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A warm welcome to Words Worth Reading. 

This is a revised and rebranded re-issue of the magazine, which was originally published in October 2021 as Issue 1. Here you will find fiction long and short, all written by Diane Wordsworth.

In this issue you'll find three short stories, and a novella, complete and in its entirety, all of which were brand-new when Words Worth Reading first appeared. You'll also find a short story from the archives as well as the first part of the novel serialisation for Night Crawler. Part 2 next time.

One of the short stories, The Ace of Wands, is the first instalment of a series of Tarot-related tales that stand up on their own. These are the backstories for my series of loosely Tarot-related mystery novellas set in the fictitious Yorkshire Riding of Horvale and starring Stevie Ash.

Have fun reading the stories. I hope you enjoy them.
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the girl on the bench
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The artwork for this short story appeared on the cover of the original version of the magazine. I was looking for something autumnal and fell in love with the picture, and then, of course, I had to write a story around it. I started with the young girl and built my character around her.

At about the same time that I was writing this story there was a sad tale in the news about school bullies. So I decided to incorporate that theme into my short story.

*
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A male blackbird foraged for the last of the berries on the hawthorn while his mate tugged fat, juicy worms out of the ground. A squirrel scampered about, searching for acorns. His cheeks were already stuffed. If he could fit just one more in, then he'd go and bury his stash.

Golden leaves crunched underfoot, made yet more crunchy by a thin layer of morning frost still lingering from the previous night. Tamsin Price dragged her school bag along the floor before she sat down heavily on a bench beneath one of the trees. There was a nip in the air making her breath steam every time she opened her mouth. Making sure that her school coat was well beneath her bottom on the cold and icy bench, she pulled her collar up around her ears and watched the wildlife for a few minutes, smiling at their antics. They were very tame and not at all frightened of her. 

She dug into her bag and arranged some of her belongings on the bench beside her. Mobile phone. Ear buds. Asthma inhaler. Mr Turford.

Teddy Turford was her oldest and her favourite teddy bear. She was a bit old for teddy bears, but this one went everywhere with her. She'd had him for ever, and he was small enough to fit into her school bag without anyone spotting him. She'd skived off school today, so it wasn't an issue, but Tamsin would die of embarrassment if the other kids found out about Mr Turford.

She breathed in the smell of wood smoke. There was a bonfire somewhere. She hoped whoever it was had checked that there were no hedgehogs asleep under the pile before setting light to it. 

After scrolling through her phone for a bit, she went to the story she'd bookmarked the day before that had popped up on Facebook. Not that she was old enough to have a Facebook account, but that was soon remedied simply by falsifying her birth date. Every year she moved her birth year back a year and by her next birthday, it would read the right date at last.

It was the headline that caught her eye:

––––––––
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BOY’S ATTEMPTED SUICIDE BLAMED ON SCHOOL BULLIES

––––––––
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Tamsin always found it a bit spooky that Facebook seemed to know everything about you. Apart from her real birth date, of course. But generally, if she Googled anything or if she followed a link to somewhere, within seconds Facebook would target her with adverts and stories based on what she'd just been looking at.

Tamsin shuddered. According to her dad it was Big Brother watching everything that everyone did. She had no idea who Big Brother was, but he seemed Very Important, and almost all-seeing. She hoped he couldn't really see everything.

She'd read the story a few times the day before and now she read it out loud to Mr Turford. The words had hit a nerve. The story said the boy had been wagging school. Just like Tamsin was right now. The name-calling had really got to him, and when things started to get physical, he started to skive off school. Unable to face going back to school, he'd tried to cut his wrists. But he hadn't cut deep enough and now he'd have scars on the insides of his arms for the rest of his life. The story didn't mention the boy by name, but it did say that he was at a school in Birmingham. Tamsin's school was in Doncaster, so there was no chance that she might know him.

Tamsin sighed and picked at a scab on her knee. It wasn't quite ready yet and she winced at the sharp pain. She wiped away a small drop of blood with a tissue. "How painful would it be to slice at my own arm with Dad's Stanley blade?" she asked her teddy, tucking the soiled tissue back into her coat pocket. She didn't really want to think about it. "There must have been a lot of blood."

She shuddered again. There were too many similarities between the story on Facebook and the real story in her own life. She frowned as she tried to remember when the bullying at her school had first started.

"Probably the first week of the new school year," she said. Though try as she might, she couldn't pinpoint what it had been over. Was it the hockey boots? She furrowed her brow as she tried to remember. Yes, it was something about hockey boots.

Carey Parkes had told JoJo Skinner that JoJo could have Carey's old hockey boots. Everyone knew it was because JoJo was one of the best hockey players in their year but without a proper pair of boots, she wouldn't be allowed to play in the inter-school tournament. The rumour was that JoJo's parents couldn't afford to buy her a pair of her own. Even if the other girls didn't like her very much, they still wanted JoJo in the team because, more than anything, they wanted to win the trophy.

And then, for some reason, JoJo had helped herself to the boots from Carey's locker, which wasn't even locked, and when they saw her in them in the playground, Carey and all of her friends had laid into JoJo. it had started with just calling her names. But before long they were poking fun at her family's lack of money, following her home, spitting at her, pulling her hair, accusing her parents of being junkies. It had gone on for weeks, but not once did JoJo report Carey and her friends to the teachers.

And then yesterday, JoJo didn't turn up for school and Tamsin had seen the story on Facebook.

Why had JoJo helped herself to the boots? Why didn't she wait for Carey to just give them to her? More importantly, why had Tamsin jumped on the bandwagon and joined in? It was none of her business.

Tamsin shook her head. She wasn't a bully. "I'm not a bully!" she told Mr Turford. But she'd given in to the peer pressure at school and she'd sided with the bullies instead of sticking up for JoJo. She'd joined the others when they ganged up on her. Tamsin was very much a bully.

What if JoJo tried to kill herself? What if she tried to cut her own wrists? Apart from not wanting that on her conscience, Tamsin didn't think it was worth it, especially over a pair of hockey boots.

Tamsin stuffed all of her belongings back into her bag and tucked Mr Turford in too, then she swung the bag over her shoulder and made her way back down the hill towards school.

But she didn't turn in to the school entrance. Instead, she carried on walking until she reached JoJo's house. She knew which one it was because she'd followed her all the way there with the others.

Tamsin hesitated at the gate. She looked at the clean and tidy frontage. Taking a deep breath, she pushed the gate open and marched right up to the front door, rapping on the shiny red woodwork until her knuckles hurt.

A lady answered, who Tamsin assumed was JoJo's mother. 

"Is JoJo there?" said the girl.

"She's not very well at the moment," said the woman. "She's in bed with the flu. Can I give her a message?"

"Yes, please tell her that Tamsin dropped by, and... and..."

"And?" said the pretty woman.

Tamsin pulled the bear out of her bag and held it out to JoJo's mum. "Tell her that she can borrow Mr Turford until she's better... and that I'm sorry."

*
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mardi gras
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Mardi Gras is a very special story for me. After a long hiatus (more than ten years) and several failed attempts at NaNoWriMo, I finally buckled down and finished something I’d started. It was also the very first story I wrote by the seat of my pants.

Sister and brother time travellers Toni and Bart became my latest series characters and I followed this novella with a short story in 2022 set against the Phoenix Lights.

Hopefully the duo will have yet more adventures in the future.

*
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Chapter 1

The eddy picked up speed as it sucked them both down and into its depths. Down, down, down, until they couldn't breathe properly, until they thought they'd never breathe again. At that precise moment there was a bump, restarting the supply of oxygen, and Bart stopped clawing at his throat. He knew it would be all right, but it still threw him into a panic.

He felt Toni's hand reach out for his. His sister knew, she always knew how it got him, and while she couldn't speak, while they couldn't yet communicate, and while they couldn't properly see each other, this was always how she gave him courage. Just by reaching out a hand and touching his.

He felt another bump as the colours changed from white silver to white gold, to yellow, to orange. The specks of dust would turn into little stars next, then big stars, then the planets, as they reached their programmed destination. Only the specks didn't turn into little stars this time. This time there was an extra bump – that wasn't supposed to be there, he thought – then a bit of a rumble. And the orange light changed to red and then deep vermilion.

As it span faster and faster, he realised there was something wrong. No, no, no, no, no. This wasn't supposed to happen. This never happened. It was going too fast.

He reached out his other hand to find Toni's. Her fingers were cold. She wasn't expecting this either and her fingers squeezed his more tightly than ever. 

This wasn't her reassuring grip. This was a "what's happening?" grip. And until they actually stopped, if they ever stopped, they wouldn't be able to speak. But at least he could see her eyes come into focus, staring out through the opening in her helmet.

Well, if it was going to go wrong, at least they were together. They always had that to booster their confidence, like a little joke about a circumstance that would never, ever happen. It was never supposed to happen. 

Bart squeezed Toni's hands and pulled her a little closer to him as the darkness closed in around them.

His nostrils twitched as the vortex bumped and skittered again. Burning. Something was burning. He looked around him wildly, and he saw Toni do the same. 

The dark redness was turning smoky. Something was on fire. The machine was on fire. And it was slowing down. It was coming in to land – crash-land more like.

Bart was finally able to pull Toni into a hug, and they clung on to each other. He pulled his legs up so he was in a foetal position, and she mimicked him. He remembered someone telling them once to keep their arms and legs in. "Curl up, don't put your hands out. You'll hurt yourself if you put your hands out."

As the machine finally came to land, the g-force propelling it and them forward, they clung together and rolled with it. 

Bart felt the first bounce, then the second, and then three more before they finally crashed against something that sent shockwaves through his entire body. Toni yelped out an involuntary scream, which meant their time had come, they'd arrived at their destination, or at least a destination of sorts. 

And then all went quiet and still and black.

*
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As the machine crashed against a moss-covered boulder, sparks shot everywhere and two people fell out of an opening that wasn't even there before. Originally entwined, they came apart, tumbled along the ground, and landed in an eventual heap, both knocked out by the fall.

The smell of blood oozing from their fresh wounds and into the dirt alerted a local resident snake. Initially alarmed and then curious, it started to slither towards them.

Chapter 2

The helmet had fallen off her head before she landed and rolled a few feet away. Toni's head hurt and every bone in her body felt as though she'd been trampled by a herd of elephants.

She heard a groan, thought it was Bart, and realised it was her. She mentally checked herself over, making sure there were no broken bones, and she opened her eyes to the weak sunlight, her vision blurred but already was starting to clear.

Toni carefully pulled herself up into a slightly sitting, slightly lying position and moved her head slowly to see where they were. It looked like the Everglades, which meant they weren't too far off the mark. She rubbed a sore part of her elbow and cast around to see if she could see Bart.

She found him only a few feet away, he too in the process of checking his injuries. He sat up slowly and removed his helmet. 

Her head itched. She lifted her hand to scratch it but instead felt a warm wetness. Pulling her hand away she saw it covered with blood. And then the sore part on her head suddenly kicked in. Ouch, it stung! There was blood running down Bart's face too.

"Are you all right?" she asked, getting onto her hands and knees.

"I think so," he replied. "You don't look so great." 

"Gee, thanks," she laughed.

Well, she still had her sense of humour. She wasn't dead yet.

Bart got up a bit more quickly than she did and she saw the dizziness embrace him.

"You have blood on your face," she said, gradually climbing to a standing position herself.

"You have blood all over your head," he said, coming towards her. He stooped to pick up her helmet. "What have I told you about fastening your chinstrap properly?" he said, waving the helmet at her. She was about to retort with a smart reply when he stumbled over a root and collapsed to the floor again. And then he froze.

"What's wrong? Did you hurt something else?" she asked.

"Ssh!" She started to move towards him. "Stay there," he hissed.

Toni froze too. In slow motion Bart reached out for a heavy branch, discarded it as it was still joined to a tree root, and scrabbled as quietly as he could for a rock instead. Then he hurled the rock at Toni, frightening her half to death.

Impulsively, she ducked away from the flying missile, but it totally missed her and landed in a squelch behind her. She turned to look and saw a snake with its head stoved-in by the stone.

"I thought you were throwing that at me!" she shouted, relief making her bad-tempered.

He shrugged as if to say, well, you can see that I didn't. And he climbed to his feet once again, this time more slowly.

"I wonder where we are," he said, glancing around at their surroundings. He handed Toni her helmet. "That wound looks like it needs a stitch." 

She took the helmet sheepishly, dug into the pocket of her skirt to find an old dried-up tissue and pressed that in a wad against her head. "This will have to do until we find some help." And she held it there knowing her arm would start to ache soon.

"Where are we?" Bart wondered again, looking about them again. "It looks like the Everglades. So at least we're in the right country... unless they have Everglade-type environments all over the place."

"If it is the Everglades, there will be more to worry about than that," she replied, nodding towards the dead snake.

"Something went wrong," he said.

"I thought so too."

"And did you smell that fire towards the end?" She nodded. "I reckon something burnt out."

"It smelt like hydraulic fluid to me," she said, wrinkling her nose at the thought. "I remember the clutch went once on my dad's car. The hydraulic fluid got too hot and the slave cylinder caught fire. All the hydraulics went and I could smell that smell on everything for days afterwards. It really sticks in your nose."

They looked sadly towards the machine. "It'll need repairing," said Bart. "But first, we need to get you to a doctor."

"Oh, I'm all right–"

"You're not. That tissue's soaked right through. What are you going to use next?"

They took their helmets back to the machine and stowed them in the side-car. Toni picked up her classy top hat and gave it a dust. But she was too sore to place it on top of her curly head.

"Come on then, let's start walking," she said.

*
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Fortunately it wasn't raining, but the atmosphere was quite humid. Toni could feel her curls frizzing. Bart's hair was curly too, but he kept it too short for it to be a problem.

"This won't be good for the machine," mused Bart. "If there's a break in any of the circuits, or even in any of the wiring, this damp will cause it to misfire."

"I don't think crash-landing in the Everglades will do it a world of good either," replied Toni.

"If that's where we are..."

"Wherever we are, it still won't have been any good."

The marshy, root-ridden ground was tough to negotiate in her low-heeled ankle boots, but she managed. It didn't take them long to reach the road, even if it was just a dirt-packed shrub-lined track. 

"Which way do you think we should go?" asked Bart, looking left. "I can't see anything for miles this way."

Toni looked to the right. She thought it was more built-up in the distance. But there didn't seem to be a lot of life and there were certainly no road vehicles. "That way looks like something," she said. "It doesn't look far."

As they drew nearer to the small town, they saw a road sign:

––––––––
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WELCOME TO NEW ORLEANS

––––––––
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"Well, that's handy," grinned Bart.

"It's where we were headed," agreed Toni.

"It doesn't look very... " he cast around for the right words "... modern."

"We were going back in time," said Toni. "And we were supposed to land quite close to where we would probably find the artefact we've been sent for."

"Hmm, yes," agreed Bart. "So either we landed in the wrong place..."

"Or we landed in the right place, wrong time?"

"Exactly."

"If we're in New Orleans, then this isn't the Everglades," said Toni.

"It must be the Mississippi Delta," replied her brother.

"Mm. The ocean won't be far away." She sniffed, but she couldn't smell any sea air.

"And nor will the city," said Bart. "Come on, this isn't getting you to a doctor."

"Won't we have to pay?"

"We have money, remember."

"Yes, but if we've gone too far, it might not have been printed yet..."

So many things were whirling around inside Toni's head. Perhaps it was the bump. Perhaps she was concussed.

"It's because we've landed in the wrong place," she tried to reassure herself.

"What?" said Bart.

"Sorry. Talking to myself."

"Hmm. Come on. Doctor."

They followed the packed dirt track until the town in the distance turned into a small city closer up, and soon they were wandering the back streets looking for a doctor. Their clothes and probably their hairstyles attracted a few curious looks, but that could also be the blood. A cheerful lady wearing a red dress and a matching head scarf and carrying a heavy basket of brightly coloured fruit on her head stopped to ask if they were all right.

"My sister needs a doctor," said Bart.

"What happened to you?" asked the lady. The beads around her neck and dangling from her ears rattled as she spoke.

"We were in an accident," said Toni. 

"It looks like it," said the lady. "Down the next road on the right, third door along, someone there will help."

"How much will that cost?" asked Toni.

The lady looked them up and down and reached up inside her basket. "Give him these mangoes, tell him Veronique sent you. He won't charge you then."

"Oh, but we want to pay–"

"He'll be offended if you offer. He'll appreciate the fruit."

"Who should we ask for?" asked Bart, taking the mangoes from her.

The lady chuckled, a deep-throated chortle. "There's only he there, child. But his name's Desmond."

"Thank you very much. You're very helpful."

"It's Mardi Gras week," replied Veronique. "Peaceful happy time to all." And off she waddled, basket of fruit perched securely on her head.

Chapter 3

They found the doorway easily enough. It was the one painted in several different bright colours.

"Now if she'd told us that," laughed Bart.

There was no knocker, just a giant handle. He knocked on the door... and a witch-doctor opened it. Toni sprang backwards with surprise. The bones on the man's head rattled as he looked from one to the other.

"Ha ha ha," he boomed, making the orange, red and yellow feathers around his head shake and tremble. Removing the headdress, he said, "It's Mardi Gras. I was just trying it on for size."

"We're, er, looking for Desmond," said Bart, cautiously.

"And you have found he," said the witch-doctor.

Bart told him their names. "Veronique asked us to give you these." He held out the fruit, which Desmond took with a big smile, filled with sparkling white as well as missing teeth.

"Come in, come in. I can see why Veronique sent you." He opened the door wide with one hand and gestured towards the blood on their clothes with the other. "We'll make you some coffee, fix your wounds, and find you something to wear while we wash those." He hesitated as he saw what they were wearing. Then he nodded his approval. "I like. Very much."

The house, or shop, or whatever it was, was like a cave filled with all sorts of interesting and colourful things hanging from the ceilings and piled on every surface. Some were quite ordinary knick-knacks, others were voodoo-related or religious.

Toni and Bart dipped so that their heads didn't bump into feathers, shrunken heads, bone necklaces, various talismans on various lengths of leather thong, crystals, amulets, things made from glass, rag dolls, wax effigies and candles. And they emerged into a lounge area furnished with stuffed chairs and over-sized floor cushions, beads and tassels hanging everywhere, but shiny surfaces reflecting light in various jewel colours. It certainly wasn't dark and dowdy. It was actually quite a fun, cheerful place.

"You're very kind," said Toni, sinking with relief into one of the over-stuffed chairs. 

In an adjoining room a child, aged about twelve or thirteen, busied herself boiling water and grinding coffee. Desmond shouted something to her in a patois, and she stopped what she was doing and started to tear strips of material instead.

"My daughter," explained Desmond, proudly. "My wife," he added, pointing to the window, where they could see another lady pegging out washing. "Our son is out running errands. We're getting ready for Mardi Gras."

Picking up on the conversation, Desmond's wife came in from the back yard to help their daughter. "This is Odette," said Desmond. "My daughter is Esme. Our son is Gideon."

"It's nice to meet you all," said Toni. "You're being very kind."

"It's Mardi Gras," smiled Odette from the kitchen, as though that explained it and perhaps they wouldn't be so affable at any other time of the year. Her hair was braided and secured in a bun on the side of her head, probably ready for her own Mardi Gras headwear. As she moved around the kitchen she kept touching a feather boa with affection, which hung over a cupboard door handle.

Esme and Odette helped Desmond treat their wounds, bandaging what they thought needed bandaging and securing the bandages with some kind of tucked-in loop. Then Esme disappeared inside the house somewhere, and came back with shirts for both of them, trousers for Bart and a skirt for Toni. 

"We'll wash your clothes for you," explained Odette, over coffee.

"You must let us pay–" started Bart, but Toni interrupted him, remembering Veronique the fruit lady's warning about them being offended.

"You're all very kind. We'd like to come back later and collect our things, if that's all right? You're all very busy and we need to... erm... find out a few things."

"What would you like to learn?" asked Odette.

"Well," said Toni, casting around for something that wouldn't freak them out.

"We need to get some provisions, and some souvenirs," said Bart, quickly. "It's not every day we turn up in New Orleans in Mardi Gras week. There must be lots for two strangers to town to see and do."

"Yes," agreed Toni. "And we need to get something for the Mardi Gras too. Would you recommend we start anywhere in particular?"

Odette and Desmond exchanged looks. "They've already decorated the streets. That's always nice to see," said Odette. "There are lots of food stalls, you can get something to drink too. And souvenirs are available in all the shops and on stalls."

"Please, go and have a look at our beautiful city," agreed Desmond. "Meet our beautiful people. Tell them Desmond sent you."

"And Odette," added Odette.

Toni and Bart washed themselves in a bowl of warm water. Odette took Toni's silky blue shirt and black waistcoat with care, and pushed everything over her arm with the taffeta skirt on top. Bart's outfit was so much more practical than hers – brown trousers, striped waistcoat, white shirt – it didn't need as much care. They changed into the clothes they'd been given, then they left the witch-doctor and his family to their preparations. 

"What lovely people," said Toni, feeling much better just for being out of her bloodied clothes.

"I've always wanted to come to New Orleans," agreed Bart. 

"I wonder what time we're in," mused Toni. "Everything looks very basic."

"But they have electricity, so it's not that long ago."

"There must be a newspaper we can check, or a sign advertising the Mardi Gras."

"I think that depends on when it is," said Bart.

They wandered the streets, necks stiff at all the leaning backwards to look at decorations hanging from upstairs windows, wrought-iron balconies, lamp posts and flag poles. Water hydrants, garbage bins, benches. Everything looked lovely and colourful. And everywhere they went, brown faces grinned at them, some shouted out greetings in one language or another.

"It's a good job I still have my schoolgirl French," mused Toni.

The money they had was US dollars, and it seemed good enough for what they wanted, the only attention being if they used a slightly higher denomination note.

They gazed up at the Spanish architecture and noted the Haitian and the Creole influences everywhere. The camellia was in bloom and even the streetcars were decorated for the upcoming festival. One stall had free gumbo on offer.

"We have to try this," said Toni, but Bart's hands already held a bowlful of the steaming hot seafood soup. And in the distance they heard the horn of a steamboat. "That must be on the Mississippi."

At one stall selling ribbons, Toni bought a couple – one for Odette and one for Esme. Simple but pretty. And she didn't know how else to thank them for their kindness without offending them. At another stall Bart bought them some more fruit. Desmond had seemed so happy with the mangoes, he assumed that was a good bet.

At the end of one street Toni caught sight of a fountain. She loved fountains. Everywhere they went, she always tossed a coin in the fountain and made a wish – more coins if the fountain claimed to raise funds for charity. She'd been doing that ever since the Trevi Fountain in Rome and it gave her a kind of link between each of the strange places.

"Come on, Bart," she called. "There's a fountain."

"We're not actually supposed to be enjoying ourselves, you know," he scolded. "We need to find out where in time we are, get the machine fixed, and get out of here."

"I know. But we also know that New Orleans was our destination. Perhaps the artefact has been here longer than we thought. And while we are here we may as well enjoy it. Soak up the atmosphere."

"Okay," he laughed, following her, but bumped into her when she stopped suddenly. "Whassup?"

She pointed towards the fountain. "Isn't that...?"

Chapter 4

Conrad was so busy negotiating with a chap with masses of beads around his neck he clearly didn't seen either Toni or Bart approaching him. He was dressed pretty much the same as Bart had been, but his waistcoat was leather, a red neckerchief hid the collar of his white shirt, and his trousers were black. Bart didn't wear a hat, but Conrad's was a black John Bull top hat with goggles strapped above the rim. Conrad also sported a pointy beard and a droopy moustache, but Bart was clean-shaven.

When they appeared at Conrad's side he almost jumped out of his leather waistcoat, dropping several strings of beads he was examining.

"Hey, Conrad," said Bart, pleased to see a familiar face. 

"Oh. Bart, Toni," replied Conrad, nodding to them both in turn. 

"What are you doing here?" asked Toni.

"I, er, came to find you two."

"Did we fall off the radar, then?" asked Bart.

"You've been gone for days."

"Days?" asked Toni. "We've only been here since this morning."

Conrad shook his head. "We lost contact with you about... four days ago. When you didn't report in the boss told me to come and find you. I didn't know where to start."

"You managed it, though," said Toni. 

Ignoring her tone, Conrad looked them up and down, sending the bead-seller on his way and tucking his leather pouch into a pocket. "What happened to you two?" he asked. "Why the bandages? Is that a disguise?"

"No," said Bart. "We crash-landed." He explained how the machine had malfunctioned and how the fruit-seller and the witch-doctor had helped them so far.

"So you've already interacted with the locals?" asked Conrad.

"Well, yes," said Bart. "Why not?"

"You know we're not supposed to mingle, in case we change history."

"What were you doing with that bead-seller, then?" asked Toni.

"Er, buying beads?"

"Well, we were getting medical treatment."

"But your clothes?"

"They very kindly offered to clean them for us," she said. "We're to go back for them later."

"Anyway," asked Bart. "How did you know how to find us if you lost contact with us? We're not even where we're supposed to be."

"I was able to programme into your navigation system. We could see where we lost you and I took it from there. We knew where you weren't, at least."

"Lucky," said Toni. 

"Where are you parked, anyway?" asked Conrad, glancing behind them as if expecting to see their machine there.

"It's out on the delta somewhere," said Bart. "We think it's where it was supposed to be, just a few years before where it was supposed to be was built."

Conrad made an attempt to follow that, but seemed to give up. "Can you take me there? More heads might help."

"Sure."

The three of them headed out of the town, towards where they thought the crash-landing site was. But they didn't have to look too hard. Toni had dripped blood on the dirt-packed track and the spots were easy to follow.

"Where's your machine?" Bart asked Conrad.

"I'm in a cemetery. I think it's the old cemetery. I was able to hide it quite well among the tombs."

The walk to the crash site only took them about twenty minutes. It took them a little longer to find the exact spot over the rougher ground. The poor thing looked very sad and dejected on its side.

Bart's time machine was a motorbike and side-car combination, usually garbed up to look like an old Triumph. They rarely went back before the old bike was originally built, so it suited their purposes quite well. Much of Bart and Toni's work was wartime work. This was actually the first time they'd ventured out of Europe, in fact, so the Triumph usually fit in quite well. As they were coming to America, they'd garbed it up as an old Harley.

While the boys took great pleasure umming and ahhing over the engine and other technological bits, Toni went into the side-car part of the machine to retrieve their stash of gold coins. They had a certain amount of currency with them that would have been in circulation in the 1940s, and so far they'd got away with using the coins. But the notes, with pictures of presidents on, might be more difficult. There would be a bank somewhere in the town where they could swap one of the gold coins for some local currency. Luckily, with the machine being in an unpopulated part of the country, no one had tried to mug it. And everything was still in its place, apart from the bits that had fallen off in the crash.

Conrad and Bart flicked some switches and checked the dials and Conrad asked Bart to repeat what had happened during the malfunction.

"I don't know what it can be," he said at last. "Perhaps the boss will know. We'll need to make contact with him, if we can find a communication portal. Or perhaps we can use my machine to contact him."
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