someone else jealous wasn’t that deep either. But somehow I couldn’t stop myself.

			A couple of weeks after we got home, something weird happened. I got off the bus at Crows Nest and was sharing a banana smoothie with Lauren at a local cafe when some boys from the local Catholic school came in. I didn’t pay them much attention. I’d known them most of my life and had long since decided none of them were dating material. 

			But today, there was someone new among them. I spotted him from behind as he paid for his drink and went to leave. He had shoulder-length chestnut hair and moved with a cowboy swagger. 

			From the rear of the cafe, a shout came: “Hey, Jasper, see you tomorrow!”

			He turned and waved to someone behind me and our eyes met—mine two full moons of surprise, his praline and twinkly, sliding away quickly.

			“Did you see that?” I asked Lauren.

			“See what?”

			I pushed through the kids blocking the cafe’s entry and raced along the street after him.

			“Jasper, wait!” I said. 

			He turned back.

			“When did you get back?” I said.

			“Back from where?” There was something different about him; I couldn’t figure out what. “Do I know you?” 

			Was he joking? No. There was not a glimmer of recognition in his eyes. Had his memory of the trip been erased? 

			“No, err, sorry. I thought you were someone else.”

			He turned away and kept walking.

			“Oh, and Jasper?” I called. He turned around and continued walking backwards. “If you ever get an opportunity to go to the Wild West, make sure you take a bullet-proof vest with you.” 

			“What? Sorry?” He scratched his head and looked at me as if I was a few thousand longhorns short of a round-up.

			I smiled as I went back to the cafe, happy to have helped plant the vest idea in his head, which might keep him safe in a few years. Or...have I done this before? Is this how he knew last time? Was this one of those weird time loops where you couldn’t say where an idea had started?

			“Was that Jasper?” Lauren peered along the road.

			“Yeah, but he didn’t know who I was.”

			“Well, let’s catch up and tell him what happened.” She went to leave. 

			I held her back. “No. If we tell him something he’s not meant to know, the future could change in ways we can’t predict.” I sounded more like Peterson than I ever thought I would. 

			“I don’t get it,” Lauren said.

			“Neither do I.” 

			A few nights later, I was taking a break outside the soup kitchen where I worked every second Tuesday when Peterson stopped by. He’d brought me a hot chocolate—just what I needed to get through the busy shift. 

			I told him about my encounter with Jasper and how he hadn’t seemed to know me. “Was his memory erased on the journey back?” I asked.

			“Just tell me this,” said Peterson. “Did he look exactly the same as when you last saw him? Think carefully.”

			I compared the boy in the dark blue uniform with the cowboy of the Wild West.

			“Not exactly. He wasn’t as tanned and...not as strong. And he didn’t have the scar on his cheek.”

			Peterson did the big slow head nod.

			“That wasn’t the same Jasper, was it?” I said.

			“Perhaps not.” 

			“He was younger. So that means an older version of him—one from the future— travelled back in time to the West?”

			“Seems like it,” he said. 

			“So sometime between now and then, that Catholic school boy will find out about the time machine.”

			“You can’t tell him anything in the meantime,” said Peterson. “You should stay well clear of him.”

			“Yeah, I know. I’m not a newbie.”

			I sipped my hot chocolate. It was so good. And found Peterson grinning at me. 

			“What?” I said.

			 Weirdly, I noticed for the first time, under that sandy beard, the guy wasn’t bad looking, for an old guy. And he had lovely green eyes. Which was weird. Weren’t they blue last time I looked?

			“What’s going on with you and Riley?” Peterson asked.

			“Nothing,” I said. “He’s busy with his new friend.”

			I tried to sound cool, but my tone was the verbal version of a cactus. 

			“Don’t take it too hard,” he said. “I know he misses you.”

			“How do you know? Did he say something?”

			Even to my own ears, it sounded pathetic. Peterson didn’t reply, just rubbed my shoulder. “He’s going to need your help again soon.”

			“By help, you mean in the time machine?”

			He nodded. “We have to get to the bottom of this Recall organisation—or rather, to the top. Find out who’s behind it, how they got wind of time travel in the first place and then try to undo that.”

			“Isn’t it possible they developed a time machine on their own?”

			“No,” he said. “I’ve examined Whalen’s machine. It’s a more advanced version of Riley’s.”

			Then I remembered something—my unexpected trip to the future, where I’d encountered Madison Mark2 putting up a poster with a picture of Peterson and the word MISSING on the bottom. It meant the two of us must stay friends for a long time. 

			Maybe I could tell him what else I’d seen. I was dying to tell someone.

			“While we were on Brigit’s boat, Riley got shot and I pressed a button on his time machine to jump back a few minutes, but I ended up in the future instead. And I saw...”

			I swallowed and tried to say it, but the words “Riley’s grave” wouldn’t come out.

			Peterson held his index finger to his lips. “Don’t tell me anything about the future. It’s best not to know. Knowing what’s going to happen—”

			“—can change it.” I finished his sentence for him. Hadn’t I heard it often enough? “What if you saw something you wanted to change?”

			“That’s the thing about the future. It’s not set. Anything can happen.” 

			“But didn’t Riley say that time was dimensional, not linear, which meant everything—past and future—was happening at the same time?”

			“Even if that’s true,” said Peterson, “dimensional time relies on events in the past to form them in the future. Like the building blocks on a house. If you take a few out of the bottom row, the top ones will change or move. Maybe even topple.”

			“So how can you change things to make sure someone stays safe?”

			“I’m not sure you can,” he said. “No matter what you do, it’s impossible to see all the ways it could affect other events and how they in turn will change things—the knock-on effect.”

			Diabolical. 

			“The best way to protect someone is to keep an eye on them here and now. Watch out for them. Be around them,” he said.

			Which was all well and good. But being around Riley and his new friend, Samantha, was the last thing I wanted to do.

			“Is that why you stick around here? To protect us?”

			“Partly.” 

			“Can I ask you something else?” I said.

			“Could I stop you if I wanted to?” 

			“When I did that time jump to the future, it was in a machine that we thought was Riley’s but was actually yours. Jasper found it on Brigit’s bed on the boat. She put that bullet hole on the side so we’d think it was Riley’s.”

			“Yes?”

			“I just pressed a random button and landed—well, the place I landed in...it felt like I was meant to go there, to see what I saw. Like it was programmed in, or something.”

			Peterson folded his arms and bit his lip. “Was there a question in there somewhere?”

			There was. But I wasn’t sure I wanted to ask it. I felt like I was balancing on some kind of information precipice. And peering into the abyss to learn the truth was scarier than blundering about in the dark. I decided not to push it. 

			“Travelling in your machine was much faster than Riley’s,” I said. “It was just press a button and you were somewhere else, pretty much instantly.” 

			“The technology has improved,” he said.

			“By you? Or does Riley update things in the future?”

			Peterson blew on his hot chocolate and took a loud sip of his drink. All noise, but no answers, as usual.

			“Just tell me this,” I said, “do you know if Riley and I will be travelling again soon?”

			“Why don’t you just enjoy yourself here, where you’re safe, for now and worry about that later?”

			“How do you know we’re safe, that Recall won’t come for us in our time?”

			Peterson sighed. “I’ve taken steps to protect you.” 

			That was as much as I could get out of him. And as annoying as it was to be kept in the dark, I was glad to hear we had some protection.

			“And do you have any idea why someone would put such a big reward on murdering Riley while paying double that to take me alive?” I asked.

			Peterson sniffed and threw his empty cup away. “See you in class, Maddy. Hope you’ve done your homework.”

			He walked along the dark street, his shoes tapping lightly on the road.

			 “You know where we’re going next and when, don’t you?” I called after him. “I understand the need to keep things secret, but can you at least give me a hint? So I can brush up a bit on the time period?” And have an edge over Riley for once.

			“Good night,” said Peterson, and, without turning around, he added, “me hearty”.

			OMG. 

			Time to buy some long black boots. We’d soon be heading to the time of Jolly Rogers and treasure lurking in the deep! 
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			Historical note

			This is a time travel novel with a Wild West setting. It is not, nor is it intended to be, a retelling of this period in American history.

			I know a lot of Americans hold this period close to their hearts. Many a legend has been born in the West, along with ideals of freedom and toughness and the resourcefulness of its people. So, I suspect some of my readers may be sensitive to how a story set in this time is told. Particularly by a non-American writer.

			I did quite a lot of research and read eyewitness accounts from journalists travelling with cowboys in a great set of Time Life books, among other materials. My reading gave me a much better appreciation of the way of life in the Wild West and the role of cowboys in history. It all fed into a gritty realism I tried to recreate as the backdrop to my time travelling story. 

			But I knew, going in, it would impossible for me to follow a realistic trail for the cattle drive. That would require much more research and, even then, I’d probably get something wrong and annoy people more familiar with the geography. And all this extra detail would not necessarily enhance the experience of a reader who picked up the book hoping for a time travel adventure. The only way I felt I could set my story in this vibrant period was to allow myself flexibility within the landscape.

			So, I made up most of the town names along the way, allowing my characters to move through the countryside in a way that served the story. Although, I did research the approximate distances and length of time it would have taken to travel from Texas to Kansas on a cattle drive, so that should be roughly correct. 

			I have chosen not to name the Native American tribe in the story, with my sensitivity reader’s agreement, for the same reason—to get around issues of geography and history. She and I talked about the character name Silver Moon. In the year 1871, where the story takes place, she said his name would probably have been a mix of traditional and English/European. However, we agreed that, because this type of naming had been a tradition previously, it would be okay to keep it for the story. I was pleased as I think it’s a beautiful name for a fascinating character.

			I also used gambling “chips” some years before they were in common use. 

			At the end of the day, Shootout at Death Canyon is a time travel story with a light tone. I implore you to enjoy it for what it is—not a PhD dissertation or a precise historical record of the period but a fun YA time travel tale with an abundance of historical detail thrown in.

			I hope you enjoy the ride.

			Book 4 Preview[image: ]

			Chapter 1[image: ]

			Today was the day Riley was supposed to die.

			At least, it was according to a headstone I saw on a grave fifteen years in the future..

			RILEY SINCLAIR, SCIENTIFIC GENIUS. MISSED BY FAMILY AND FRIENDS. Nine words that stopped my heart and made my stomach churn like the dough in Dad’s bread-maker.

			Still, the future was not yet set, as Riley always told me. And I had to believe it. Because if it wasn’t, then it could be changed. Perhaps by doing something unexpected, making sure Riley was here when he was meant to be there, by shifting the course of the day’s events just a little, I could get my friend to midnight, alive.

			Of course it would have been easier if I’d known how he died. And where. Or why. But all I had was the when—some time before midnight tonight. 

			I had been in the future only briefly—dumped there by accident when I pressed the wrong button on the time machine after Riley was shot in the Wild West. I saw the grave, the headstone with today’s date, the flowers that I—fifteen-years-older Maddy—had placed there. I saw two men chasing Future Me, then kicking the flowers to bits in annoyance when they failed to catch me. I didn’t have a chance to ask anyone how Riley had died. 

			The first person I would usually go to with this sort of time problem was Riley. But naturally, I couldn’t tell him. Knowing the date of your death had to be unlucky or, at least, unnerving. No, this was one problem I would have to solve without his help. Though, luckily, I wasn’t totally alone. I could talk it through with Lauren, my bestie. Since being dragged into our Wild West adventure, she was clued into the whole time travel thing. 

			 And there was Peterson, our science teacher and mysterious friend from the future. Or was he a friend? I wasn’t entirely convinced. I mean, it was true he had helped us out of some tight spots—like when I meant to jump back an hour in time and missed by a couple of million years! But he knew more about stuff than he let on, I was sure of it. Why couldn’t he just tell us what he knew and save a truckload of stress and near-death drama? Was it just that he enjoyed being mysterious and talking in riddles? Or did he have something to hide? Some dark, dirty secret we would only discover when it was too late. 

			At least today, though, he was someone I could work with to try to make sure Riley saw another sunrise.

			The whole mission would have been a tad easier, of course, if Riley and I had been on speaking terms. But we weren’t. When we returned from the Wild West, he decided we should stick to being time travel buddies and date “other people”. 

			“Whatever,” I said. 

			Fair enough, whatever rocks his socks, no biggie. I was cool as an ice cube in the deep freeze, in Antarctica. But here was the thing—when he said “other people” he meant just one person. Samantha Lee, a top science student who had stuck to him like spider web ever since.

			I didn’t know Samantha well. She was in my grade but we’d rarely spoken. She was average height, normal build, nothing much to distinguish her. Except a string of science awards.

			But I was fine with her and Riley going out. Seriously. I couldn’t have cared less.

			“Maddy!” Riley lurched at me from behind the lockers as I put my things away.

			“What the hell, Riley?” I shook my head as I picked up the lunchbox he’d made me drop. How inconsiderate!

			“Sorry, err, I wanted to talk to you.”

			“Where’s Samantha?” I said. 

			“I just wondered if you wanted to hang out with us, I mean her and me, the two of us, at break time?”

			“Hang out with you two? Why? Is there some science problem you two brain boxes can’t figure out. You need my input?”

			“I just thought, err, we could all be friends.”

			“Friends? Sure! Can I bring Jamie?”

			That stumped him. He did his usual fairground clown impersonation, mouth hanging open, as if waiting for someone to shove a ping-pong ball in. 

			“Jamie...Fletcher?” he said.

			“Yes. Jamie, my new boyfriend. I’ve liked him for ages. Way before the medieval trip. Couldn’t you tell? I thought it was obvious. Then again, tuning into people’s feelings is not your thing, is it?”

			I felt kids around me slowing down with their locker business to watch this. 

			“Err, yeah, if you want to. Bring him along.”

			“Nah, I wouldn’t want to drag you two away from the lab. All the time you spend there, you must be on the verge of solving world hunger, or bad breath, or something. We’d just get in the way.”

			I didn’t wait for Riley’s reply, just charged off along the corridor. But before I’d even turned the corner, I felt bad. Something about him inviting me to sit with them had REALLY annoyed me. And I’d behaved, well, I wanted to look cool but I think I came off more like a hissing cat.

			I cursed myself. Not only did I feel mean about it but stupid too. Given that my goal today was to watch over Riley and try to save him from almost certain death, wouldn’t it have been easier to do if we did hang out at break time? 

			I’d blown that now.
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