Time and Again

CHAPTER 1

“I’m gonna pinch your ears off, kid if you don’t give me your lunch money!” threatened the overweight third grader.  Devon Larson was sitting on Tim’s back, pinning him to the ground and pushing his face into the wet grass.

“Hey Larson,” Frank called out, “why don’t you pick on somebody your own size?”

The bully turned to see who had boasted the challenge.

“Who?  Like you mayb…”

Frank popped Devon right in the nose before he could finish his sentence.  The redheaded boy squealed like a pig, flopped onto his side and covered his face with his hands.  He began to cry when he discovered blood running through his fingers.

“I’m-gonna-get-you-for-this, Frank!” he shouted between sobs.

“Any time you think you’re big enough, Larson!”  Frank snarled.

“You okay, kid?” Frank asked.  He grabbed the smaller boy by the arm and hauled him to his feet.

“Yeah, I guess so,” he said.

Tim tried to straighten his wire-rimmed glasses but they still sat crooked on his little round face.  The knees of his blue jeans were grass stained and the front of his shirt was muddy and stained as well.  Bits of grass and dirt were tangled in his curly brown hair.

“My name’s Frank Hall.  If Old Pumpkin Head gives you any more trouble, just let me know.”  The last part of his introduction was loud enough for Devon to hear.

“Thanks for showing up when you did.  I’m Timmy Bell.  This is my first day of school and I seem to be having trouble making friends.”

He was a lot smaller than the other children, even though he was almost nine years old.  

“Well you’ve got a friend now, Tim,” Frank said while patting him on the back.

Tim was unusually smart for his age.  He’d learned to read at the tender age of three and had memorized his times tables soon thereafter.  Consequently, schoolwork came easily to Tim and he often grew bored with his lessons.  Frank on the other hand was the biggest kid in their class.  He struggled with math, science, reading and just about anything else that didn’t involve sports.  

As the boys grew up they became as close as brothers.  Frank filled out by the time he was a sophomore in high school and became a force to be reckoned with on the football field.  He stood six feet tall and tipped the scales at two hundred thirty pounds.  Tim was meek by comparison.  He was barely five-four and on a good day he weighed one hundred twenty pounds.  

Tim could have graduated two years early but he decided to stay in school to help Frank with his studies.  If Frank didn’t maintain at least a C average he would have been dropped from sports.

After high school the boys drifted apart.  Tim followed in his parent’s footsteps and attended MIT, graduating first in his class.  He then secured a job with Xenotech Industries in the Exotic Projects Division.  Tim was eventually given a top-security clearance and soon became the manager of the EPD.

Frank took a cheap shot to the knee his senior year, which ended his dreams of playing college football.  He went to work in his father’s gas station for a couple of years until he became restless.  One day Frank kissed his mother goodbye, shook his father’s hand and hit the road on his Honda 750 Shadow.  He drifted through the southwest and did odd jobs when his money ran low.  He soon grew tired of life on the road and joined the military.  The Marines taught him discipline and how to defend himself.  He became so good at hand-to-hand combat and weapon’s training that his commanding officer recommended him for the Marine Special Operations Support Group.  Frank finished the Special Ops training at the top of his class.  He was assigned to a squad that traveled the world eliminating terrorist cells before they could grow and cause harm to the free world.  Frank was very good at his job but as usual he became restless after a few years and declined to re-up when the time came.  After leaving the military Frank caught a bus in San Diego and traveled to Delta, Colorado where his parents lived.

Soon after arriving in Delta he called Tim.

“Hey, Bro what the hell are you doing in New Mexico?” Frank asked.  “I called your folks to get your phone number and they said you transferred to White Sands Missile Range.”

“Yeah, NASA offered me a butt load of cash to take on one of their pet projects,” he joked.  

“Really?  What kind of science project are you working on now, Timmy?”

“Sorry that’s confidential, Frankie.”

“OOOOH, Mister-Big-Shot-Top-Secret-Man!” Frank teased.

Tim smiled.  

“Last I heard you were single handedly saving the world from terrorists threats.” 

“Yeah well, I took an honorable discharge.”

“Yeah?  What’s up with that?  I thought you were going to be a lifer.”

“Aw, I got tired of chasing camel jockeys through the dunes.  I figured my special ops buddies could get the job done without me.”

“So you were a special operations soldier?”

“HEY!  I wasn’t a soldier, I was a Marine!”

Tim knew how to push his buttons.  “Well, excuuuuse me!  Mr. Hotshot-Bad-Ass-Marine!” he said.  They both laughed.

“Hey, let’s get together this weekend and re-live the past over some beers.”

“I’d like nothing better.  Give me a call when you get into Alamogordo.  That’s where I’m staying while I’m down here.”

“See you this weekend.”

Frank rolled out of bed Friday morning at 4:00am and packed a change of clothing into his Marine Corp duffle.  He pulled up MapQuest on his parent’s computer to check the distance from Delta, Colorado to Alamogordo, New Mexico.  He figured he’d be able to cover the five hundred fifty one miles in about eight hours.  Frank left a note on the kitchen counter telling his parents where he was going and that he would see them later.

A brisk September wind bit into Frank’s hands and face as he rode his motorcycle south on highway 50.  The sky in the east was beginning to change from blue-black to a greenish gray when he rolled into the little mountain town of Ouray.  He then followed the “million dollar highway” to picturesque Durango, Colorado.   The small mining town was nestled at the foot of an eleven thousand foot mountain.  

Highway 550 became a narrow ribbon of switchbacks and hairpin turns as it led out of Durango and climbed almost vertically through the mountain pass.  The scenery was absolutely breath taking.  The bright yellow leaves on the aspen trees shook nervously with every gust of wind.  A light dusting of snow accented the tops of the towering purple mountains.

Frank was chilled to the bone by the time he topped the pass.  As he headed toward the New Mexico boarder the air became warmer. The climate became more and more temperate the further south he rode.  By the time Frank reached Las Cruses heat waves distorted the landscape and turned the highway into a shimmering mirage.  Frank rode his bike at eighty-miles an hour down state route 70 to try and get some relief from the blistering heat. But the searing wind sucked the breath right out of his lungs. Frank took the nearest exit to get a drink of water and removed his leather jacket.  He checked out a thermometer he’d attached to the handlebars; it read one hundred twelve degrees.

Frank whipped past Los Alamos Missile Site and through White Sands National Park without a second look.  He’d toured both the missile museum and the white sand dunes before he’d joined the military.  While they were both interesting, neither place was worth viewing a second time.  All he wanted to do was get off his bike and find some place cool to relax.  

Frank pulled off the road as he came to the Alamogordo city limits sign and gave Tim a call.

“Just follow the main drag through town and then take the last left.  I’m in room two twenty seven of the Blue Bird Apartments,” Tim instructed.

“Okay, I’ll be there in two,” Frank said as he pulled back onto the highway.

The Blue Bird Apartments had once been painted royal blue with bright white trim, but it was now a dull bluish-grey and the chalky white trim was peeling off like dead skin.  Frank parked his bike next to a rented Dodge Caliber.  He climbed off his ride and walked bowlegged up the wrought iron stairs and pounded on the door marked two twenty seven.

“It’s about time you got here,” Tim announced as he opened the door.  Frank gave his friend a sweaty bear hug that crushed the wind out of his lungs.

“It’s been too damn long, Bro,” Frank announced.  “I hope to hell you’ve got a couple cold beers on hand.”

“Well, I only have twenty-four bottles in the fridge but the liquor store is just around the corner if we run out,” he said.

Frank drained his first beer in less than thirty seconds.  The icy beverage soothed his parched throat and settled nicely into his stomach.  An enormous belch immediately followed.  “That means I’ll have another in Filipino,” he joked.

Tim reached into the fridge, fished out another cold Coors and tossed it to him.  Frank set the empty bottle down on a beat up coffee table and caught the fresh beer with his other hand.

“So you spent some time in the Philippians?” Tim asked.  He grabbed a frosty beer for himself.

An old window mounted air conditioner rattled and wheezed in an attempt to cool off the small hotel room, with marginal success.  Tim sat down in a tattered easy chair while Frank took up residence on a sway-backed couch, which groaned under his weight.

“Oh hell, the Philippians, Indonesia, East Africa, the Middle East, you name it, anywhere a Muslim terrorists cell might operate.”  Frank unscrewed the top of his beer and tossed the bottle cap onto the coffee table.  He rolled the cold bottle across his forehead before taking a nice long drink.  “I’ve been all over the world and I’m proud to say that there’s no place like the good old U.S. of A.”

“Here’s to the United States of America!” Tim announced.

“Here’s to lots of beers and old stories,” Frank said.  He and Tim clicked the tops of their beer bottles together as a toast.

“Hey, do you remember Sarah Flannigan?” Tim asked.  He couldn’t help but smile, Frank had the hots for her all through high school.

“Remember her?  Are you kidding me?  She was that amazing redhead on the cheerleading squad.  We had some great make out sessions in the back of the bus when we traveled to away games.”

“Well, I ran into her the last time I was in Delta.  Hardly recognized the poor girl.  She weighed at least three hundred fifty pounds and looked like five miles of rough road.”

“Aw hell, you didn’t have to tell me that.”

“Did I mention that she is married and has three booger eaters?”

“I guess I won’t be looking her up when I go back home.”

They both laughed and clicked bottles again.

“Remember the time you set the trash can on fire in science class?” Frank asked.

“Ha!  Mr. Brant about had a heart attack.  He jumped onto his desk and screamed like a little girl until he realized the building wasn’t going to burn down.”

“You got a couple weeks of detention for that little stunt.”

“Yeah, but it was worth it.  I learned how to start a fire by just mixing chemicals.”

They laughed again and made another beer bottle toast.

Four beers later Tim’s mood took a drastic turn.  He’d suddenly lost interest in telling amusing stories from the past. He sprawled across the recliner with a grim expression on his face.  He was deep in thought when Frank came back from the fridge with two fresh beers.

“You know, our government keeps a lot of shit from us.” Tim said.

“You mean like terrorists and threats from other countries?”

“No.  I mean shit that would change our country for the better but they won’t release the information.”

“Yeah?  Like what?”

“Anti-gravity for one.”

“Are you telling me that you’ve seen stuff floating in the air?  Besides helicopters of course.”

“Well, I didn’t actually see it but a friend of mine did.  Could you imagine the impact it would have on every day life if we had anti-gravity cars?  Or if the Air Force had fighter vehicles that didn’t rely on jet engines?”

“Yeah, but you didn’t actually see the anti-gravity thing.  Right?”

“You haven’t been listening.  I told you a friend of mine did.”

“Okay, but if I learned anything in the military it’s not to believe anything until you see it with your own eyes.”

“I bet I know something that would change your mind.” Tim stated. He winked one eye and pointed an index finger toward Frank.  He was beginning to act a little drunk.

Frank chuckled.  “Yeah, like what?”

Tim thought for a second and then shook his finger at Frank.  “I need to learn to keep my mouth shut.”

Frank handed his buddy another beer and then took his place on the couch.

“What kind of security clearance do you have?”

Tim grinned. “Top Secret level six.”

“No shit?  Hell, I didn’t even think it went up that high!  I was given a clearance of level two.  Need to know shit.  To keep from jeopardizing operations and that sort of thing, but that’s the extent of my top secret clearance.”

“It can be a pretty heavy load to carry around, knowing shit that I can’t talk to anyone about.”

“I’ll bet,” Frank said.

“Did you ever have any close calls when you were out fighting terrorists?” Tim asked.  He figured it was time to change the subject.

Frank rubbed his chin and stared up at the ceiling for a few seconds.

“One time I was on a night mission north west of Jakarta.  My squad was headed toward the village of Cipondoh where leaders of a Muslim terrorist cell were supposedly holed-up.

“We were on radio silence so there was no way for our commander to reach us until after the raid.  Two clicks away from the village our convoy was hit by an RPG attack.  The lead vehicle was totally destroyed.  The rest of us bailed and stepped into a hellish firefight.  I lost some good friends that night.”

“Was it a random roadside attack?”

“Negative.  Come to find out the targets we were sent to eliminate were seen in a different village that night.  Either we were given bad intel or someone had shot his mouth off.”

“You ever get injured?”

“Not a scratch the entire time I was in the service.  Someone up there was really watching out for me.”

They clicked beers for the third time.

“How about you, Tim?”  Frank probed.  “Did you work on anything exciting that you can talk about?”

“Let me see.  Okay, I’ve got one.  You remember a few years back when the space shuttle was having trouble docking with the International Space Station?”

“Don’t tell me you went into outer space.”

“No, I didn’t go into space THAT time,” he laughed, “but I did advise an astronaut on the shuttle Discovery how to dock with the ISS.  

“The way I heard it some Frenchman onboard the space station unwittingly changed their orbit, so their attitude and orbit was completely wrong.”

Tim could tell by the expression on Frank’s face that he didn’t understand.  He grabbed an empty beer bottle from the coffee table and held it out at arm’s length.  “This is the space station.”

“Okay.”

Then he held up a bottle cap.  “And this is the shuttle.  The space station wasn’t where it was supposed to be when the shuttle got there.”

He demonstrated by swinging the bottle cap in a wide arc over the bottle.

“Discovery had to make another orbit around the earth before it could line up with the ISS.  But when the astronaut finally attained the correct orbit, he discovered that the docking station on the space station was slightly out of position.”  He moved the bottle cap towards the beer bottle but the bottle was slightly turned away.  

“I had the shuttle pilot back off on his speed and vector the ship around so it was finally in position with the ISS.”  He then moved the bottle cap around until it lined up with the opening of the bottle.  He slowly brought the two together and screwed the cap onto the empty bottle. 
“No shit, so you screwed the space shuttle into the International Space Station?”

“You asshole, you knew what I was talking about all along.”

“Yeah, but it was fun to watch you play spaceman with a beer bottle and a twist-off cap,” he burst out laughing.  Tim made a half-hearted swing at him and Frank covered up like a heavy weight boxer and threw a couple of slow motion punches while he laughed.

“How about another beer?” Frank asked.  He made a beeline toward the fridge without waiting for an answer.

“Not me, I still have a full one,” Tim replied.

CHAPTER 2

Tim had drunk one too many beers and it was beginning to show.  He was slurring his words and staring at Frank through glassy eyes.  

“You got no idea what I’ve been goin’ through.  Thish new job I been workin’ on ish really takin’ a toll on me.”  He reached for his beer but Frank snatched it up before Tim could put his hand on it.

“Tell you what, why don’t we have some coffee?”  Frank had drunk three beers to every one of Tim’s but he was still functioning normally.  He went into the kitchen and started brewing some coffee.

“Hey,” Tim complained.  “I need to get drunk and blow off shum steam.”

“I’d say mission accomplished on the drunk part.  I don’t want to play nursemaid all night, cleaning up puke isn’t my idea of a fun weekend.”

“Fine but I still get to blow off steam.”

“What’s on your mind, Bro?”

“Yer a good guy, Frankie.  I could always depend on you,” Tim said. 

He stood up on wobbly legs and gave his friend a tight hug.  Frank patted him on the back and sat him back into the easy chair.

“Okay, don’t get all weepy on me.  What’s going on at work?  You putting in too many hours?”

Tim waves his hand back and forth while making a raspberry sound with his mouth.  

“No, no, no, nothin’ like that.  It’s all the compartmentation, uh comaprtmentizing.  You know what I mean?”

“Compartmentalizing?”

Tim winked and made a shooting sigh with thumb and forefinger.  “That’s the word.  Anywho, when I get to work thish military guy with an automatic rifle meets me at the door and marches me though this hangar and down a hallway to my lab.  I am instructed to not turn my head in any direction other than straight ahead while I am escorted through the hangar.

“I eat lunch in a messh hall full of people but I am not allowed to have a conservation with any of them.  I mean conversation.  Then I’m marched directly back to my work place. ‘Don’t look left or right’ the military dude tells me every frickin time we enter the hangar.  Does he think I have a faulty memory?  What a dipshit.”

“So you aren’t allowed to talk to anyone at all?”  Frank could smell the coffee perking.

“S’right.  I can’t even say goodmornin’ ta nobody.  It’s like I’m wearin’ blinders ina soundproof bubble!  And the thing I’m workin’ on is frickin’ out of this world.  It would blow yer mind, Frankie.”

Frank chuckles.  “Yeah, like what?”

Tim makes a zipping motion across his lips.  “My lips are sealed.  I could go to jail for a whole bunch of years if I go blabbing about it.  I asked the NASA rep where he got it from but he just told me not to worry about it and figure out how it works.

“How in the hell was I supposed to do that?  It was in about a million pieces.  Somebody took the damn thing apart but couldn’t get back together.  And the material was really strange.  I mean it wasn’t like anything I’d ever seen before.  It wasn’t alumim, I mean aluminum and it wasn’t any other kinda metal either.  The housing was made out of some kind of organic compound but hard as hell.  Anyway, I put it back together as best as I could but the damn thing still didn’t work.”

“So what did they do when you told them it didn’t work?”

“Oh, hell.  They ‘bout had a fit.  Started makin’ accusations that I wasn’t smart ‘nough ta figger it out and that sorta shit.  Really pissed me off.”

“So you figured out how it works, didn’t ya?”  Frank said with a sly smile.

Tim slapped his leg and laughed uncontrollably.  “You know me, don’tcha?  You know that I love a challenge!”

Frank noticed that the coffee pot had stopped brewing so he poured each of them a cup.

“How long did it take you to put it together and what’s it do?”

“Well, since we’re almost brothers and I know you wouldn’t rat me out, if I tell ya.”  He took a sip of coffee and burnt his lip.  “Damn that stuff is hot!”  He set it down on an end table and resumed the conversation.

“I’d been reconstructing it for the better part of nine months now but it still wasn’t workin’.”

“Really?”

“Yep.”  

“Too hard to figure out?”

“Nope, Fat fingered Harold Pickton worked on the project before I came onboard and he destroyed several of the delicate components takin’ it apart.  Those parts need to be made from scratch and that’ll take a while.  I can tell you that the drive unit is powered with mercury.  For some reason elements inside a pair of arcs that surround the device react when mercury is introduced and they spin like a bastard.”

“So it’s a state of the art blender?”

“Nope,” he said.

“Are you gonna tell me what it does or are you gonna make me guess all night?”

“Okay,” Tim said after a long moment.  “I think it basically altars dimensional space,” he said.

“It what?”

“Okay, you’ve heard of the third dimension, right?” 
“Sure.”

“Well, in theory there’s actually ten or eleven dimensions, and theoretically a duplicate dimension parallels each of them by an opaque membrane.  When the device is working properly it should make the twin dimension detectable. ”

“Alright, now explain it like you’re talking to a second grader?”

“It’s a friggin’ time machine, Frank.”

“Okaaaay… Have you been sniffing strong chemicals at work?”

“Don’t even joke about shit like that.  I am totally serious.”

“How can you be so sure that it’s a time machine?” Frank asked.

“It’s an educated guess I formulated after studying all the parts.”

“Yeah, but you’re never going to be able to test your theory until you get the device put back together.  Right?”

Tim shook his head and made a ‘come with me’ motion with his hand as he got up and walked down the hallway.  

“Okay, I should probably make you swear not to look left or right as you enter my lab,” Tim chuckled.  

He opened his bedroom door and walked inside.  It was obvious that Tim hadn’t slept in the bedroom for some time.  His bed had been taken apart and a strange looking device filled the empty space.  Frank carefully stepped around the thing, trying to avoid the knots of cables and wires that snaked across the floor.

“Christ, Tim where did you get the parts to build this thing?”

“Oh, here and there.  The hardest part was finding enough mercury to fill the accelerator tanks.”

“So, if you can build it in your bedroom with stuff you found at the hardware store why couldn’t you rebuild the one to work?”

“Because they pissed me off.  Instead of coming to me from the start they gave the project to that simpleton, Harold Pickton.  I’m not about to fix the damn thing so he can take credit for it.”

“Wait, who the hell is Harold Pickton?”

“Harold Pickton is the project manager’s nephew.  Harold is supposed to have a degree in nuclear physics.”  Tim let out a derisive snort. “He probably got it off the Internet.  That dumbass should be cleaning toilets, not examining extraterrestrial material.”

“Whoa!  What do you mean extraterrestrial material?”

“Come on, Frank.  Do you think Apple manufactured this thing?  The iTime Machine?   

“No shit.  So a space alien was selling used time machines out in the desert?”

“Ha, good one,” he said with a straight face.  “I don’t know how they got their hands on it but you can bet it didn’t originated from our planet.”

“So have you tested it yet?” Frank asked.  He smirked and raised an eyebrow.  His military training made him skeptical about things that were out of the ordinary.

“I just put the finishing touches on it yesterday.  When you called and said you’d be down for the weekend, I thought I would wait until you got here to make a test run.”

“Then let’s fire this sucker up.” Frank said.

“Whoa.  First things first.” 

Tim rummaged though the bedroom closet.  Moments later he emerged with a small box marked Panasonic HDC-TM700L Camcorder.

“So you’re going to record this historic moment?”

“In a way.”

Tim took the camera out of the box, loaded a charged battery into a slot and then turned it on.  The viewing screen brightened and came to life.

“This camcorder is equipped with a sixty four-gig memory card and the battery will last at least five hours so we should get a good view of the other side.”

“The other side of what?”

“The other side of our dimension.”

“Why can’t we just transport to another time and place, then come back?”  Frank still wasn’t buying any of this.

“Okay, let’s say that I pick a random coordinate on the map.  What do you think would happen if, for instance, in the year 1879 a giant saguaro is growing on that particular location?  You know what would happen if you materialized inside a cactus?”

“Ouch?”

“Ouch my ass.  Your DNA and the cactus’s DNA would coalesce.”

“Does that mean I would become one with the cactus?”  Frank said.

“You’d be screwed, cactus boy.  Personally, I’m not willing to take that chance.”

Tim pushed the record button on the camcorder, turned the camera around and filmed himself saying, “With any luck this camera will travel through time and record a scene from the old west.”

He placed the movie camera inside the time bending device, sat down on the floor in front of his laptop and began entering data into a sequencing program.  

Frank jumped when the room lights suddenly grew brighter and the two arcs that enveloped the machine began to slowly revolve in a counter clockwise direction.  The rotating arcs emitted a low hum and filled the room with a soft blue glow as they picked up speed.  Mercury was siphoned from two large vats through transparent tubes and filled cylinders attached to the spinning arcs.

“I selected a transfer coordinate about a mile outside of town,” Tim said.  

“Why’d you pick 1879 for the transfer date?”  Frank still wasn’t convinced that anything extraordinary was going to happen.

“It’s about the time Alamogordo became an established township.”

The arcs were now revolving so quickly they were nearly invisible.  Loose papers swirled around the device and a static lightning bolt shot into the ceiling of the room.

“Turn it off, Tim!  I see smoke!” Frank hollered.

“Not gonna happen!  This thing is really wound up!”  Tim frantically punched commands into the keyboard of his laptop.

A tremendous pressure wave coursed through the room, causing the bedroom door to bow outward and the windows creaked and rattle.   Their ears popped after the air equalized behind their eardrums and the spinning arcs slowed to a complete stop.  The carpet under the time machine suddenly burst into flames and the smoke alarm inside the room began to wale.  

“Shit!  Put that fire out!”  Frank rushed over to open the windows.

Tim produced a fire extinguisher from out of the closet and sprayed the flaming carpet.  

THUMP, THUMP, THUMP.

Someone was pounding on the front door of the apartment.

“Stay here while I see who is at the door.”  Tim rushed down the hall.

“Oh, hi, Mr. Bennett.”

“Don’t hi, Mr. Bennett me!  What the hell is going on inside there?” The apartment manager demanded.  

“Oh, I was making spaghetti for dinner and I put some bread in the over.  Guess I left it in too long and it burned.”

“That’s bullshit!  I heard whirring noises coming from your place and then the fire alarm went off!  Are you experimenting with something in there?  Every time I rent to one of you eggheads from Los Alamos something gets damaged!”

“I’m sorry, Mr. Bennett.  I was watching a science fiction movie on the TV.  That’s probably what you heard.  I promise to keep it down from now on.”

“I’m warning you!  If any more of this nonsense occurs I’ll call the police!”

“Okay, Mr. Bennett.  Have a nice day.”  Tim closed the door on the manager’s face.

“Man it stinks in here,” Tim announced.  

Frank had managed to silence the fire alarm.  He was flapping a blanket towards the open windows in an attempt to clear the smoke out of the room.  

“It’s gone!”

Frank stopped waving the blanket and turned to see what Tim was talking about.

“The camcorder’s actually gone!”  Tim was grinning like he’d just won the lottery.

“I never had any doubt.”  Frank slapped his buddy on the back and shot him a congratulating grin.

Tim grabbed his laptop and began punching calculations into the keyboard.

“We have four hours, fifty seven minutes before my laptop activates the return sequence.  In the meantime we need to make some renovations to the machine.”

Tim gave Frank a list of material that he needed.  He remained in the apartment fine-tuning the computer program.  Frank took Tim’s rental car to the local department store, electronics store and the local Wal-Mart to collected everything that was on the list.  He also stopped by a western clothing store and picked up a few items before returning to the Blue Bird Apartments.  Frank had to make several trips between the apartment and the car to get everything inside.

“You get the firebrick?” Tim asked.  “I expected some residual heat upon transmission but I never thought the carpet would catch fire.”

“Guess you won’t be getting your deposit back.”  Frank kicked the scorched rug out of the way and began laying down the fire retardant blocks.

Tim adjusted the rotation arcs to cut down on the noise factor and added a ground wire to a wall outlet to keep the electrical discharge down to a minimum.  

“What’s in that other box?” Tim asked.

“I dropped by the Fancy Lariat and picked up some western wear for our trip.”

Tim gave him a deadpan look.

“You don’t want to go back to 1879 wearing sneakers and a tee shirt, do you?  Call me goofy, but I think we would sort of stand out.”  

“I think you’re getting a little ahead of yourself, Frank.  This machine is going to have to be tested a hell of a lot more before either one of us climb into it.”

“Really?  Hell, I figured we’d check out the video to make sure the landing sight was safe and then we’d go next.”

“There are too many things that could go wrong, Frank,” Tim reasoned while shaking his head.  “Like the fire.  If we had gone through first we could have been fried.  Hopefully the camera survived.”

“That was just a minor snag.  By the time the camera makes it back you should have the rest of the bugs worked out.”

“To be honest, I’m not sure I should be messing with this thing. Do you realize that I could damage the time continuum?  It may not make a difference in our world but there’s a distinct possibility that some other timescape will be influenced by this thing.”  Tim waved his arm in the direction of the time altering device.  “And if something went wrong during transport, we would be trapped.  Once those arcs begin to rotate, there’s no way to stop them.”  

“You should never doubt yourself, Tim.  This is an amazing scientific breakthrough.  You’re going to be known as the man who conquered time.”

This brought a smile to Tim’s face.  “The man who conquered time,” he laughed.  “Let’s see what the camera recorded before we get too carried away.”

They spent the rest of the evening preparing for the camcorder to return.  Tim went back over all his calculations and tried to imagine what might go wrong and how to remedy it.  He instructed Frank to spread duct tape over the bedroom windows in case they imploded.  The sudden change of atmospheric pressure when the camcorder transported was something Tim hadn’t expected either.  

It was a tense moment when Tim’s laptop came on line by itself and the arcs surrounding the time machine slowly made a complete clockwise revolution.  Then they picked up speed and soon became a spinning blur.  The firebrick began to change from a dull brown to bright yellow in an instant but there was no smoke or flames this time around.  Harmless small tentacles of electricity still arced outward from the device, but nothing as dramatic as before.  The windows and door vibrated and flexed but nothing was broken.  

When the arcs slowed and finally stopped Tim and Frank stared at the scorched camcorder with breathless anticipation.  Frank finally broke the spell by reaching for the camera. It was slightly warm but not too hot to handle.  He held it up and the view screen showed the interior of the bedroom as Frank panned it around to film his adopted brother.

“Ladies and gentlemen, I would like to present to you Professor Timothy Bell, inventor of the Time Bell, the machine that controls time.”

Tim laughed out loud and blushed. 

“Quit screwing around and let me have that thing.”

Tim took the camera and held it up to see if anything was recorded on the memory card.  As he hit play a low battery-warning window came up on the view screen and the camera died.

“Shit.  Hey, Frank.  Reach inside that black bag by the closet and get the spare battery.”

Frank located the battery and tossed it to Tim.  He loaded the power pack into the camera and switched it on.  Frank watched over his buddy’s shoulder as Tim hit the play button.  A close up of Tim’s face appeared on the view screen and he said, “With any luck this camera will travel through time and record a scene from the old west.”

The camera was then placed inside the device and a metallic beam that supported one of the rotation arcs showed up on the screen.  Twenty seconds later a brilliant flash nearly blinded Tim and Frank.  The support beam twitched and quivered like it was made of rubber.  It separated into multiple translucent images as they jittered across the screen and distorted into unrecognizable shapes.  Then the screen went black.   

“What the hell?” Frank exclaimed.

Tim turned it over to see if the battery had died or if he’d accidentally he’d turned the camera off but everything seemed to be functioning properly.

“I don’t know.  Maybe the fire damaged the memory chip.  Hell, there are a million things that could have gone wrong.”  The disappointment in Tim’s voice was unmistakable.

Tim was ready to set the camera down when he noticed a faint dot of light appear in the middle of the viewing monitor.  The tiny ball of light grew with astonishing speed until it became a flash of pale blue sky and windblown sand.  Frank and Tim exploded into a crescendo of cheers and hoots.  They laughed, giggled and hugged each other with elated celebration.

“Wait, wait, wait!  What are we looking at?” Tim shouted.

They studied the view monitor and could make out cactus, brush and some rolling hills in the distance.  A red tailed hawk soared across the sky in front of the camera but other than there was nothing noteworthy was going on.

“So how do we know this is 1879?  I mean it’s cool that the camera disappeared and all but how do we know that it went back in time?”

“I don’t know, Frank but like you said it did transport somewhere.  We have almost four hours of viewing time left.  Maybe something will happen so we can determine the date.”

“Okay, but can you hook the camera to your TV?  I don’t think I’ll be able to watch that little monitor for four hours.”

They spent the next several hours glued to the twenty-seven-inch Hi-Def LED TV in Tim’s living room.  They drank a few more beers and studied the insects and occasional birds that flew past.  Well into the third hour a man on horseback galloped across the TV from left to right.  

“Look at that cowboy!” Frank shouted and paused the picture on the TV.  “He looks like a dude from an old western movie!” 

Tim’s grin widened.  “Don’t get so excited man, lots of people ride horses around here in western style clothes.”

“Yeah, but look close, see the rifle by his saddle?  And his clothes look pretty worn and dirty.”

“Still.  It’s not definitive proof.”

Tim grabbed the remote from Frank and hit play.  The cowboy continued across the screen and threw something into a patch of brush as he rode out of view.

“What the hell was that?” Frank asked.

Tim paused the scene and rewound it in slow motion.  The rider pulled what looked like a saddlebag off his mount and tossed it into some bushes.  Frank gave Tim a quizzical look.

“He clearly tossed it and didn’t just drop it.”  

Tim returned the action back to full speed.  About fifteen seconds later a group of riders galloped past in the same direction as the first cowboy.  Tim paused the picture again with the group cowboys in the middle of the picture.

“They’re riding with their guns drawn.” Frank declared with an astonished look.

Tim drew nearer the TV for a better look.  The video was shot in high definition so the details were amazingly clear.  There were eight riders in all.  They held the reins in their left hands and carried weapons in their right.  Most had pistols but a couple was carrying short-barreled rifles.  Probably shotguns.

“Holy shit.  I think we just witnessed a bandit being chased by a posse.”  Tim just sat in front of the TV with his mouth hanging open.

Frank couldn’t wipe the smile off his face.  None of it seemed real but he knew full well that it was.  He insisted that they view the chase over and over, picking out every bit of detail they could.  

They finally decided to watch the rest of the video, hoping for another amazing event but nothing out of the ordinary happened.  The landscape became distorted near the end of the recording and then he screen went black.  The next picture they received was distortion of the framework on the time machine as the camera transported back into the bedroom.  Finally it showed Tim standing in the bedroom with Frank declaring him the inventor of the Time Bell, and then the battery died.

“We gotta go see it in person,” Frank said with an adventurous glint in his eye.

“I need to get some sleep, Frank,” Tim announced.  He looked dead on his feet.  It was 4:00 in the morning; they had been going non-stop for over ten hours.

“Are you kidding me?  You can go to sleep?  I’m so jazzed, I’ll be awake for a week!”

“Sorry, Frank.  I just need to get a couple hours of shut-eye.”

Tim wondered into the living room and flopped down on the couch.  He was asleep within seconds.  Frank just smiled and sat down in an easy chair in front of the TV.  He turned on HBO and began watching Sam Peckinpah’s The Wild Bunch starring William Holden and Ernest Borgnine.  Somehow it seemed appropriate.  Frank was snoring half an hour into the show.

The sun poured through the living room window and warmed the side of Frank’s face.  He finally stirred to the sound of Jim Carey and Jeff Daniels making rude noises.  Dumb and Dumber instantly registered in Frank’s mind.  He looked at his watch and it read 9:00.  Frank switched off the TV and looked over at the couch.  It was empty.

“It’s about time you got your lazy ass up,” Tim stated.  “‘I’m so jazzed, I’ll be awake for a week’.”  

Frank walked into the bedroom and slapped his buddy on the back.  “Guess I was more tired that I thought.  How long have you been up?”

“Since 7:00.  Some things occurred to me in my sleep.  I needed to adjust the rate of flow of the mercury into the arcs to lessen the static discharges and the atmospheric pressure.  I also added some stabilizing bars to keep the vibration hum down to a minimum.  Old Mr. Bennett won’t even know it when we fire it up again.”

“You mean we’re going to go next?” Frank asked.

“I didn’t say that.  Several more unmanned trips need to be made before anything living travels through the distortion hole.”

“The what?  Distortion hole?  What the hell is that?”

“Just an observation.  The best as I can figure, when the machine reaches peak performance it distorts a small portion of this dimension, which allows an object to slip through the layers of time.”

“Okay.  So how many more tests do you think need to be performed before I can be transported through your distortion hole?”

“It’s hard to tell, Frank.  I’d like to send larger and larger objects back in time to make sure the hole can accommodate something our size.  I’d say at least a few months if not longer.”

“No way!  Do you really think I can wait months before trying this thing out?  Come on, Tim.”

“I’m just screwing with you.  I thought we could try it this afternoon.”

“You little shit.  I ought to kick your ass,” Frank made a halfhearted swipe at Tim who ducked out of range.  “So you’re serious, we’ll be out of here this afternoon?”

“You’d better get ready, pard ‘cause we’re headed back to 1879!” Tim said.

“What made you change your mind about sending us through time?  Aren’t you worried about disrupting the time continuum or have something going wrong?”

“I’ve been thinking.  You only get one chance at life and I’d like to get as much out of it as I can.  We need to do this, and besides I like the idea of being the Man Who Conquered Time.”  Tim announced the last part in his best radio announcer voice.

Frank could hardly contain his excitement.  He grabbed the box of clothes he’d bought the evening before.  He pulled on a pair of cowboy boots, a pair of new jeans, a snap-button western shirt and a smart looking Stetson.  When Frank looked in the mirror he noticed that his get-up didn’t look quite right.  

“This isn’t going to work,” Frank declared.

Tim looked up from his laptop and laughed.  “You look like a city slicker instead of a hard-bitten cowpoke.  Here’s an idea, why don’t you go be charitable?  I bet there are some homeless folks in this town that would gladly swap the new duds with their old ones.”  

“You know, that’s a hell of an idea.”  Frank changed back into his clothes, boxed up the new ones and headed out the door.  He returned about an hour later with a wide grin on his face.

“Check it out.  I finally found a couple of guys about our size leaning against a building south of town.  They were more than happy to trade their thread-bare clothes for new ones, no questions asked.”

They sorted through the box of filthy clothing and tried to ignore the grime and body order that saturated them.  “Now all we have to worry about is fleas.”

“Why are these jeans wet?”  Tim held up a pair of stiff Levis.  

“I don’t know but they are too small for me to wear.” 

“Gee thanks, Frank.  I hope this wet spot isn’t piss.”

“Aw, put them in the dryer for about ten minutes and they’ll be good as… well, okay not as good as new but at least they will be dry.”

Tim gave him a sour look as he tossed the retched dungarees into the dryer.  Frank had been through a lot during his special forces training so putting on dirty clothes didn’t bother him in the least.  He looked in the mirror afterward and decided that he looked more the part of a nineteenth century cowboy now.  He found a snot-encrusted hanky in the back pocket of his pants so he tied it around his neck to accent the rest of his costume.

“Now all I need are a pair of six-shooters.”

“No guns,” Tim said.

“What do you mean, no guns?  What if we need to protect ourselves?”

“We are just on an exploratory mission.  We don’t want to get into any trouble with the locals of that time period.  The ramifications would be disastrous if one of them were killed.”

“Oh, right.  I’ve seen those time travel movies.  If you kill someone in the past it would affect everyone in the future.  Do you really believe that, Tim?”

“I don’t know, Frank but I see no reason to test the theory.”

“Yeah, I guess you’re right.”

Frank donned his store bought Stetson and pulled it low over his forehead so the wide brim shaded his eyes.  “Let’s saddle up, Tim.  Time’s a wastin’.” 

CHAPTER 3

Tim looked like he was about to get sick.  His skin was pale and clammy and his hands shook as he set up the sequencing program for their time jump.  He wiped his forehead with the sleeve of his filthy shirt and it left a smudge mark above his left eye.

“You okay?” Frank asked.

“Just a little nervous,” Tim said after licking his dry lips.  

“This is going to be the adventure of a lifetime, Tim.  Try to relax.”

“Relax?  We are about to undertake some serious shit here, Frank.  You have no idea how many things could go wrong.  What happens if my laptop crashes during the transport?  We’ll be stuck in 1879, or worse yet somewhere in between here and there.  Hell, we don’t even know how time travel affects living tissue.  We might come out the other end in a scrambled up mess.  Maybe we should send a rat first.”

“You know what?  We could second-guess this trip ‘til the cows come home.  Sending a rat isn’t the answer.  The best way to address this issue is to just go for it and see what happens.  Like you said before, Tim we only get one chance at life, so we need to get as much out of it as we can.”

“I know, I know.  It’s just really scary, you know?  I haven’t been in firefights or combat conditions like you.  I guess I’m just a chicken shit.”

“Hey.  I don’t want to hear that any more of that nonesense.  You’re a tough little dude, you just don’t know it yet.  Tell you what, how about if I go by my self?  You know, sort of recon the mission before we both go.”

“No fuckin’ way.  If you go I’m going too.  Hand me the camcorder.  I want to record this in case something happens and we don’t make it back.”

Frank smiled at his friend as he went into the living room to retrieve the camera.  On his way back into the bedroom his knee almost collapsed under him.  He let out a yelp and caught himself on the bedroom door.

“What’s wrong?” Tim shouted.

“Oh, man my knee hurts.  You know, the knee that was injured when I was playing football.  I haven’t had trouble with it for years.”

Frank flexed the knee joint several times and tested the bum knee by putting his full weight on it.  He let out a long breath, limped over and handed Tim the camcorder.

“You okay?”

“Yeah, it’s still a little stiff but I think I’ll make it.”

Tim placed the camera on a small tripod and turned it on.  He pointed it at the Time Bell and hit record.  Tim looked into the lens and formed a nervous smile on his face.

“Hello folks, Frank Hall and Tim Bell are about to make history.  We are going to travel back to the year 1879.  Hopefully we’ll be back in approximately five hours.  

“You ready, Frank?”

“Thought you’d never ask.”

Frank stepped over to the Time Bell and squatted inside the opening.  Tim tapped the enter key on the laptop and took his place next to his friend.  The arcs began to slowly revolve counter clockwise and mercury pumped out of the vats as the arcs picked up speed.

A brilliant flash enveloped the room.  The windows and door slowly became a funhouse of distorts, and then everything in the bedroom divided into ten separated misshapen layers.  Tim started to feel sick to his stomach because the distorted images bent sharply in different directions and fluttered back and forth before his eyes.  Then everything around them simply disappeared and they were plunged into an empty void.  Utter blackness surrounded them and then there was no sensation at all.  

Tim could no longer feel his body, he was only aware of his mind.  Perhaps his time machine had malfunctioned somehow and they had died during the transport process.  Black emptiness.  Death wasn’t as bad as Tim had imagined.  There was no sense of motion or dimension.  

Some time later a pinpoint of light appeared in the distance.  Tim had read stories of people who had gone through near death experiences.  How they sped through a dark tunnel towards a divine light.  He wondered what was going to be on the other side of that soft, warm light.

The next sensation Tim felt was the weight of his body and his spirit pouring back into it.  His ears suddenly popped and he had to squint his eyes shut against the blinding light.  Static electricity pulled at his hair and an intense surge of heat seeped through the soles of his boots.  A fierce wind ripped at his clothing and a huge cloud of dust swirled around him.  The wind continued for several minutes before it died down.  Tim took a short breath and was rewarded with a lungful of dust.  He choked and coughed until he could take in a clean breath.

“You okay, buddy?”

Tim opened his eyes and found that he was crouched next to Frank at the bottom of a sand dune.  They both straightened up at the same time.  The sun beat down on them like a blast furnace.  The temperature had to be in the hundreds.

“Yeah, I think so,” Tim said.  It came as quite a surprise to find out he wasn’t dead after all.

“You recognize this scene?”  Frank swept his outstretched arm toward the distant mountains.

“We spent almost five hours looking at it on the TV in my apartment.  We made it!  HA!  We actually traveled through time!”

“Sure looks that way.  Where are we exactly?”

“I’d say about a mile outside of Alamogordo.”

“No shit.  This is crazy.”  Frank spun around on his heel and took in the view in all directions.  

“Hey, what mountains are those?” Frank asked.  He pointed at a mountain range behind them.

A puzzled look spread across Tim’s face.  “I don’t know.  There are no mountains this close to Alamogordo.  The landscape shouldn’t have changed this dramatically in just one hundred twenty years.”

“Well, at least we made it and we seem to be all in once piece,” Frank announced.  Then the expression on his face became almost comical.  It was like a light bulb had gone on inside his head.  He started walking out into the desert.

“Hey, where you going?”

Frank didn’t answer, he just kept walking toward a patch of brush in the distance.  Tim felt alone and exposed so he hurried after his friend.  They came across an old wagon trail.  Frank stopped and surveyed the trail in both directions.

“So you think that could be Alamogordo over there?”

“ I doubt it.  This may not even be the same planet of our ancestors, we might be in an alternate world.”

Frank walked over to the bushes and started to kick around with his boot.  Before long he spied what he was looking for.  He stooped down and retrieved a leather saddlebag.  It was obvious that the bag was heavy by the way Frank was hefting it.

“Holy shit, that belonged to the cowboy we saw on the video!” Tim shouted.

Frank held a finger to his lips, warning Tim to not be so loud.  He pulled the flap away from the top of the saddlebag and looked inside.  Frank reached into the bag and extracted out a handful of gold coins.

“Let me see one of those.”  Tim took the coin and scrutinized it.  “Twenty dollar gold piece.  This is friggin amazing.  How many do you think are in the bag?”

“Probably about a hundred or so.  The dude we saw on the video must have robbed a bank,” Frank said.

“Damn, a real bank robbery!”

“You have any idea what these will be worth back home?  Hell, Tim we’re rich.”

“Shouldn’t we take them back into town and hand them over to the sheriff?”

Frank just gave him an Are you shitting me look before walking back to their transfer point.  He dug a hole, threw the saddlebag in and covered it up.

“That’s a bad idea, Frank,” Tim warned.  “You don’t know what kind of impact this might have on the future.”

“Yes I do.  It’ll make it so we won’t have to worry about money for a really long time.”

“That’s not what I meant.”

“I know what you meant, Tim.  Chances are this saddlebag would remain in the bushes until it was buried by a sand storm and then the money would be lost forever.  I just don’t think taking those gold pieces back with us is going to alter time,” he said.

Tim just gave him a doubtful look but remained quiet.  It wouldn’t do any good to argue with Frank.  He would try to reason with him when it was time to go back.

Frank tossed two of the coins into the air and caught them.  “What say we go into town and have a drink?”

“Jesus, Frank.  I was thinking we could just hang out and observe the town from here.  We could always come back another day when we were more familiar with this time period.”

Frank’s eyebrows drew together to form a frown but his mouth was smiling.  “Come on, Tim.  Are you telling me that you don’t want to go into a saloon and observe some real cowboys up close?”

When Frank got this determined look on his face there was nothing you could do or say to dissuade him. 

“Okay but we have to be back on this spot before the Time Bell fires up.  If we miss the transport time we’ll be spending the rest of our lives in the old west.”

“Not to worry.”  Frank slapped his partner on the back.

Tim pulled up his shirtsleeve and looked as his wristwatch.  “We only have four hours and forty-five minutes.”

“Okay, first thing you need to do is keep that covered up.  I doubt that they had Seiko wristwatches in 1879.”

“Good point.

“Hey, Frank.  I just realized that you aren’t limping any more.”

“Weird, huh?   My leg feels great, must be a benefit of time travel,” he joked.

They both turned and started for town.  Heat waves warped the landscape and watery mirages appeared in the distance.  As they neared the town they encountered a crude road sign.  It read: Welcome to Deming, population three hundred twenty seven.

“Wait a minute.”  Frank came to a stop in front of the sign.  “How in the hell did we wind up near Deming?”

“I have no… Oh, hell.  I didn’t allow for the earth’s rotation and axis drift,” Tim confessed.  “Next time I’ll have to figure that into the equation.”

“Well at least we know that we’re not in parallel dimension.”

“Maybe, maybe not.”

They were sweating heavily by the time they strolled into town.  A flea-bitten dog greeted them with an angry snarl.  Frank picked up a rock and acted like he was going to throw it.  The dog tucked its tail between its hind legs and cowered into an alleyway.  Frank dropped the stone and wiped his hand on his pants.

“I hope that’s not an omen of what’s to come,” Tim commented.

As they continued down the main street, a young woman standing in front of the dry goods store smiled at them.

“How do, ma'am,” Frank said as he tipped his hat. 

The young lady smiled and blushed slightly before hurrying on down the wooden sidewalk.

“How do, ma’am?  Who are you, Kevin Costner?” Tim teased.

“My dear old pappy always said that it pays to be kind to the ladies,” he said in a southern drawl.

Tim just grinned and shook his head.

A man on horseback approached from the opposite end of the street.  When he drew near, he nodded his head to Tim and Frank.

“Howdy,” Tim responded.

After the cowboy passed by and was out of ear shot Frank said, “Very good, Tim.  I believe you’re getting the hang of it.”

Tim grinned like a kid with a new bicycle.  Frank put his arm around his buddy’s shoulders and they continued up the street.  They both stopped in front of a saloon called the Prairie Rose.  Half dozen horses were tied to the hitching post out front.

Frank looked at Tim and raised his right eyebrow.  “Are you ready for this?”

“It’s now or never I guess,” he said.

Frank pushed open a pair of swinging doors and Tim followed him into the poorly lit bar.  The inside of the saloon harbored oppressive heat and the mixed aromas of rank body odor, stale cigar smoke and half full spittoons.  Stark sunlight streamed through two picture windows at the front of the building, creating deep shadows in the corners and behind the bar.  

A balding, pot bellied man dressed in a sweat-stained undershirt and a dark apron looked up from behind the bar as they entered the room.  Everyone in the bar went silent as they watched Tim and Frank standing in the doorway.  They kept staring as the two walked over to an empty table and took a seat.  

“You think it’s gonna be a cold winter this year?” Russ Pewton asked an old-timer sitting next to him.

“Most likely,” Elmer said as he scratched his whiskered chin, “my horse is already growin’ out his winter coat.”

The short conversation distracted everyone in the room, which drew their attention away from Frank and Tim.  Then they all went back to playing cards, drinking and shooting the breeze.

The bartender motioned for a robust woman, sitting with a sullen looking man wearing a bowler hat.  She gave him a defiant look but finished her drink and stood up.  She straightened her ragged dress and swaggered over toward Frank and Tim.

“What would you boys like?” Emma Jean Railford slurred through a lipstick-smeared smile.  She gave Frank a seductive wink and bent over to give him a good look at her sweaty cleavage.  Frank gazed up from her breasts and into her round pimple infested face.  Emma was probably in her late teens but looked much older.  She was missing both of her front teeth.

“Two beers, please.”

“We ain’t got no more beer.  The shipment don’t come in ‘til first a the month.”

“How about a couple whiskeys, then?”

“Sure thing.”

Emma looked Tim up and down and then turned back to Frank.  “God, you boys are cute.  You sure there ain’t nothin’ else I kin do for ya?” Emma Jean placing her hand on Frank’s shoulder and squashing her mushy bosom against the side of his head.  Emma’s body odor made his eyes sting and her breath smelled like dirty ass.  

“I think just a couple of whiskeys will do for now.”  Frank tried not to breathe until she walked away.

“Dear, God.  And I thought our clothes stunk.  She needs a bath in the worse way,” he complained.

“Well, I have news for you, Partner,” Tim said quietly.  “People back in the 1800s only bathed about once a year.  I’d also like to point out that if you have sex with her and she gets pregnant, you will seriously fuck up the timescape.”

“Well, I can assure you that there is absolutely no danger of that happening.” 

Shep Toliver drew a queen of hearts and placed it into his hand.  “I heared that the Kid got away with more’n two thousand dollars in gold yesterdy.  Wonder if the sheriff’s ever gonna ketch up with him?”

“Shit, I bet Billy’s half way to Roswell by now,” Hank Wells commented as he studied the cards in his hand.

“Well, if they go ketch him he’ll hang fer sure.  Shouldn’t aughta killt that bank teller,” informed Shep.  He downed his glass of whiskey with one gulp before placing his cards down on the table.  “Two pair, queens over eights.”

“Well that just ain’t good enough,” Hank called out.  He laid three jacks down and scooped the pot to his side of the table.

“Sonuvabitch.  If I didn’t know better, I’d say you was cheatin’,” Shep grumbled.

“Huh, who says I ain’t.”

Shep chuckled and asked, “Since you’re winnin’ you can buy us another drink?”

Hank nodded as he gathered up the cards and began to shuffle them.

“Say, Emma Jean!  We need two more whiskeys over here!” Shep called out.

“Hold yer horses, grandpa!  I got other costumers, ya know.”

This made Hank laugh as he dealt out five cards to Shep and himself.

“Now that’s might disrespectful.  Grandpa my ass, I ain’t nearly as old as she thinks.  As soon as I win back my money I’m gonna take her in the back and give her a go.”

“Hell, you ain’t won a hand since we started playin’,” Hank smiled, showing off his crooked yellow teeth.  “Emma’s gonna be waitin’ a good long time.”

Emma Jean did her best to look sexy as she sashayed back to Tim and Frank.  She had only been in the back room twice so far today.  If she didn’t want a beating from Butch, she’d better come up with some more money before the end of the day.

The barmaid laid the drink tray down and served Tim his whiskeys.  She leaned across the table to hand Frank his drink and shook a little so her breast rolled out of her lose fitting blouse.  

“Oops!  Now how did that happen?” she asked with an innocent smile.  “Could you put it back in for me?”

Frank stared at her veiny breast in disbelief but kept his hands in his lap.

“Go ahead, Darlin’.  It ain’t gonna bite cha,” Emma giggled.

She finally grew tired of waiting and stuffed the doughy pendulum back into her blouse. “I swear I ain’t never seen nobody so shy before.”  She winked at Frank and twirled her filthy blond curls.  “Where you boys from?”

“Back east,” Tim blurted out. 

“We’re just passin’ through,” Frank added.  “Thanks for the drink.”  

“That’ll be four bits, Honey.”

Frank dug one of the twenty dollar gold pieces out of his pant pocket and put it on the drink tray.  Emma’s mouth flopped open and her eyes bugged out of her skull when she saw the coin.  

“Would ya like to buy a lady a drink?”

Several snappy comebacks raced through Frank’s mind like you’re no lady or as soon as hell freezes over but he kept them to himself.  There was no telling what might happen if he got smart with her.  An uncomfortable silence followed and a scowl soon drifted over Emma Jean’s face.  She snatched up the drink tray and stomped off toward the bar muttering under her breath.

“That was a close call,” Frank confessed.

“Hopefully she’ll stay away from us now.”

Emma brought back Frank’s change but made it a point not to look at him.  Tim gazed out the window and spotted a group of riders coming into town.  It looked like the posse he’d studied on the TV the day before.  They pulled up in front of the saloon and tied their horses to the hitching post.

“Evenin’ sheriff!” the bartender called out as a tall lanky man came through the swinging doors.  “Did ya catch up with the Kid?”

Sheriff Holt Morgan hooked the heel of his right boot on a brass rail that ran along the bottom of the bar and tilted his sweat-stained cowboy hat onto the back of his head.  He glared at the bartender for several seconds without saying a word.  The barkeep began to fidget nervously as he placed a glass of whiskey in front of the sheriff.

“He’s one slippery sonuvabitch,” the sheriff finally said.

“He sure as hell is,” deputy Jeb Hanson agreed as he filled a place at the bar next to Holt.  “He knows the countryside like the back of his hand and there’s lots of Mexicans out there are willin’ ta hide him.  Ain’t that right, Sheriff?’

Sheriff Morgan just nodded his head once and downed his drink with one swallow.  He set the empty glass on the bar and it was immediately refilled without having to ask.  The bartender did the same for deputy Hanson.

Holt wiped his Wyatt Earp style handlebar mustache with the back of his left hand.  “You can bet your bottom dollar that I’ll find him and when I do he’s gonna hang by the neck until he stops twitchin’.”  The sheriff’s voice was deep and as course as twenty grit sandpaper.  He slugged down his second drink like the first and the empty glass was refilled again.

Butch Kilcher rolled up his sleeves and glared at Emma Jean.  “Who wouldn’t buy you a drink?”

“I asked that guy sitting over by the window if he would buy me a drink, you know real sexy like, and he just sat there and stared at me like I was a bug.  And after he paid me for two whiskeys with a twenty dollar gold piece!”

“Did you make it clear that you was lookin’ for some fun?”

“Hell, I let my teat fall out of my dress and he acted like he was afraid to touch it,” Emma declared.

“That just ain’t natural.”

Tim took a sip of his whiskey, wrinkled up his face and spit it back into the glass.  He put the glass back on the table and wiped his tongue on the sleeve of his sweaty shirt.  “Christ, that crap tastes like gasoline.”

Frank smirked and took a drink.  He squeezed his eye shut and drew in a deep breath.  “Holy shit,” he choked.  “This is some rank stuff!  They must make it behind the bar.”

“I don’t think we should drink anymore of it.  I read somewhere that in the old days they soaked chewing tobacco and rattlesnake heads in pure grain alcohol and called it whiskey.”

“We should probably get out of here while the getting’s good.  How much time do we have before transport?”

Tim peaked at his wristwatch.  “About an hour.  That aught to give us enough time to get back before the return sequence starts.”  

Hank and Tim pushed their chairs back and stood up when the barrel-chested man wearing the bowler hat walked up to their table.  He stopped in front of Tim and poked a fat stubby finger into his chest.

“You think yer too good fer Emma Jean or are you just plain queer?” Butch taunted.  The pimp had the face of a bulldog and was built like a mountain gorilla.

“W-what are you talking about?” Tim stammered.  He was literally shaking in his boots.

“Emma said you refused to buy her a drink, Limp Dick.”

“I think you’re talkin’ to the wrong person, Bubba,” Frank said.

Butch spun around and glared at Frank.  He worked a cigar stump from one side of his mouth to the other while he sized Frank up. 

“You mean to tell me a rich fella like you ain’t interested in givin’ Emma Jean a go?  What’s wrong with you anyways?” Butch asked as he poked his finger toward Frank’s chest.

Frank’s special ops training automatically kicked.  He grabbed the pimp’s hand, crimped it under and pulled it high into the air.  Butch bit his cigar in half and rose up on his tiptoes to try and relieve the pressure on his wrist.

“You sneaky bastard, I’m gonna kill you,” Butch grunted.

“Well we can’t have that now, can we?” Frank said.  He spun around and slammed the heel of his right boot into the back of Butch’s head, driving the big man’s face into the hardwood floor.

An ear-splitting explosion ripped through the room.  Everyone ducked as a forty-four-caliber slug punched a hole in the ceiling and the acrid smell of black powder wafted through the bar.  Sheriff Morgan leveled his revolver on Frank’s chest and advanced toward him with a wicked glint in his eyes.

“Let go of him, son,” the sheriff rumbled.  

Frank turned loose of Butch’s hand and brought both of his hands above his head.  Butch scrambled to his feet, rubbing the goose egg that was growing on his forehead.

“I want that sumbitch arrested, sheriff!”

“On what charges, Kilcher?  Fer not beddin’ yer whore?”

“He kicked me in my head when I wasn’t lookin’!  I want him arrested!”

“Frank,” Tim said in a feeble voice.

“Just relax, Tim.”

“Hell, yer lucky that’s all he done to ya, Butch. 

“Put yer hands down, son.  How would you like a job workin’ for the city of Deming?  It pays a dollar and a half a week plus room and board.  I sure could use another deputy.”

“Really?” Frank asked.  The idea of being part of an old west posse was very tempting.

“Frank!”  Tim seemed to have gotten his confidence back.  He grabbed him by the shirt and gave it a tug.

“You got an interestin’ way of fightin’, son.  You any good with a shootin’ iron?”

It would scare the Holt shitless if Frank demonstrated how easy it would be for him to disarm and kill the sheriff with his bare hands.

“I’m sorry, sheriff I can’t accept your offer.  My brother and I are just passin through.”

“Then I suggest that you do just that.  We’ve had enough trouble around here the past couple of days.  If you boys are still in town by mornin’, I’ll put you both in jail for vagrancy,” the sheriff promised.

Butch was still rubbing the lump on his forehead as he turned toward Frank.  His stare conveyed pure vengeance.  “This ain’t over you slick sumbitch!  I’m gonna kill you, wait en see.” 

“Go crawl back into yer hole, Butch before I lock you up fer bein’ stupid.”  Sheriff Morgan preened his mustache before holstering his six-shooter.

Butch glared at Frank one last time before stomping off toward the back room.  Emma Jean stepped in front of him and complained that he hadn’t done anything, which earned her a hard smack across the face.  Butch disappeared through a door in the back of the room.

“Time to get the fuck out of here, Tim.” Frank whispered.

“We have to hurry.  We only have about forty minutes before the Time Bell fires up.  God help us if we’re late.”

The sun was hanging low over the mountains in the west but the temperature was still in the high nineties.  Frank convinced Tim that if they ran out of town it would attract unwanted attention, so they walked calmly but briskly toward the transfer sight.  After they strolled past the city limit sign Frank and Tim picked up the pace and broke into a quick jog.  Tim seemed to move a little faster every time he checked his watch.  They were both at a dead run, out of breath and dripping wet with perspiration by the time they reached their destination.

“Come on, Frank!  Let’s get into position before the process starts!”

A patch of sand erupted in front of Frank and then they heard the report of a rifle.  The second bullet buzzed past their heads like an angry hornet, followed by another loud boom.  Frank looked in the direction of Deming and he spotted Butch Kilcher galloping toward them while working the lever action of a long barreled rifle.

“Shit!  How much time left before we transport?”

Tim checked his watch for the hundredth time.  “Three minutes!”

“We’ll be dead in three minutes!”

Frank pulled a forty-five-caliber automatic pistol out of his waistband and fired off two warning shots at the advancing rider.

“Where in the hell did you get that?”

“Sorry, Tim.  I know you didn’t want me to bring a firearm but I thought it was a good idea.  You can thank me later.”

Frank waited for Butch to close the distance between them by another fifty yards before firing two more rounds.  Butch fired at the same time but his bullet went high and wide as his mount dropped out from under him and he was catapulted over the animal’s head.

“Come on, Frank!  It’s starting!”

An electric blue glow hovered above their transport sight.  Frank put the forty-five back in his waistband and hunkered down next to Tim under the quivering light.  He began to furiously dig in the sand at their feet.

“What are you doing?  We need to get ready for the jump!”

“I need to get the gold!”

Frank felt the leather saddlebag with his fingertips just as the landscape distorted and static electricity bristled the hair on the top of his head.  He grasped the bag in his right hand and…

Butch looked up just in time to see Frank and Tim turn into two pillars of shimmering light before vanishing in thin air.

“That just ain’t natural,” he muttered.

Tim could no longer feel his body, only his mind was aware.  He must be dead.  Perhaps his time machine had malfunctioned somehow and they had died during the transport process.  Black emptiness.  Death wasn’t as bad as Tim had imagined.  There was no sense of motion or dimension.  

Some time later a pinpoint of light appeared in the distance.  Tim had read stories of people who had gone through near death experiences.  How there sped through a dark tunnel towards a divine light.  He wondered what was going to be on the other side of that soft, warm light.

The next sensation Tim felt was the weight of his body and his spirit pouring back into it.  His ears suddenly popped and he had to squint his eyes shut against the blinding light.  Static electricity pulled at his hair and an intense surge of heat seeped through the soles of his boots.  A fierce wind ripped at his clothing and a huge cloud of dust swirled around him.  The wind continued for what seemed like several minutes before it died down.  Tim took a short breath and was rewarded with a lungful of dust.  He choked and coughed until he could take in a clean breath.

“You okay, buddy?”

Tim opened his eyes and found that he was crouched next to Frank at the bottom of a sand dune.  They both straightened up at the same time.  The sun beat down on them like a blast furnace.  The temperature must be in the hundreds.

“Yeah, I think so,” Tim said.

By grabbing the half buried saddlebag during the transport process, Frank unwittingly became integrated with the sand, which made it impossible for them to travel through the distortion hole.  Frank Hall and Tim Bell were caught in a never-ending time loop, which forced them to revisit Deming, New Mexico over and over again…forever.  

The End

PAGE  
33

