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Chapter 1
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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.
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Chapter 2
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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:

WELCOME TO NEW ORLEANS

"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.
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Chapter 3
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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."

OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/cover.jpg





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/image000.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/scene_break.png





