Chapter One
| hate history!
Hate, hate, hate history lessong!

Itisn't that | didike school — not at dl. School has aways been fun for me. Everybody awaystells me
I'm one of the"brainy” kidsin the class.

Y ou know the type.

| guessit'strue. | amost aways get Ason tests and I'm often thefirst kid to answer the teacher's
questions about literature and math and science.

| especidly love science— chemigtry ismy favorite.

Learning new thingsis pretty awesome, you know?

But something about history lessons aways makes me want to run from our class and throw up al over
the bathroom. The funniest thing about it is, | can never explain exactly why | fed thisway.

All'l know isthat it seemsto have some strange connection with our teacher, Mr. Wicker.

He's anice teacher — most of the time, anyway. Maybe alittle odd-looking, sure. But whoam | to
criticize anyonefor that?

I'm not exactly going to win any prizesfor being the most handsome boy in schooal, that's for sure!

Mr. Wicker isvery tal and very skinny, with thin black hair greased straight back. He has atiny
mustache and a stubby, crooked nose, and his pants are too short.

And his clothes are dways black. Entirely black.
Pretty weird for ateacher!

But the oddest thing about Mr. Wicker isthat he seemsto like mefineal day long — until our history
lessons begin.

"Very good, Benjamin! Y ou'll be afamous chemist someday," he often sayswhen | answer ascience
problem correctly.

He saysthisin front of the whole class, too. | like that, though it'skind of embarrassing, too.

But somehow whenever we start to talk about history, Mr. Wicker's attitude suddenly changes. His
dark eyes get afunny look in them, asif he'sangry.

Very angry — a mel!

He never smilesa me during history. And he says strange things to me. Only to me, asthough I've done



something wrong.

That'sjust what things were like on this one afternoon in November — the same afternoon when dl the
miserable troubles sarted for my family.

Mr. Wicker began giving our classahistory lesson at the end of the day, as usual. He had been smiling
and laughing and cracking jokes with the other kids and me al afternoon.

Y ou know how it iswith teachers sometimes— he seemed in arealy good mood.
Then he said those awful words | dreaded every day.

"OK, let'sdl open our history books now," Mr. Wicker said, suddenly glaring at me. "And | hope you've
al doneyour homework!"

Only, | hadn't done my homework. Like | explained before, | hate history!

And | could tell that Mr. Wicker knew | hadn't done my homework.

"Let's gart with— oh, why don't we begin with Benjamin," he said, emphasizing my name. "Benjamin,
will you tell uswhat greet evil in this country was amagor cause of our Civil War?1'm sure you read your

homework assgnment last night, hmmmm?”

Mr. Wicker had been looking down at the book in his hands until he came to that last word. Then he had
looked up a me with an expression that | found frightening when he said that one word: "hmmmm?”

It was creepy, though | had seen that look many times before. There was something in hiseyes. But no
onedsein my class ever seemed to noticethis.

Not even my best pal, Taylor, who sat right next to me.

| noticed it, though. Mr. Wicker's eyes|looked far away, as though he was remembering something
horrible and painful. At the same time his eyes seemed furious— amost red with hatred and disgust!

Tome, they looked like the eyes of somekiller maniac!
Whyl Why did he hate me during every history class?

That look in his eyes made my stomach ache and my blood run cold. | prayed each night never to see
that look again.

It lways made mefed asif Mr. Wicker actudly wanted to hurt me! My own teacher looked asif he
wanted to wrap something tight around my throat and strangle me!

"Uh, wdll... sure, yeah, | read my homework, of course,” | lied.

"Then be good enough to tell the classwhat you read about last night in your history book, Benjamin," he
replied with anasty smile.

"OK, sure. Wdll, uh . .. uh, well therewasthisthing. Uh, and it was, well... it was pretty bad and the
North and the South decided they had to get rid of it except..." | Ssammered.



"Enough!" Mr. Wicker interrupted angrily, damming hisbook on adesk. "I think we can dl seethat you
haven't read your homework! If you had, you would know about this major reason for the War Between
the States. Maybe someone else can tell Benjamin. Y es, Petty?'

"It was davery, Mr. Wicker," Patty answered smugly, turning around in her seat to sneer at me—

me, the smart kid who had given the dumb answer. "1 did my homework assgnment last night, just like
youtold us™

"Very good, Paity! Yes, you'reright. Slavery isthe correct answer," Mr. Wicker said, scowling at me.
"Savery has been aterrible, terrible problem around the world for many centuries. Onceit wasa
problem in our own country. Wealthy farmersin the South actually owned other people! Can you believe
that? Owned black people asif they were cattle or horses or sheegp. And the farmers sometimes kept
these davesin chains and sometimes whipped them until they bled.”

Mr. Wicker was dtill looking right at me as he talked.

"Oh, and sometimes they killed the davestoo, right?" Peity added.

"Yes, Patty. You'reright. That'swhat they did to daves who didn't obey the rules, and to daveswho
didn't do what they weretold,” Mr. Wicker said. He walked over to my side and glared down at me with
the expression of a cold-hearted murderer. " Punishment! Severe, bruta punishment! Swift, cruel
punishment! That's what davery waslike. Do you understand me,

Benjamin?'

"Uh, y-y-yes" | sad, even though | didn't understand why he was saying thisto me.

"And punishment is also what happensto children who don't read their homework lessons, isn't it?' he
continued, hiseyeswide and crazy. "Y ou will Say after history classwhen the rest of your schoolmates
arethrough, Benjamin. Yes, just you and me herein our little room. Alonel Hmmm? And we will learn
about punishment together! Do you understand me, young man? Y ou will learn more about brutal
punishment than you ever wanted to know!"

Chapter Two

School was over.

| wasin the classroom. Alonewith Mr. Wicker.

After the other kids had gone, my teacher had flicked off the lightsin the room. Then he had started to
dowly walk around my desk, circling me like ahungry shark.

It wasredly, redly weird! Spooky!

| couldn't understand why he seemed so angry. What was it about the history lessons that aways turned
him againg me?

"Mr. Wackerman, St up straight!" he suddenly barked at me.



Wackerman ismy last name, by the way. Benjamin Wackerman, that's me. | dwaysknew | wasin redl
trouble when Mr. Wicker used my last name like thet.

"Fat people such as yourself should know better, Mr. Wackerman!™ my teacher went on. "Y ou look like
alumpy potato on agrocery shelf when you douch in your chair! It'smost disgusting!”

| wasredly surprised he called mefat. And disgusting, too!

My teacher had never insulted my appearance before. Like | told you, he wasn't exactly God's gift to
beauty himsdif.

When he said those things, | understood that he must redlly be extra mad!
True, | may look kind of geeky, | guess.

And OK, maybe I'm alittle pudgy. Some of the meaner kids call mefatso. | have wiry black hair that
sticks up in the back of my head, like atuft of burned grass.

But so what? Theré's nothing wrong with that, you know?

Only the stupid, nasty kids at school make fun of mefor theway | look. And | don't want them for
friendsanyway.

| have onetruefriend — Taylor.

He'sagreat guy, tal and strong and loya. He doesn't care what anyone says about me. He stays my
friend, no matter what.

Asl sat in the classroom with my teacher, | sure wished Taylor was by my side!

Things were getting weirder every second. Mr. Wicker continued talking.

"Y ou seem surprised that | kept you here after class, Benjamin," he said, speaking each word dowly.
"But I'm your teacher and it'smy right. It'smy right as your custodian, the keeper of your mind during
each school day.”

"Y-yes, dr," | replied, not wanting to make him any angrier.

"So you shouldn't be surprised. No, not at al! Because you're mine for several hours every day. Y ou and
al the othersinmy class," Mr. Wicker intoned, his eyes growing wild again. "'Y ou are my responsibility,
don't you see? 1 control you during that time. | own you!"

"Uh, o-ownus, s- Sr?" | sammered.

"Yes, of course! Your mind, boy! | own your mind! And it makes me very angry — very angry indeed
— when one of you failsto do what | tell you to do! There must be pendtiesfor that! Punishment,

Mr.Wackerman! Hmmmm?"

"P-p-punishment?’



Mr. Wicker was behind me, standing so near my back that | couldn't even see him by turning my heed.
But | could fed hiswarm, bad-smelling breath al over me. And | knew that his eyeswere glaring down
inaredrage.

"Y es, because this can't be allowed to continue," he said. "It smply can't be allowed because some day
you'l beafine scientist and so | must stop you from doing this now. Now, Benjamin!”

| didn't have any cluewhat he meant. It all sounded so strange.
Stop me? From doing what?
| didn't know what he meant — not for another instant, anyway.

Not until | fet hisfingersvery dowly starting to circle my throat from behind! That's when everything was
cear to mein aterrifying flash!

Mr. Wicker redly did want to hurt me, after all! Hewas going to do it right here, in this dark classroom!

My teacher was going to choke meto death!

Chanter Three

| tried to legp out of my chair.

But Mr. Wicker had atight grip on my throat!

| tried to scream, but | couldn't. He was squeezing my windpipe too tightly for that!
Thiswasinsanel Completely crazy!

A skinny, nerdy-looking teacher was going to murder me right in the middle of the school! For no reason
adl

And therewas nothing | could do about it!
"Heughlph!" | said.

| wastrying to scream theword "help,” of course, but it came out al twisted. And it was too soft for
anyone to hear, sounding like a squeak from arusty door.

"I must end thisnow! Now, Mr. Wackerman, don't you see?' Mr. Wicker said furioudy. "Now! Findly
end dl of this Y ou are too dangerousfor meto let you livel”

"Heughlph!" | gurgled again.

"I'm sorry! I'm very sorry but it's necessary! Y ou've been aterrible thregt for too long!™ he rambled
insandly. "I'm sorry, so sorry but | must do this! | mugt!”

| could hardly breathe and | was growing faint from lack of oxygen. Asany good scientist knows, the



cdlsin the human body need oxygen to live. Soon | wouldn't have the strength to get away.

| was dying!

That'swhen | remembered that Mr. Wicker had atrick left knee. He had hurt it in acar accident years
earlier and sometimesit made him limp alittle.

He awaysjoked that he could tell when rainstorms were coming because his knee ached from the
humidiity.

It seemed my only chance. | had to strike at his weakness! Somehow, | had to hit Mr. Wicker's bad
knee!

But hewas dtill in back of my chair, choking me from behind. What could | do?

Quickly, I swung my left leg to the Sde of my desk. Then with al my might, I flung my foot backwards
and up, hoping to hit hisknee.

| used dl my force, every ounce of muscle and fat in my body.

But I missed! My foot whiffed harmlessy through the air.

Now | wasin even worsetrouble.

Mr. Wicker went nutso! He howled like awild animal and lifted me out of my chair by the throat!

It was dmost like | was being executed by hanging — except the rope was my teacher's hands! Who
would have imagined that such a skinny man could be so strong?

"Y ou disgustin' mongter!™ Mr. Wicker shouted at me. ™Y ou will diefor that, Sir!™
My neck hurt worse than ever. | couldn't take even the smallest bresth.
| struggled and wiggled againgt him with my last ounce of fight. It was no use.

But somehow | still noticed that Mr. Wicker's voice sounded strange. It sounded asif he had said, Y ou
will dah for thet, ir!™

| redlized that he was talking with a Southern accent. Y ou know, like some guy from Alabamaor
Georgiaor someplacelike that.

Asl| inched closer to death one fina thought flitted through my head: "Thisguy'stotdly, absolutely
wacko! Mr. Wicker isn't from the South! Hesfrom Maine!™

Chapter Four

Theworld was going gray.

| felt my eyes closing and my body going limp!



| was about to die!
Then without warning, | felt my body drop onto the floor like arock. Mr. Wicker had released me.
Then | heard him screamin pain.

| was dazed from lack of C>2 — that's the chemical symbol for oxygen, of course. Oxygen is necessary
to think clearly. Without it, you get al strange and wacky in the head, you know?

That'show | felt right then. Redlly fuzzy upgairs.
But as| cameto, | could see Mr. Wicker lying on the floor, holding his bad |eft knee.

Sowly it started to make sense: | had accidentaly kicked him when | wasin my death throes. Just as|
was ready to pass out for good, | had flailed my arms and legs around one last time.

And somehow | had nailed him, giving him agood knock on the knee!
Wow, talk about luck!

My head was just barely getting clearer. But it was clear enough to see that Mr. Wicker was staring at
mein horror. My teacher looked asif he had just awakened from a nightmare.

"Benjamin! Benjamin, forgive me!" he pleaded, ill sprawled on thefloor. "I swear to you, | didn't mean
you any harm! | wasjust trying to teach you alesson. Please, Benjamin!"

"Mr. Wicker, | think you'retotaly nutsl™ | shouted, struggling to my feet. "You just tried to kill me! You
were talking with a Southern accent and strangling me!”

| hurried towards the door. | just wanted to get away from him.

"But Benjamin, you don't understand! Please believe me, | didn't want to cause you any harm!™ Mr.
Wicker said in apitiful voice. "Please, | beg you, son! Don't turn meinto the police! It'sjustthat | ... |
couldn't hep mysdf! I'm sorry, Benjamin!”

But | was already outside the classroom door. | started running home as fast as my chubby legswould
cary me.

| couldn't wait to tell my parents. | knew they would call the police and then Mr. Wicker would go tojail,
maybe for therest of hislife.

A crazy man like that shouldn't be alowed to teach kids, | thought as| ran. | hope they lock him upin
prison and throw away the key!

| was puffing so hard from running that | dmost felt like Mr. Wicker was choking meagain. | could
hardly draw abregth.

Somehow, | madeit to my house and ran insde, praying that either Mom or Dad was home from work.
They needed to hear about the attack as soon as possible.



They had to make sure Mr. Wicker didn't hurt any of my classmates, especialy Taylor.

| wasredlly lucky again, because both my parents were stting in the living room with the TV newson.
"D-Dad, uh, M-Mom, uh, listen ..." | panted. "Can you turn off the news? | haveto talk to you guys!"
Dad turned to look at me. He was smiling.

"Hi there, Benny!" he said cheerfully.

Y eah, my parents call me Benny. Pretty goofy, huh?

"You'redl out of breath, son. Sit down and watch TV with us," Dad suggested.

"Y es, well have dinner soon. Pizza, your favoritel” Mom added with agrin.

Didn't they hear me? Couldn't they see| was upset? What was wrong with them?

"No, no, no. Listen, you guys! You don't get it!" | spit out. "My teacher, Mr. Wicker — hetried to kill
me! Honest he did! He amost choked meto degath!™

They werelooking a the TV screen, il smiling.
"Oh, really? Well, that's nice, dear,” Mom answered swestly.

| couldn't understand this. My parents aways listened to me when | talked to them. But they weren't
ligening now.

"Mom! Dad!" | shouted. "Stop and pay attention to me! | almost bought the farm! My teacher tried to
squeeze theliferight out of me! Look at the marks on my neck! We need to cdll the policel™

My parents turned in their seats, with odd expressions on their faces. They seemed to Stare at the red
marks Mr. Wicker's hands had |eft on my neck.

They looked vaguely troubled but not shocked or angry. Didn't they understand me yet?
Couldn' they tell that someone had tried to strangle me?

"Why that's— wdll, that's just terrible,”" Mom replied without feding. She said thisin the sametone she
would useto ask for the salt shaker during dinner. "WEéll have to spesk to him about that sometime.”

"Yes, Benny. Y ou go wash your hands and come join us, son. Well talk to Mr. Wicker about this," Dad
agreed. "I can't understand why held do such athing to you.”

Then they turned back to watch the TV newsasif nothing at al had happened to me.

And both of them were amiling again.

Chapter Five



Thingswere no better the next morning.
In fact, they were worse. A lot worse!

Mom and Dad both said they understood whét 1'd been telling them over and over since the night before:
that my teacher tried to kill me. But they ill weren't at all upset about it.

Didn't my parents believe me? | had proof. | had bruises around my neck where Mr. Wicker choked me.

Why wouldn't they call the police? | mean, they didn't even cal the school to tell our principa thet acrazy
man was teaching there. They didn't call anyone.

| was so angry | didn't know what to say to them. | sat at the breakfast table with abowl of hot ceredl in
front of me. But | wasn't eating.

| just sulked, probably giving off more steam than my oatmesdl.

Then | noticed something. Mom looked alittle funny somehow. | couldn't figure out what was wrong,
except she didn't seem quite the same.

Maybe it was that her pretty blond hair appeared — oh, | don't know — maybe alittle gray. She had
dark circles under her eyes. Thelines on her face were just a bit deeper.

It was hard to tell exactly what waswrong. But my mother didn't look the way she usudly did. It was
amog asif she had aged fifteen yearsin one night.

| didn't understand how that was possible, but there had to be some logica explanation.
And she hadn't been acting like hersdlf either.

Maybe shewas sick.

"Mom, areyou dl right?" | asked.

"Yes, dear. Of course. Why do you ask?' she answered, smiling.

"I don't know. No reason, | guess,” | said, staring at my cereal bowl.

| heard Dad bounding down the steps two at atime, the way he usualy does beforework. | felt relieved.
Maybe he knew what was wrong with Mom.

Dad islikethisamost every weekday morning — pretty happy to go to work. Hereally loves hisjob as
adoctor at abig hospita, even when he has some tough medica problem to solve.

There probably aren't many fatherswho smile every day before they leave for work, but my dad does.
Then he cameinto the kitchen. And he wasn't smiling this morning.

"Wheré's my coffee? Can't you have my coffee ready when | come downgtairs for work! Isthat too
much to ask?' he snarled at my mother.



"Yes, dear. I'm sorry," Mom said pleasantly. "I'll try to do better tomorrow."

"Seethat you do!" he snapped, grabbing the cup from her so quickly that hot coffee dopped al over his
white deeve. "Oh great! Look at thisl Now | have to change shirts! Look what you've done!”

"I'm sorry, dear. Forgive me," Mom replied without emation.
"What kind of idiot are you anyway?' Dad barked.

What was going on? Dad never talked to Mom thisway, al angry and nasty. And Mom never acted so
odd, asif shedidn't care about anything.

Were my parents getting enough deep? Were they taking their vitamins?
Maybe they both were just completely losing their cookies.
"D-Dad, doyou fed dl right?' | asked quietly. "Areyou and Mom OK?'

"Fine! | fed fine, except for your mother spilling coffee on mel™ he sngpped. "That was astupid question,
Benny! Why would you ask methat?"

"No reason," | said, eating a spoonful of oatmea so | didn't haveto look at him.

Mom poured anew cup of coffee and held it out to Dad, but he brushed the cup aside without touching
it.

"Oh, forget the coffee now! I'll just eat breskfast a the hospital! | can change shirtsthere too!” Dad said,
amogt yeling. "I haveto do everything mysdf! Someone needsto crack the whip around this house!
What we need here is some swift, severe discipling!™

With those words, Dad stormed out the back door muttering to himsalf. He roared away in his car, tires
squeding.

Wow! I'd never seen him like that before.

He seemed so mean. And he was saying things like "swift, severe discipling' and "crack thewhip." What
was he talking about, anyway?

Hiswords sounded an awful lot like Mr. Wicker's warning to me about after-school punishment.

But the strangest thing of dl wasthat Mom ill didn't seem to mind any of this. She wasn't angry with
Dad or anything.

"I hope he gets agood breakfast at the hospital," she said, smiling. "He's so busy. He can use agood
medl to Sart the day.”

Thiswasway too weird for me! | couldn't wait to get out of the house.

| ate afew more bites of oatmeal, then hurried off towards Taylor's home. We walked to class together
every day.



| wasn't going to school today, though — not with Mr. Wicker planning to kill me. That wasfor sure.

| figured Taylor might skip school with me; together we could decide what to do about our crazy teacher.
Theingant | walked into hisliving room, | told Taylor everything— al about Mr. Wicker and how he
tried to kill me. | aso told him about my parents and how they didn't even report Mr. Wicker's attack
and dl therest of that stuff.

"Man, that isredly strange," Taylor said. "It's so hard to imagine Mr. Wicker hurting someone. And you
said your parents were acting even wackier thismorning? | wonder what's wrong with them.”

"l don't know but | wish they would get over it," | said. "I'm starting to fed like I'm in some old horror
movie or something. Everyone's acting so bizarre. And now | think I'm getting alittle sick from all of it,
you know? My stomach hurts."

"Y eah, now that you mention it, Ben, you don't look too good. Y our skin's kindayelow. Maybe you
should just go home and stay in bed."

"| can't liearound the house dl day," | said. "Mr. Wicker might find me there. He might leave classand
drive over and redly kill methistime."

Suddenly, Taylor's eyes grew wide. He stared at me and his mouth fell open. Then he took two or three
steps backwards, away from me.

"B-B...uh, Ben," he sammered, pointing at my face. ™Y our skin — something's happening. We gotta
get you to adoctor or hospita or something!”

"Why?What'swrong?' | asked franticaly, touching my face. My cheeksfdt rough and scaly, like the
face of alizard or an dligator. "Taylor, what's happening?'

"I.... I don't know, Ben! Go look inthe mirror," he said. "See for yourself!"
| ran over to amirror in hisliving room and peered at mysdif.
| was horrified a what | saw peering back at me! It wasthe ugliest face I'd ever seen!

Therein the mirror was akid who looked nothing like Benjamin Wackerman! | had smdll yellow scales
covering my face! They weredl over my skin, likeamonster!

| looked like the creature from the dime lagoon!

Chapter Six
"Aaasashhhh!" | screamed.
"Ben, stay calm,” Taylor said. "Stay cam, OK?Well call your Dad, OK?"

" Aaaaaahhh!"



"Stop looking in the mirror, Ben! Come on! Let's get you home, OK?' Taylor said. He grabbed my
deeveand tried to pull me away from the mirror.

It was the most ghastly sight I'd ever seen! It wasn't human!
But it wasme!

That was my mongter facein the mirror.

Why were dl these terrible things happening to me?

Firgt, Mr. Wicker had tried to murder me. Then my family had acted really weird when | told them about
Mr. Wicker's attack. Then they had gotten even weirder at breakfast.

And now this. Horrible!
It was too much for atwelve-year-old kid to take!
AsTaylor and | ran towards my house, | kept wondering if 1'd done something to deserve this.

As someone who wantsto be ascientist, I'm not usualy superstitious. But facts are facts— and the facts
were plain: extremey bad things were going on!

Was this stuff happening because | hadn't been doing my history homework? That seemed ridiculous. But
Mr. Wicker dways got angry with me during history class.

Using my powers of logic, | decided there had to be some connection between history lessons and the
terrible trouble breaking out dl around me.

But what? What did any of these things have to do with history?
So that couldn't be true. Or could it?

We ran up the steps to my house. | was huffing and puffing but | had stayed right behind Taylor the
whole way, even though he was alot stronger than me. | think my fear gave me extrastrength.

Aswe hurried into my kitchen, | felt terrified. | knew Taylor was scared, too, though hetried not to show
it.

"OK, just sit down, Ben. I'll call your Dad to come homeright away," Taylor said, panting.

"Help me, Taylor. | don't want to look like some freak from amonster movie the rest of my life" |
pleaded. "I'll never get agirlfriend likethidl"

"Try to relax, Ben. Y our Dad's a big-time doctor. Hell know what to do,” Taylor said, reaching for the
telephone. "Now just tell me your Dad's number at work and..."

Hewas interrupted by a man's voice coming from the shadows of our kitchen. It was a deep, strange
voice. A voice | hadn't heard before.



"Y ou won't need that number, Taylor,” the voice announced dowly. "I'mright here.”
The man stepped out of the shadows.

He had aheavy black beard and long black hair. His clothes were al black, too. His eyes|ooked dark
and angry.

He gazed a my friend and melike ahungry man staring at two T-bone stesks. Worst of dl, heheld a
long knifein hisright hand, ready to carve usinto bite-

szed bits.
| was so shocked | couldn't even scream. Neither could Taylor.
Some kind of kid-killer had dipped into my house after Mom left for work!

Sowly, step by step, he walked towards me, gradually raising the knife towards my throat!

Chapter Seven
Thekiller walked dowly, moving forward only afew incheswith each step.

It was asif he was torturing me with fear, carrying his knife across the kitchen towards mein dow
moation.

"Noooo! Don't kill me!" | begged.
"Leaveusaone” Taylor ordered. "Get out of this house now!"
Taylor was brave, and he was large and athletic. | could tell he was getting ready to pounce on the man.

Taylor had to know hewould berisking hislife. But he wasn't about to run away without doing al he
could to stop thismaniac.

He'sredly the best friend aguy could have.

| glanced at Taylor just as he was ready to leap. Suddenly his expression changed.
"D-Dr. Wackerman?1s ... isthat you?" Taylor asked.

| was stunned. Could thisredly be my father?

"Yes, Taylor," thekiller replied. "It'sme.”

Chapter Eight



None of this made any sense.
It defied logic! It defied science! It defied nature!

My own father had left our house for work only an hour or so earlier, looking like himself. He was young
and well dressed and handsome, though perhaps alittle pudgy like me, I guess.

But now he had been transformed into awacko with aknife!

At the sametime, | had changed into something that resembled an dienin Star Wardl

"Dad, isthat redly you?' | asked, my voice quavering. "What happened to you, Dad? What's going on?"
"Benny?Isthat you, boy?' Dad asked. "I thought | waslosing my mind. | heard Taylor call you 'Ben' and
your voice sounded like my son. But . . .wdll, | thought you had to be someone €se — someone
horrible. Something has happened to you, too, Benny. Something awful is happening to our whole
family.”

"Where's Mom? She's not hurt, is she?'

"No, she's not exactly hurt, Benny. But sheisn't well either, son. She's suffering from the same troubles as
you and me," he answered.

With that, an old woman who looked nothing like my mother stepped into the kitchen.
"Hi Benny, dear," the woman said.

It was her voice. Thevoice of my mom. But this couldn't be my beautiful, young mother!
Thiswoman looked a hundred and fifty yearsold!

Her hair wasn't just gray — it was yellow and faling out of her head. She had long gray hairs growing
from her chin and nose in two or three places.

Thelinesin her face were so deep shelooked like ahuman raisin!

It was asif someone had found the world's oldest woman and given her decaying body to my mother!
"No, Mom!" | cried. "It can't be you!"

"Benny, darting, | don't know what's wrong, but some horrible disease is afflicting our family,” Mom said,
putting her old hands around my scaly face to comfort me. "Y our father has no ideawhat'swrong. He's
even talked to some specia doctors from his hospital. They don't know either.”

My mother started to cry.

"Yes, son," my dad said. "I'm doing everything | can. I've even talked to some colleagues at the Mayo
Clinic. But no one has heard of anything likethis."

As he spoke, hisface turned even darker, right before our eyes. Jagged scars started to gppear on his
skin. Hisbeard and hair grew longer.



Mom's back started hunching over, asif shewas aging sill more. Hunks of her yellow hair fluttered to the
floor, leaving bald patches al over her scalp.

And my scaly skin began to come off my face in sheets. Skin peeled away likeit does after abad
sunburn,

Undernesth the outer layer my skin looked even scdier than before, bright green rather than yellow. |
redlly was garting to look like some kind of reptile.

"We can't do anything to stop thisl" Mom whimpered through her tears. "Oh, why isthis happening?’

"Theresgot to bealogical reason for this" Dad replied. "Stay strong, dear. Y ou too, Benny. I'll find
someway to helpus.”

Dad didn't sound like he believed his own words, though.

"Weredoomed," | said, sarting to cry adong with Mom. "Thisthing isjust getting worse and worse. My
wholefamily isgoing to diel”

Chanter Nine
Through dl of thishorror, Taylor stood silently.

| could tell that he was scared, redlly scared! Who wouldn't be? His best friend's family was being
transformed into horrible, weird-looking creatures.

But | also could seethat he was thinking about waysto end our misery.

"You can't just give up, Ben!" Taylor said suddenly. "I just know that somebody out there can tell us
what to do about this problem!™

"But _who?" | said. "No one on earth can do anything for usif the doctors don't know how to help! Dad
doesn't have a clue what to do! We're doomed, | tell you! Y ou should go home, Taylor, so you don't
haveto look a us! We're so ugly and we're going to die!™

But Taylor wouldn't leave. He stayed right by my side and even put his hand on my shoulder acouple
timesto help give me courage.

He asked me questions. Then he asked my dad and mom some more questions. He stopped to listen
when Dad suggested idess.

Then Taylor came up with anidea of hisown — an ideathat sounded totally nutsto me at first.
"I think I'vegot it!" he said. "Remember, Ben? My sster believesin supernaturd stuff. | know you think
Lynn'skindaweird, but she swears that psychics can see into another world where there's spooks and

spiritsand past lives and things. And she says some psychics can solve dl kinds of problems.”

"A _psychic!" | shouted. "Are you going bananas or what?'



"Wait aminute, Benny. Let'sthink about this" Dad said. "We don't have alot of choices now. Maybe
Taylor'sonto something.”

"Yeah, Ben— | mean, | know you're like this smart science guy and everything. But sometimes even
scientists can't explain everything,” Taylor said. "What have we got to lose? Maybe Lynn knows what
she'staking about. | think | should cdl her. I'll ask the name of the best psychic she knows."

And that's just what Taylor did.

| was still skeptical about anyone who claimed to possess supernatural powers. | mean, that's one thing
science has done for the world, you know?

Science has helped make us | ess superdtitious about dumb things, like black cats and witches and
walking under ladders and nonsense of al sorts.

But here| was, Mr. Future Scientist, going to apsychic to ask for help. It seemed like asilly, desperate
thing to do.

| was fedling pretty desperate, | guess.

So Taylor and | walked down the street towards this psychic's house, which was only about four blocks
from mine. | waswearing a hat and thick scarf to help hide my scaly appearance.

But now and then, someone in the street caught a glimpse of my ugliness above my scarf— and hurried
off in the other direction.

| must have looked terrifying to them. Imagine bumping into a person with thick green scaes on hisface.
| felt like a crocodile walking in winter clothes down the sdewalk.

Pretty soon we came to 4175 Oxblood Street, where the psychic lived. It was an old, dumpy-looking
two-story house with rotting boards on the porch and pedling paint everywhere.

| laughed bitterly to myself about the paint. | thought, this place must look the way my face looks —
gross and pedling like amoldy onion!

We rang the doorbell. It gonged once loudly, like acathedra bell. The door squesked asit opened and a
woman stood there smiling.

She sure wasn't the sort of woman | expected to find in arundown house like that.

Thiswomean was beautiful!

She had long black hair and skin the color of milk chocolate and round, dark eyes. She wastal with
long, dim legs and strong muscles al over her body. She looked like one of the best-looking womenin
the world to me.

She was wearing a short white robe that was draped over one shoulder. Her feet were bare.

"Hello, boys," she said in asoft voice, dmogt al whisper. "My nameis Marlene. | was expecting you. |



Comein."

We walked through Marlené's parlor, which was |oaded with black wooden scul ptures and bright red
and ydlow paintings. Everything looked asif it was from Africa.

The scent of jasmineincense floated through the air. The faint sound of music floated from overheed, asif
someone in an upstairs room were playing aviolin.

It was dark and mysteriousin the house, which waslit only by severa candles.

We entered another room through a curtain of beads that clattered and clacked aswe passed. | was sure
Marlene would have acrystal bal or a deck of Tarot cards or a Ouija board.

Y ou know, some fake-type thing to pretend to see into the spirit world.
But she didn't.

Instead, there was only along couch and two old wooden chairs. Marlene sat on one of the chairs
without aword.

Then she gestured towards the couch with awave of her hand and Taylor and | sat down.

| was nervous and Taylor seemed nervous too as he fidgeted around on the couch. | gtill was wearing my
hat and scarf to avoid frightening the psychic.

"I guess you're wondering why we're here, Marlene," Taylor began. "Well, it'skinda strange to explain
but..."

Marlene held out her hand to sllence Taylor.
"I know why you are here," shewhispered. "And | can help you.”

"Oh sure, you're apsychic. How stupid can | be? Of course you'd know," Taylor said. "See Ben, | told
you she was supposed to be redly good at this."

"No, you do not understand me," Marlene said. "1 know why you have come only because your sster,
Lynn, caled to tel me about your trouble.”

At least this psychic is honest, | thought. She could have pretended that her great powers had revealed
everything before we even arrived.

But | sill didn't trust thiswoman. Not at all.
No matter how beautiful shewas.

Maybe Marlene was only trying to make us believe she was honest. Then shewould fool us and demand
alot of money or something.

| knew from reading newspaper stories that most psychics are con artists.

Could Marleneredly be any different?



"Take off your hat, Ben," Marlene said so softly | barely heard her. "Take off your hat and your scarf so
that | can see the wicked thing that has taken hold of you."

Very dowly, | lifted the hat off my head, then unwound the long scarf from my neck and face. Then |
looked at Marlene, dreading her expression of terror.

Marlenejust gazed at me calmly, studying melike amap. She stood up and touched the hideous scales
on my face, brushing them softly with her wrig.

Then shekissed the top of my head.

Grossl

How could she stand to do that?

Marlene moved her chair close to the couch, held our hands and closed her eyes.

The candlelight washed over her smooth skin and black shadows danced in the corners of the room. The
violin music murmured over our heads.

Marlene said nothing. She seemed to be listening, her brow furrowed in concentration.
Feding worried, | glanced at Taylor. What was this woman doing anyway?

For along time, the psychic was sllent. Then, at last, she spoke to usin awhisper.
"Ohhh, my child," she began softly. "My poor child!"

"Wh-what do you see?’ | asked.

"| seetroubleslong, long past. | see blood and heartache and the sting of the whip. | seetears, oceans of
tears. | see hatred and cruelty and it has not ended for you, my child,” Marlene explained.

"But what are you talking about?' Taylor asked. "Can't you tell uswhat you mean?”

"And what to do about it?" | added, terrified.

"I can look into the depths of your family,” Marlene went on, her eyes till closed. "But | see darkness
and wickedness and ignorance for centuries. Many long centuries past. Thereisa curse upon you and
your family, my child. A terrible curse. And thisblack stain will live for centuries more, destroying you
and your parents and anyone in your family who is born after you."

She opened her eyes wide and stared Straight at me.

"All of you," shesad, "will dieahorrible, painful desth!™

Chapter Ten



Marlene closed her eyes again and sat dtill asice, holding our hands.

She shivered, asif cold. But | think shewas afraid.

The psychic waslooking into my family's dark past — and our awful future!

"This curse on your family has lain adegp for more than one hundred years," she whispered. "But
someone has come into your life and awakened it. Now the curseis dive again and turning you and your
family into images of shame. Y our father is growing mean. Y our mother becomes old and decayed. And
you resembl e the reptiles of the foul swamps.”

The candles flickered from a draft somewhere, making the shadows bend and sway.

Taylor and | glanced at each other, frozen with fear.

"But why?' | asked. "Why hasthis happened?’

Marlene closed her eyes even tighter and frowned.

"A horrible thing was done by your family, Ben," she answered dowly. "Long ago. A horrible thing for
which your family now must suffer.”

"B-but wedidn't doit!" | protested. "Whatever it was, it wasn't me or Dad or Mom! Why should we
have to pay for something some old guy did a hundred years ago?'

"Y ou must pay for the snsof your family, my child. Y ou are descended from aline of villains. Thereis
nothing you can do to stop this vengeance on the Wackermans," Marlene said. "Except, perhaps, one

thing."

"Onething?What?' Taylor demanded.

"Please, Marlenel” | added.

"If you can return to the scene of thisevil, you may be able to change your fate," she said. "Y ou must go
back in time and destroy the one man in your family most responsible for this curse. Y ou must put the
past right again, Ben. Step back into history and undo the wrongs committed in your family's name.”
"Back into history?" | asked.

"That'simpossible!" Taylor said.

"Only if thisisdonewill you and your family have achanceto live," the psychic continued. ™Y ou must find
the crime and the man who first committed it. Then you must destroy him!"

"But how can we go back into history?' | exclaimed. "No one can do that — not even the best scientist
intheworld!"

"Thereisaway, my child. Only oneway. And you must find it,"” Marlenereplied. "Y ou must discover the
door to the past and step through it. Then you must destroy the man who is destroying your family!™



Chapter Eleven

Taylor and | walked down the street towards my house.
We weretotaly weirded out!

Trave back through time?

Marlene-the-psychic must be afraud like dl the rest of them, | thought angrily. But | had to admit that
she had not asked usfor any money.

She was up to something, though, that wasfor sure.
Undo past crimes? Find the villain? Go back in time?
Asif!

Neither Taylor nor | said very much. We hung our heads as we trudged towards my home. We had
nothing but bad news for my parents.

The Wackerman family really was doomed.

It didn't matter whether Marlene wastdlling the truth or not. We didn't know how to go back in time.
That meant we were al going to die— probably soon.

Suddenly, though, Taylor stopped in histracks and snapped his fingers. Then he looked a me and, for
thefirst time that day, adight smile spread across hisface. | wondered what could be making him happy
whenwe werein amesslikethis.

"Wait, Ben!" he said, and | heard excitement in hisvoice. "My sster hasthis book | was reading one
night. It's some book that's so old it's faling apart. But Lynn left it in the bathroom and | was stuck sitting
in there because I'd eaten beans and — well anyway, | remember something | read in that book."
Wewaked by astore aswetaked, and | caught aglimpse of my reflection in the window.

"I hopethisbook can help,” | said. "From the looks of it, I'd say we don't have any timeto waste. I'm
getting worse every minute.”

"Y our scaes are getting thicker and greener, Ben. And your parents must be getting worse too," Taylor
said, garting to run down the sdewak. "Come on! Weve got to hurry!"

Taylor ran towards his house asfast as he could and | tried to keep up with him. Thistime, though, |
couldn't do it. | was puffing so hard | thought | was going to drop dead right on the pavement.

| think | was getting weaker from the curse. My stomach was starting to hurt again and | had no energy. |
just wanted to go to Seep.

But | kept running anyway. My parents liveswere at stake.



And sowasmine.

When | finally opened the door to Taylor's house, | found him gitting in the living room with the old book
dready in hislap. He wasflipping through the worn pages like a madman.

"It'sgot to be here somewhere!" he said. "1 know | saw that thing about time travel."
"What did you say?" | asked, breathing dmost too hard to talk. "Time travel? In that book?

"Y eah, that'swhat | read in here. Come on, whereisit?' hereplied, till turning pagesfurioudy. "Ah!
Hereitid"

"Youredly found it? Timetrave ?'

"Yeah, right here. I'll read it to you," Taylor said. "But you'd better sit down, Ben. Y ou look like you're
going to passout."

| sat beside him, il trying to catch my bregth.

Taylor placed his hands carefully around the cover of the old book. It looked dusty and stained with age.
The pages were yellowing, and many of them were so loose they were dmost faling out.

Thetitlewas il faintly visble acrossthe cover. It said: "Potions of Medieva Science.” | could aso read
that the book had been published in Boston in 1855.

Taylor cleared histhroat and began to read: "Y ou must recall, dear reader, that science has come far
from the days of the medieva men who practiced it. Y et, aswe have seen in earlier chapters, some of
their discoveries seem remarkable to us— even today, in the mid-19th Century.

"However, one of the most interesting discoveries has long been dismissed as a potion without any
power. Modern scientists scoff at the claim that amixture of smple substances can send aman back into
time. If only it weretrue!

"How many of uswould volunteer for that journey! Still, weinclude the formulain thisvolumefor its
value asacuriogty. It isworth nothing more than a passing glance today."

| Sghed wearily, peding off another layer of green scalesfrom my face.

"Even back ahundred and fifty years ago they knew this formulacouldn't work," | said. "It's hopeless,
Taylor."

"Ben, your faceis getting alot worse," Taylor said. "'l can see how weak you are. Thisisour only chance
to save you and your family. Just lisen, OK?"

"Thisformulawas developed by aking's sorcerer in the year 1245. But the sorcerer was really a serious
man of science," heread.

"Fearing that his king might misuse the potion, the sorcerer recorded the formulafor future generations—
then buried his notesin awooden cask in the castle graveyard. In one note, the sorcerer explained his
potion's great secret: It dlows anyone who mixes these chemicalsin their precise amountsto go back into
time. "He aso claimed that the formula permits the time traveler to change into the shape of anyone who



was dive during any period of history. All thetime traveler must do isimagine the person he wantsto be.

"He then will become that person instantly — but only in appearance and voice. No matter whom the
traveler resembles, his mind and previous experiences dways remain the same.

"Finaly, the sorcerer dso included asmple formulafor the antidote — the potion to wipe away the spell
and bring the traveler back to his own time. Without that antidote, anyone who journeys back into the
past will belost forever.”

Taylor stopped reading and looked up.

"Wow," hesaid. "Pretty cool."

"Likethe book says, it would be codl if it weretrue,” | replied. "But it can't be. It just can't! Though |
wish it were. My skin is peding off so fast I'll be nothing but bones soon. I'm fedling weaker every
second. | think I might be dying, Taylor."

"Then weve got to try thisformula, Ben! Welve got to!" Taylor said. "'l remember Mr. Wicker oncetold
usin classthat good scientists admit how much they don't know. We can't explain everything— even
with science. Maybe this medieva formulaworks.”

| wasfading quickly. | had no energy to argue.

So | agreed to try the formula. | prayed that it might redlly allow usto travel back into the past.

Wasit possble? Could Taylor and | fly back through time and fix the evil done by my ancestors?

It seemed the last dim hope for the surviva of the Wackerman family.

And it looked to melike avery dim hope indeed.

Thapter Twelve

Taylor was running wildly around hishouse,

| could hear him talking to himsdlf as he gathered the ingredientslisted in the formula.

"OK, OK — that'sthe sdt. Now, thyme. Right, Mom hasthyme. Hereit is," he said. Then he cdled out
tome. "I think we have dl thistuff right in the house, Ben! It'sdl pretty basic, mostly cooking stuff.
Hang in there!”

He raced upgtairsinto his bathroom for something, then charged back into the living room where | was
gtting.

"OK, Ben. Hereit is. It'severything— al here," he said. "I'll read the formulato you and you mix the
guff in thisjar my mom usesfor leftover soup.”

"I can'tdoit, Taylor. | can't move," | said miserably. "1'm too wesk. Y ou'd better mix it."



"No, no! You haveto doit! You're the chemistry expert. And the book says these chemicals haveto be
measured precisaly. I'll just messit up,” Taylor said. "Y ou've got to find the strength to do this, Ben. Y our
mom and dad are probably dying right now. Thisistheir only chance!”

Hisreminder about my parents helped give me extra strength. | imagined them a home, feding weak,
looking ghastly — and dying, like me. They needed me to save them!

| struggled from the chair onto the floor, where Taylor sat with the chemical's and measuring spoons.
One by one, | began to mix the chemicas together, concocting the ancient formula.

"It saysapinch of sdt,” Taylor said. "Is there a spoon to measure that? Do you know how much they
mean by apinch?'

"Yes," | answered weskly, squeezing the tiniest amount of salt between my thumb and forefinger. "Thisis
apinch."

"And adash of sage. Here'sthe sage. But what's adash?’
"Here," | responded, taking the can and sprinkling abit of sageinto the jar.

After thefinal ingredient was added — ten drops of vinegar — | mixed them al together with awooden
spoon, just asthe ingtructionstold usto do.

Taylor and | looked at the jar with disgust. The formulalooked like redlly gross green soup.
Y uck!
"Well, | guesswed better drink some, huh?' Taylor said &t last.

"Yes" | said. "l don't have much energy Ieft, Taylor. | won't last much longer. I'll try it first and hope it
works."

My friend handed methejar and | raised it to my lips. But before | could take asip, Taylor grabbed my
hand.

"No! Don't!" he screamed.
"What'swrong?| can't wait any longer, Taylor. I'm dying.”

"But the antidote — remember? We have to make that too! If we don't take that with us, well belost in
the past forever," he said. "Well never be able to get back!"

But | knew | didn't havetimeto wait for the antidote.
| didn't havetimefor anything any more.
| was dying— fast!

And Taylor could seeit happening before his eyes.



We both understood that | only had two choices | eft. Neither was agood one.
| could elther wait for Taylor to mix the antidote— and almost certainly die before he was done.

Or | could drink the formulal had made, which might send me zooming off into history with no way to
ever get back home!

Chapter Thirteen
"I've gottadrink this," | said weakly. "I ... | just gotta. Please, Taylor! Let medrink!™
Taylor wasfrantic. He didn't know what to do.

Should he kegp me from drinking the only thing on earth that might save my life? Or should helet me
travel back intime and belost forever?

Helooked at me. Then he looked at the jar that held the gross green gunk that could save me.

Then helooked a me again. Then helooked at the jar.

Atme Atthejar.

Me. Thejar.

| could seepanicin Taylor'seyes.

What should he do? What would you do?

There were only two choices and both were wrong!

Or were there only two?

Taylor was scrunching hisforehead, deep in thought. He was smart enough to know that there are almost
aways more than two choices. | could see that he was desperately trying to think of the third and fourth
choices.

Just as| wasready to take my find breath of life, Taylor snapped hisfingers.

"I know! Yesssd" he shouted. "Here Ben, drink it! Drink haf of it right now!"

Taylor held thejar of green goop to my lips. Sowly, he poured hdf the liquid down my throat.

It tasted as gross as it |ooked.

But | durped and gurgled and swallowed asfast as| could. Then | closed my eyes, exhausted.

And | waited. | wondered what would happen next.

Then | heard Taylor swallowing the rest of the gunk.



Helay on thefloor beside me and placed his hand gently on my shoulder.
"Hang on, Ben! Hang in there, pa!" he pleaded. "Thisisgonnawork for ug! | know itigl"
"Taylor . ..well be... lost forev ... lost forever," | whispered as| lay near death.

"No, Ben. No! Well make it back home again,” my buddy promised. "I'm going with you, Ben. | drank
the potion. | have aplan to get us back home. I'm pretty sure— | mean, my plan should work. Uh, |

hope."

Chanter Fourteen
Without warning, | felt like | was spinning around in aswive chair.
And spinning redly fast!

| mean, spinning faster than anyone could possibly spin — you know, like athousand times a second.
Around and around and around.

Everything looked blurry. But | wasn't dizzy.

And something esewasredly weird: | felt like somebody had one finger stuck up my nose!

| know it sounds funny but it'strue.

| wondered if | was dying. Maybe thisiswhat happens when you die, | thought.

Maybe God putsyou in aswive chair and spinsyou around really fast with hisfinger up your nose!
Hey, it'spossible, | guess. Asafuture scientist, | had trained mysdlf to believe in the facts | observed.
And these strange fedings were mgjor facts— facts | could fed myself.

| wasn't really scared. Just kind of tense, like | was waiting for something important to happen to me.

As| kept spinning and spinning and spinning, | heard awoman's voice whisper to me. She sounded a
little like Marlene, the psychic woman Taylor and | had visited.

"Choose," the voice breathed.

That was adl. Just this single word, whispered only once: "Choosel"

For some reason, in the next moment | thought of Abraham Lincoln. | have no ideawhy.
But that's the one thought that popped into my head.

Abraham Lincoln — probably the greatest U.S. president ever. The man who kept the United States
together during the Civil War.



Somehow, | could see him standing in front of me. | could see histhin face and dark beard, hislong arms
and legs.

In the next ingtant, | was standing alone insde a beautiful room. | didn't know where | was. But | wasn't
dead, that's for sure.

| wasn't spinning anymore. No one had afinger up my nose, ether.
Also, | didn't fedl wesk or sick any longer.

| couldn't wait to find out what | looked like now. Was my face till full of green scaes, al ugly and
gruesome?

| looked around the room for amirror. | didn't see one, but | noticed that thiswas a very unusua room.

It was shaped kind of like an ovd, but not quite. There was a big brown wooden desk at one end, sitting
infront of three huge windows.

Behind the desk stood an American flag. But it didn't look exactly like the ones | aways saw a school
and the post office. It was different, though | didn't know how.

Whatever, | thought.
But | kept thinking, | wonder wherel am? And what do | look like now?
Why don't | fed like I'm dying anymore?

Where's Taylor? He had a plan to get back home from time travel. Without him, | waslost in history
forever!

And how are Mom and Dad?
| prayed they were both il dive!

| still felt confused about everything. Maybeif | look out the window, | thought, | can figure out where |
am.

"Man, thiswholethingisredly, redly weird," | said out loud.
Then things got weirder! Because my voice didn't sound like me!

It was the voice of afull-grown man, kind of a high-pitched voice with an accent of somekind. | said
something esejust to hear it again.

"Thisis Ben Wackerman talking. Hey! This sure doesn't sound like Ben Wackerman,” | said.
| couldn't believe my ears.

Now | wasincredibly curious, and pretty frightened too. Where was | anyway?



And what had happened to my voice?
| walked over to thetall set of three windows and looked outside.

| could see ahuge lawn, maybe the biggest lawn I'd ever seen. There werelots of trees and stuff all
around the grass.

And there were alot of small buildings across the street. For some reason, acouple of guyswereriding
by in carriages pulled by horses. Maybe thiswas atheme park, | thought, like Disney World.

Then | saw the strangest thing of dl.
So drange that it made me gasp in shock. | noticed my own reflection in the glass window.
But the face looking back at me wasn't mine.

It was theface of Abraham Lincoln!

Chapter Fifteen

Impossible!

That'sthefirg thing | thought.

| was seeing thiswith my own eyes. But | fill didn't bdlieveit.

| brought my face so close to the glass that my nose touched the window. Then | backed up alittle.
Then | moved my head to theright and to the left. Each time, the face of Abe Lincoln moved with me.

| really had gone back in time after dl! And | had morphed into the great man. | was now the President
of the United States during the Civil War.

Words can't explain how surprised | was. Surprised — and badly spooked.
| screamed asloud as| had ever screamed inmy lifel
"Aasshhhhhhh!" | yelled. " Aaaghhhhhhh!"

A white door opened immediately and awoman stepped insde the office. She was holding apencil and |
understood that she was probably Lincoln's secretary.

"Areyou dl right, 9r?' she asked. "'l heard you cry out.”
"Me? Oh, uh— well, yes. Oh, sure. | fed avesome,” | answered nervoudy in Lincoln's high voice.
"Awesome, Sr?" my secretary asked. "I'm not quite certain | follow your meaning, Mr. President.”

"Oh—uh,yes" | said.



| remembered that | wasin adifferent time now. The people who lived during the 1860s didn't talk like
kids do today!

"Pardon me, maam," | said. "Yes, I'mfine. I, uh— well, thetruth isthat | just pinched my finger in this
desk drawer."

Shelooked at me asif I'd lost my mind.
"All right, Mr. President. Let me know if you need anything," she said, Sarting to close the door.
Then she poked her head back inside.

"Mr. President, did you call me'maam?" she asked. "Y ou've never called methat before. It was so odd
that | wondered if 1'd done anything wrong, Sir?"

"Uh, no, of coursenot,” | said awkwardly. "No, just hurt my finger abit, that'sall. No harm done. Uh,
Miss— | mean, uh, Mrs,—um ..."

"Kennedy, sr. You dwaysjust cal me Mrs. Kennedy. Remember, Mr. President?’ she said, looking
worried. "I'll be just outside the Ovad Officeif you want me, Sir.”

"Yes, Mrs. Kennedy. That'sfine. Just fing" | responded with awesk amile.
Mrs. Kennedy closed the door. | walked to Lincoln's desk and sat down.

| wasrdlieved that my — uh, | mean President Lincoln's— secretary had |eft. But | didn't know what to
do.

| had no clueat dl. | sure understood, though, that thistime travel thing was going to be hard.
Redly hard.

That'swhen | thought about the friend who was supposed to have traveled in time with me. What about
Taylor, | wondered.

What had happened to my best friend — the guy who had saved my life by giving me the green gunk to
drink?

At that moment, | heard heavy footsteps outside the office. Then | heard aman's deep voice booming as
he talked to Mrs. Kennedy.

Soon there was aknock at my office door.

"Comein," | answered, trying to talk with the confidence of a president.

"Excuse me, Mr. President. But General Grant wantsto seeyou,” Mrs. Kennedy said.
Uh-oh! This could be big trouble!

General Grant wasthe top officer for the United States in the war againgt the Confederates. He was the



commander of the entire Union army.
Now he wanted to talk business— with me. Me, President Lincoln.
What did | know about fighting awar? Nothing, that's what.

| didn't even know anything about the Civil War because | hated history lessons so much. | rarely read
my history book.

What was | going to do now?
Whatever it was, | had to do it fast.

"Yeah, OK — | mean, yes. Wéll, | am abit busy right now. Perhaps he could come back abit later,
Mrs. Kennedy," | suggested.

She again looked at me asif | had said something strange.
"But Mr. President,” she said, "you asked that Genera Grant come to the White House, sir. He'straveled
al theway from Virginiato meet with you today — at your request. But if you like, I'll ask the generd to

come back later, Sr."

"Urn, well, of coursenot. Yes, | did send for him, didn't 17" | replied with an uncomfortable cough. "Yes,
Mrs. Kennedy. Y es, yes— of course, send Generd Grant in."

Thisshould beinteresting, | thought. Just wait until General Grant finds out that President Lincoln can't
remember anything about the Civil War!

The door opened again and alarge, strong-looking man with abrown beard stepped in. He was wearing
aUnion generd'suniform that till had mud on it from the last battle.

His boots were muddy, too. They left clumps of dirt wherever he walked.

| recognized him immediately. Anyone would know him, even if they had never opened a history book.
It redly was General Ulysses S, Grant.

"Mr. President,” he said, smiling and extending his hand. "It's good to seeyou again, Sir.”

"Generd, I'm mighty happy to seeyou too," | answered, hoping President Lincoln said things like "mighty

All of asudden, Generd Grant got a strange expression on hisface. He glanced over both his shoulders,
making sure no one wasin the office with us. Then helooked at me and smiled.

"Wdll, thank you, Mr. President. Y es, we surely need to talk about thiswar, don't we? Except uh, Mr.
President — can | ask you aquestion, sir? | know it may sound abit unusud," General Grant said. "Urn,
Mr. President, | waswondering if you knew the chemica symbol for water, Sr?”

| dmost choked.



Thiswas abizarre question for agenera to ask his president. Especidly in the White House during Civil
War days.

What was going on here?

| tried to calm down and answer him asif such questions were common in the White House. | would play
along and find out what he was up to.

"Of course| cantel you, Generd," | quickly replied. "The symbol isH20. Why do you ask me, g, if |
may inquire?'

General Grant looked over both shoulders again. Then he leaned towards me and whispered.
| couldn't have been more stunned by his next words.

"Ben?' Genera Grant asked. "Isthat you? It'sme— Taylor!"

Chanter Sixteen
For amoment, everything confused me. | couldn't put this century together with the one | came from.

| didn't know how to respond to this famous 19th-century general who said he was afriend from the
20th.

"Uh, I'm not quite sure of your intentions here, sir,” | said.

That wasthe best | could do under these confusing circumstances. What if it wasn't redly Taylor?

"Ben. That'sgot to beyou inthere" Generd Grant said. "It'sredlly me, Taylor! Tell methisisyou, Ben! |
asked you about the chemica symbol for water you — | mean Ben Wackerman — knowsthat. And |
didn't think Presdent Lincoln would.”

| smiled with relief and shook hishand. It wasredlly Taylor after dl!

"Yeah, Taylor. It'smel" | said. "l wasn't sureif you might be pretending to be my friend. Who knows
what can happen in time travel? Maybe you were just testing me."

"Wél, I'mredly Taylor even though | look like Generd Grant,” hesaid. "Thiswholething redly isa
mind-bender, isn't it?1 can't believe that I'm suddenly this big generd waking around Washington.”

"I know what you mean,” | said. "Y ou should try being President Lincoln! My secretary thinks I'm nuts! |
didn't even know her name," | said. "But Taylor, I've got to ask you something. Do you really have some
plan to get us both home again? Or are we stuck intimetravel forever?"

"Sure, Ben, I'veredly got aplan,” Taylor said. "Before | drank the green gunk, | ripped the page with the
antidote formulafrom my sister'sbook. See, hereit is. If we can find the right ingredients, you can mix
them together and welll get hometo the present.”

"Just don't losethat page,” | said. "Without that, we're goners.”



"It's here, safeinsgde my pocket,” Taylor said. "But | don't think we should stay around the White House
too long, Ben. Somebody is going to get suspicious of usred fast. If they ask asmple question, likethe
name of Lincoln'swife, well bein trouble when we don't know."

"ItwasMary Todd Lincoln,” | said. "But | agree with you. We should leave here — except | don't know
what were supposed to do. Marlene told us we had to find the guy in my family who had done al that
bad stuff."

"And destroy him," Taylor said. "I don't know why we ended up here, in the middle of the Civil War. But
maybe it meansthis guy was dive during this period of history.”

"l think you might beright,” | said. "Remember, we were doing a history lesson on the Civil War just
before Mr. Wicker tried to strangle me? And when | wastraveling in time, spinning around like crazy, |
thought about President Lincoln. I'm not sure why. But that's when | morphed into him. Therehasto bea
reason we landed in the 1860s."

After discussng the Situation, Taylor and | came up with an idea. We decided that we should go to the
front lines of the Civil War.

Then we would talk to some of the other generds— thered Union generds.

Maybe one of them had heard the name Wackerman before. If we were redly lucky, one of those
generds might know something about this bad guy from my family and give usacluewhereto find him.

Generd Grant — | mean Taylor — and | rode with a couple of Union soldiersto thefront linesin
Virginia, Stting in ahorse-drawn carriage. My friend tried his best to act like atough genera inthe U.S.

Army.

"Soldier, pull the horses up over there," he ordered at one point. "Y es, by that forest there. The president
needs to stop for the bathroom and wants to use one of those trees."

| laughed when Taylor said that. But | redly did haveto go, and | figured he wasright. Even presidents
probably used trees for bathrooms back in the Civil War.

Of course, | aso tried hard to play the part of President Lincoln — the worried man in charge of Grant
and dl thearmies of the Union.

| asked some questions loud enough o the soldiers driving the carriage could hear me.

"Generd, do you think thiswar isgoing to last much longer?' | asked. "I hate to see any more of our

boysget killed"

"President Lincoln, | plan to break the back of the Rebd army soon,” the fake Grant replied. "And well
have dl our soldiers home before Easter.”

When wefindly arrived at the huge Union camp, thousands of men dressed in blue uniforms marched
through the mud around us. They looked dirty and tired, and some of them seemed thirsty and hungry,
too.

It didn't look like much fun to be asoldier.



| asked a sergeant where the other generas were staying. The sergeant escorted Taylor and meto a
large tent. Hetold usthe generals dl were insde, planning tomorrow's battle.

Now, Taylor and | had another problem. Neither of us knew much about the Civil War. We couldn't call
even the other officers by name. All we could do wastry to bluff our way through, calling everyone

"generd.”

Right then, | wished | had studied my history lessonsl Maybe | would at least have known the top
generds of the Union army!

Wewaked insdethetent. All the generals stood up, saluting us. We saluted back and chatted pleasantly
afew moments.

Then | asked each of them whether they had heard of anyone named Wackerman.
"No, Mr. President,” the commanders replied one by one. "That name means nothing to me at al.”

The pretend Generd Grant and | sat on dirty wooden chairs, listening to Union commanders explain their
ideasfor crushing the Confederate army of General Robert E. Lee.

Leewasthe leader of al the Rebel troops, of course.

Taylor and | mostly just nodded and agreed with their battle plans— and hoped their suggestions were
right.

And | worried. If the United States loses the Civil War because of me, | thought, my family will never get
rid of that curse.

All thistime, Taylor and | listened for any hintsthat might hel p us solve the mystery of the evil
Wackerman family member.

The generds discussed which army divisions to march forward. They debated how many cannonsto
bring into battle. They argued about where the Union soldiers should attack first.

But Taylor and | heard nothing that helped our search for the baddest Wackerman who ever lived.

Suddenly, the tent flap opened and two soldiers entered, saluting Taylor and me — you know, President
Lincoln and Generd Grant.

Taylor returned the salute and asked what they wanted. | sat calmly like apresident, waiting for their
explanations.

"Pardon usfor intruding Sirs" one soldier said nervoudy. "But Mgor Donad Mevin hasjust captured a
Rebd spy. The mgor thought you would want to be informed.”

"A spy inour camp?' the fake General Grant asked. "Who was he spying on, soldier?”
"Mgor Melvin said the prisoner was spyin’ on President Lincoln, gir,” the soldier said. "He was part of a

plot to kill the presdent, sr. He and some other Rebs were plannin' to shoot President Lincoln in the



That'swhen | remembered that Abraham Lincoln had been nated — shot to death while watching
aplay with hiswife. Was| going to be assassinated too?

Me, pudgy little Ben Wackerman, murdered just because | looked like Lincoln?

"Bring in the prisoner, soldier,” | ordered in my best presidentia voice. "I want to see this man who
hoped to put abullet in me.”

Both soldiers saluted me, stepped outside the tent amoment, then returned, holding the Confederate spy
between them.

My eyes amost bugged out of my head. My mouth fell open and | glanced at Taylor, who looked as
shocked asme.

The spy was very tal and very skinny, with thin black hair greased straight back. He had atiny mustache
and astubby, crooked nose and his pants were too short. And his clothes were al black.

Taylor and | recognized him ingtantly.
Therebe spy was our history teacher!

Mr. Wicker had gone back in time too — and he wastrying to kill President Lincoln!

Chapter Seventeen

Or was Mr. Wicker redly trying to kill me!

Maybe this pretend Rebd spy wasjust trying to kill the pretend President Lincoln!
| gulped in terror at the Sight of the man!

His beady dark eyeslatched onto meingtantly. Those eyes were filled with the same wicked look of hate
| had seen so many times during history class.

Even here, far back in the past, | couldn't escape Mr. Wicker!
| struggled to quiet down my emotions, to appeer like | wasthereal Mr. Lincoln.

"I'd like to interrogate the prisoner. Release hisarms," | said, stepping in front of Mr. Wicker. "So thisis
the man who wanted to kill me. What isyour name, sir?"

"Parker Adderson Bierceisthe namel go by, though thisis not my rea name," the spy responded. "I
suppose my real name doesn't matter now. | assumethat | will be executed a daylight tomorrow.”

"Why should you assume that, Sir?" | asked. "We have not mentioned your degth.”

"Becauseit isthe custom, | believe, for people who fail a my trade," the spy said. "Asthisis so, thereis
little use concedling my red name. It is Horace Phinias Wackerman.”



| could hardly hide my astonishment! Mr. Wicker said his name was redly Wackerman!
It seemed crazy!

Was this spy redlly just someone who looked exactly like Mr. Wicker? Someone whose name was the
sameas mine?

Or wasthisrealy Mr. Wicker, after al? Had he traveled back in time, and was he now pretending his
name was Wackerman just to spook me?

| was s0 frightened that | felt dizzy. | acted like nothing was wrong, though. | had to find out more about
thisman— and | couldn't et my fear show.

But Taylor was overcome by nervous coughing when he heard the spy say his name was Wackerman.
My friend seemed so0 shaken up that | was afraid he might give us away.

"Control yoursdf, Generd Grant! | shal handlethis™" | said. Then | turned to the prisoner again.
"Wackerman, you say? Thisis curious indeed. Only an hour or two earlier, Generd Grant and | were
inquiring about you, Sir. It isgood timing on your part to appear before usthisway. Wewon't haveto
search for you now."

"But | am sorry to appear before you without my stolen Union uniform. Y our soldiers made me take it off
and put on my own clotheswhen | was captured,” Horace Wackerman replied. "1 would much rather
have crept up behind you in my blue uniform so that you suspected nothing. Then | would havefired a
pistol at your heed, Sr."

| was beginning to believe thisrealy wasn't Mr. Wicker after al. He sounded like ared Rebel.
"Why should you want to kill me?1 am not asoldier,” | said.

"No, but you arein charge of all the Union soldiers. And | am a gentleman of South Caroling,” he
explained. "My family has been dave ownersfor centuries, Mr. Lincoln. And you havetried to freethe
daves

| cannot dlow this, Sir. The Wackerman family traces its dave-owning roots back to the days of the
Roman Empire. We have built our reputations and our fortunes on the backs of the men, women and
children we have purchased! They are our property, sir!"

"But that iswrong, Mr. Wackerman! Can't you seethat?' | said. "People should not own other people.
All people should be dlowed the freedom to live their lives asthey choose.”

"If that is so, then | assumethat | am freeto go,” the dave owner Wackerman said with asmile. "l
chooseto return to my home and my family in South Carolina, Mr. Lincoln. If you are true to your
beliefs, release me.”

"Y ou are not without wit, sir. But | shall leave your fate to my generals, who are better equipped to
decide thesethings.”

The pretend Generd Grant said nothing. But al the others said at once that the spy must die— and not
inthe morning, but now!



"Take him out and shoot him immediately!" one of the other generds ordered.

| was about to change that order, explaining that | wanted to question the prisoner some more. The truth
wasthat | needed to find out everything this Wackerman knew about his family's past — and to make
surethat he wasn't really Mr. Wicker.

But | had no timeto say anything.

Suddenly Horace Wackerman sprang forward like a cat, grabbing the pole that supported the tent.

The tent collgpsed heavily around us. | could hear shouting and scuffling and orders from furious generds.

"Seizethe prisoner!” they yelled. "Don't let him get away! Someone get us out of here! Take hold of that
spy Wackerman and shoot him!*

Soon agroup of soldierslifted up the canvas. All of us climbed out from under it, brushing off dirt and
mud from our clothes.

"Whereisthe prisoner?' Taylor asked one soldier. "That Wackerman fellow — he surely didn't get
away! Did you cgpture him?"

"No sr, wedidn't, Generd Grant, sir,” the Tightened soldier responded. "I am sorry to report to you,

Generdl, that the Rebel spy got clean away and escaped into the woods, sir! And now there ain't no sight
of that rascal nowhere, sr!*

Chapter Eighteen
Taylor and | stood aone in the woods beyond the Union generals tent.

Of course, we il looked and sounded just like Abraham Lincoln and Genera Grant, so everyone left us
aone.

They thought Lincoln and Grant were planning some important war strategy or something.
But we weren't. Taylor and | were trying to decide what we had to do next to save my family.

We had just met a Southern dave owner from Civil War days— and his name was Wackerman, my
family name,

But this dave owner looked exactly like my teacher, Mr. Wicker.
That coincidence seemed very bizarre. It made no sense.

After lots of discussion, Taylor and | decided this spy wasn't our teacher. We felt sure heredly wasa
Southern spy and dave owner.

And if wewereright about that, then we findly had some good information to help ustrack down the
worst Wackerman of al — the man we had to find to end the terrible curse.



"| think we should trave through timeagain,” | ingsted. "This oy just told usthat the Wackermans family
has roots going back to ancient Rome. And the Wackermans were dave ownersall those years. So they
must dl have been pretty bad if they owned daves, right? Maybe if we go back to Roman times, we can
find the Wackerman who first started being so bad. | think he must be the guy we're looking for, Taylor!

The Origind evil wacko Wackerman isin ancient Rome!”

"Maybe, Ben," my friend said, looking worried.

"But where will we look when we get back in those lonian times? This Wackerman could live anywhere
in the Roman Empire— or maybe even outsideit.”

"All we know isthat the first Wackerman who owned daves had to be somerich, powerful guy inthe
Roman Empire, right?' | said. "That means he probably lived in Rome. So well go back intimeto the
center of the Roman Empire— to Rome itsdf!"

"Wow," Taylor said. "We're going to ancient Rome! Who do you wanna be?"

"] think | should go back as Julius Caesar, the great Roman Emperor,” | said. "That way | can ask lots of
guestions and everyone will try to help me because I'm their leader.”

"Awesome! So can | be like— oh, what was that other guy's name who hel ped Caesar? Anthony
somebody?"

"Marc Antony. Y eah, he was Caesar's best friend, asoldier and everything,” | recalled, surprised by how
much history | had actualy learned in schooal. "Y ou be Antony and I'll be Caesar, OK? That should work
for us. But how do we do this, Taylor — you know, go back in time again?'

"My sgter'sbook said we can be anyonewewant,” Taylor said. "All we haveto do isimagine that were
the person. So | guess you should think of yourself as Julius Caesar and you'll morph into him."

"Y eah, and you think of yoursalf as Marc Antony," | said, looking around to make sure no Union soldiers
were watching us. | didn't want some horrified private to watch Lincoln and Grant disappear before his
eyes "OK, then, let'sdo it, Taylor! Here we go, heading into history again, going backwardsin time
something like two thousand yeards!™

| closed my eyes and started to chant out loud: "1'm Julius Caesar, I'm Julius Caesar, I'm Julius Caesar.”

Besideme, | heard Taylor speaking in the voice of General Grant: "And I'm Marc Antony, I'm Marc
Antony, I'm Marc Antony."

Inaningant, | fdt like | was spinning around inaswivd chair again. Spinning redly fast, just like before.
Everything looked blurry.
Then the same weird thing happened again: | felt like someone had afinger up my nose!

| kept spinning and spinning and spinning, then | heard that woman's voice whispering to me. Remember?
The voice that sounded just like Marlene, the beautiful psychic.

Thevoicesad quietly, "Choose"



| was gl thinking of Julius Caesar when suddenly | found myself standing among tall marble columns.
The floor was made of marble, too — highly polished and glossy.

| was wearing leather sandd s and thiswhite robe kind of thing— | think they cal it atoga. And | felt
something heavy on top of my head.

When | lifted it off, | found that it was agolden crown embedded with diamonds and rubies and
emerdds.

| guess| redlly am Julius Caesar now, | thought with asmile. | had morphed into another greet political
leader more quickly than | could have brushed my teeth.

| didn't fedl so scared going back in history thistime.

| just wanted to find Marc Antony — uh, | mean Taylor — and then hunt down the Wackerman who
was abig-time dave owner in Rome.

Then somehow destroy him!

| heard footsteps and a Roman soldier entered the hall. He wore ahelmet and carried ashield and
sword. | decided he was probably one of my guards.

"My lord, you have avistor!" he said, sdluting me by putting hisright fist to hischest. "Marc Antony is
here, asyou ordered. Shdl | bring himin?"

Amazing how thistimetravel thing worked, wasn't it? It seemed like my best friend was aways coming
to see meright after | arrived.

Maybe it was because we travel ed through history together and Taylor aways landed somewhere near
me, | thought. Or maybe Marlene had hel ped usto get together.

| didn't have aclue.

However it had happened, | was glad to hear that "Marc Antony™ was on hisway to me.

The great Roman warrior's entrance into the hall was announced with aflourish of long gold trumpets.
"Marc Antony!" aguard said after the trumpetsfell slent.

Taylor looked just the way | imagined Antony would ook — short and powerful, with curly black hair.
But hewasn't amiling.

| knew by my friend's expression that something was serioudy wrong.
"Hail Caesar!" thefake Marc Antony said, saluting me with hisright fit.

His voice sounded deep and adult, just like mine. Somehow we were speaking in Itaian, though neither
of usknew that language.

The strangest things kept happening as we went back into history! Things that no scientist in theworld



could explain — not even scientigts living in 19991

"Antony, welcome!" | said. "Do you have newsfor me?!

"I do, my lord. But | must speak to Caesar in private," he noted, glancing around the marble hall.
"Leaveud" | ordered the guards who had escorted Taylor into the hall. "I shdl cadl if | need you!™

| amost laughed at theway | was giving so many orders. But, hey, | waslike an actor playing a part.

And | knew if | messed this part up, someone might discover that Taylor and | were fakes. Then we
were dead mest, for sure!

The hall was empty now except for Marc Antony and me.
"Taylor?' | whispered, looking at thisunfamiliar face. "That'syou, right?"

"Ben?Isthat you in there?' he asked. "Wow, you look just like Julius Caesar! Mgor cool! But Ben, |
realy do have news. Some of the newsis good — but some of it's bad. Like, real bad!"

"We don't need more bad news," | said. "Not now, just when we're closing in on the most evil guy in my
family. Tell methe good newsfirst, OK?"

"WEell, the good newsisthat | know how to find this Wackerman guy we're looking for,” Taylor said. "'
asked one of your guardsif there was any record of dave owners herein Rome. He said every man
wedthy enough to own daves must pay lots of taxes. The names and addresses of al dave ownersare
written down in stone tablets at the Roman Hall of Records.”

"Man, that's great! So all we haveto do isgo there and ask for the address of Wackerman! No
problem!" | exclaimed. "But what's the bad news, Taylor?"

"Thebad newsisthat | lost the sheet of paper with the antidote formulaonit,” he said, hislip quivering.
"We have no way to get back home, Ben! It'smy fault and I'm redlly, redlly sorry! The formulawasin my

pants pocket when | was Generd Grant but somehow it fell out. Were stuck traveling in the past for
good — logt intime forever and ever!”

Chapter Nineteen

| laughed.

| laughed so hard that | felt sure | was going to fall down and roll around the floor.

| laughed so hard that | thought the Roman guards would hear me and think Caesar had gone nutso!
Taylor thought | waslosing my marblesfor sure.

"Ben? Cam down! I'm sorry | lost the formula,™ he pleaded. " Just stop being hysterical, OK?"

"l — I'm not hy-hysterical, Taylor," | said, trying to stop laughing. "It's just that I'm so relieved! Were not



logtintime! I've got the antidote formula. See, it'sright here.”

| pulled apiece of folded paper from under the belt of my toga. Taylor looked at it — then he Started
laughing too.

"You haveit! You haveit!" he shouted happily in hisdeep Itdian voice. "Ben, it'samiracle! Were saved!
How did you findit?"

"| picked it up in the Union Camp after that spy pulled the tent down onus,” | said. "It must havefalen
out of your pocket during the struggle. | found it in the mud and dipped it into my pocket. But we got so
busy talking about what to do that | forgot to tell you. Sorry, Taylor.”

"I'mjust gladit'snot logt," my friend said. "Man, that was scary! But come on, let's go to the Hall of
Records, OK? The sooner we get there, the sooner we can find this Wackerman guy and get back home
to our parents.

Accompanied by Roman guards, Taylor and | — the pretend Marc Antony and the pretend Julius
Caesar — rode in chariotsto the Hall of Records.

We walked inside together, waving as Roman | workers kneeled and bowed before us. | kind of liked
being emperor of Rome.

"Pretty cool, huh?' | whispered to Taylor. "Look at me. I'm Caesar, the most powerful man on earth!”
"And I'm Marc Antony, your best friend,” Taylor said, smiling.
We both laughed. But we weren't [aughing for long.

We soon found that even the most powerful man on earth could run into problems at aplace called the
Hdl of Records.

"I'm sorry, Caesar," aterrified clerk told me, hisvoice shaking. "But there's no one named Wacker-man
inthefiles of Rome. Please, Sir! I'm so sorry! Forgive me! But, uh, you see, Wackerman is not a Roman
name, my lord! Thereisno oneindl thiscity who calshimsdf by such acurious name as Wackerman.”

Taylor and | looked at each other, stunned.

Thiswas not good.

Not good at al!

If no Wackermanslived in ancient Rome, then the Confederate spy must have lied about the Wackerman
family higtory.

The origind evil Wackerman who owned daves wasn't even divein 50 BC — during the time of Julius
Caesar.

And we had no ideawhere, in dl of history, to look for the villain we desperately needed to destroy!



Chapter Twenty

| could see that the Roman clerk was afraid | would have him beheaded for defying the orders of his
emperor.

| had demanded information from him about adave owner named Wackerman. But this clerk couldn't
help me— me, the mighty Julius Caesar.

Thiswas asarious offensein ancient Rome.

But the clerk was lucky, because | wasn't redlly Caesar, of course. And | knew he wasn't to blame for
anything.

Hewasright, redly: Wackerman wasn't aRoman name.
Taylor and | should haveredlized thet earlier.

| tried to use my powers of logic to look for asolution to this new difficulty. After afew moments,
something occurred to me.

Sure, it was possible the Confederate spy had lied about our family's past, but he really had no reason to
lie. So it seemed more likely that he had told the truth.

There could be another explanation for al the confusion at the Hall of Records, | decided.

Maybe my family had smply had a different name centuries before arriving in Americafrom Europe— a
Roman name. It was worth atry anyway.

"I understand you, clerk," | said. "Do not worry. Y ou are not at fault. Y our emperor isnot angry. But |
wonder if you could help uswith another question?"

"Yes, my lord! Anything! Thank you, my lord! Y ou are very kind, great Caesar!”

"Can you think of adave owner in the city whose nameissmilar to Wackerman?' | asked. "Perhapsa
Roman name that sounds something like this sirange word?"

"Why, yes, Caesar," the clerk said. "It isaman you know well — aman you have cursed in public for
the way hetreats hisfamily and hisdaves. It is Finius Wacerimus, my lord. Heisknown asthe largest
and crudest daveholder in your empire, as you perhaps remember.”

"Then tel usthe fastest way to get to hishome, clerk, and Marc Antony and | shall be on our way."

The clerk was more than happy to help Julius Caesar and his most loyd soldier, and he gave us
directionsto the great marble and granite palace of Finius Wacerimus.

Asmy guardswaited outsidefor us, | pulled asde Marc Antony — uh, | mean Taylor — to talk things
over.

"This Wacerimus guy must be the right one, don't you think?' | asked my friend. "He's got to be the most
rotten family member, the guy we'relooking for in history.”



"I'm pretty sure he must be," Taylor said. "Remember that Confederate spy's name? It was Horace
Phinias Wackerman. And that middle name sounds just like this Roman dave owner'sfirst name —
Finius. That's way too weird aname for thisto be a coincidence!”

"You're probably right,” | said. "And Wacerimus sounds kind of like a Roman version of Wackerman,
doesn't it? He must be the guy!"

"But we've got to make sure before we redlly destroy thisguy, right?' Taylor said. "1 mean, we wouldn't
want to kill thewrong guy. Maybe if we see him, well know by the way helooks or something.”

"Kill him?" | asked, growing upset. "Areyou crazy? The psychic didn't say we had to do that!"

"She said we had to destroy him, remember? Y ou know me, Ben. | don't even liketo swat afly. But we
can't let this curse stay on your family forever, can we?"

| didn't know what to say.

And | suredidn't know what to do.

We had overcome so many troubles and traveled through so many centuries of history to get thisfar.
But now | was frozen with dread and fear.

Kill?

Did weredly haveto kill Finius Wacerimus?

| hadn't given alot of thought to Marleng'singtructions before now. | hadn't had any time to consider
what she redlly meant by her words.

But Taylor wasright.

Marlene had told us, ™Y ou must destroy the man who is destroying your family!”

What el se could she have meant except that we had to kill him?

| couldn't do it, though — | just couldn't!

| was abudding scientist, not an ax murderer.

| used my brain to solve problems, not violence. Now | was faced with aterrible problem.
| could either go againgt everything | believed, and kill Finius Wacerimus.

Or | could let the vicious dave owner live— and sed the doom of my entire family!

Chapter Twenty-One

Wheat could | possibly do to get out of this mess?



| didn't know.

But | understood that the moment of truth had arrived. | knew my parents must be horribly sick back in
the present — if they were dill diveat dl!

Therewasnotimeto lose.

| felt sure Taylor and | finally had found the right man from the Wackerman family's past. Thishad to be
the guy who had started so much evil, the guy who had brought the curse upon us Wackermans.

Now, | had to either do it or not do it: destroy Wacerimusor let him live.

But | dso fdt ingde me that neither of those choices wastheright one. | couldn't kill him. And I couldn't
lethimlive

That was when | thought about my friend Taylor, and the awful choice he had faced when | was dying at
hishouse.

Remember that? He'd had to decide whether to mix the time travel antidote while | died before his eyes
— or to send me back into history with no way home.

And | recdled that Taylor had found another choice between those two extremes. He had ripped the
antidote formulafrom the book and taken it on our journey into history.

He had saved my life and saved us from wandering around the past forever.

So maybe — just maybe — there was another choice now.

As Taylor stood watching me, | sat down on amarble bench and began to think.

| thought about this problem for minutes and then more minutes and then more minutes ill.
| swested and fretted and stewed over it.

Then, a last, | had anidesa!

Marlene the psychic had told us only that we had to "destroy" the evil Wackerman family member. But
you don't have to kill a person to destroy him, | reasoned.

Finius Wacerimus was a rich man who depended on davesto run his business, whatever that business
was. If wefreed his daves, we would destroy his business— and alow those innocent people to escape
hiscrudty.

Surely thiswould end the evil things Wacerimus was doing. Surely thisaso would end the curse on the
Wackerman family.

"Comeon!" | saidto Taylor, smacking him on the back. "I know what we can do to destroy Wacerimus
and 4ill not harm ahair on hishead! I'll explain it on the way!"

With the Roman guards at our side, we hurried back to Caesar's palace in our chariots as dozens of



Roman citizens shouted and waved in the streets.
"Hail Caesar! Greetings Antony!" they yelled, bowing and knedling.
| hardly noticed them because | was busy telling Taylor about my plan.

"Wow, youre agenius, Ben! What agreat ideal" he exclamed after | gave him the details. "I can't wait
to see thelook on the face of Finius Wacerimus when we show up!”

At the emperor's pdace, | assembled three legions of Roman soldiers— each legion being a group of
about 3,000 soldiers— al dressed in full battle gear. Hlmets, swords, spears, shields.

Then we began to march in grand columns of soldiers towards the paace of the evil Finius Wacerimus.
Welooked impressive. Four lines of soldiers stretched out for more than amile.

No onewould dare stand in the way of an army this powerful — the greatest, strongest, toughest army in
theworld in 50 BC.

When we arrived, | was amazed at the splendor of the Wacerimus paace. It was full of courtyards and
gardens and fountains. Every building was made of highly polished marble.

This palace was more beautiful than the home of Caesar himself.

| could also see that Wacerimus was a big-time farmer. His home was surrounded by hundreds of acres
of rich, hilly fids, full of olivetreesand vineyards.

In these fields, hundreds of davestoiled and sweated to harvest the crops.

It was aghastly sight! Human beings were treated like cattle. Men, women and children were whipped
and cursed and kicked for no reason.

It wastime to cut down this branch of the Wackerman family tree once and for al!

| ordered my soldiersto break the chains that bound the ankles of the daves.

"Use your strongest swords on those chaing!” | commanded. "Tdl every dave he or sheisfreeto go! If
they choose, they may follow usto the emperor's palace where they will receive food and money from
Rometo sart new lived™

The soldiers|ooked at me strangely.

"Gol" | shouted. "Free every dave owned by Finius Wacerimus! And let no one stand in your way!"

With aflourish of golden trumpets, the troops fanned out among the fields, hacking away the chains. |
smiled as| heard wave after wave of wild cheersfrom the daves.

"Wearefree! Wearefreeat lagt!" they shouted. "Hooray! Hail Caesar!"

| looked at Taylor — you know, the fake Marc Antony — who was watching proudly from the chariot
beside me.



" redlly want to meet thisWacerimus guy,” he said with alaugh. "1've got to see hisface. He must be so
angry right now!"

That'swhen | fdtit.

The razor-sharp tip of asilver spear was pointed directly at my throat! Someone had crept up behind us
as Taylor and | looked acrossthefields at our troops.

"Thereisno need to look for Finius Wacerimus," said the man holding the spear. "1 an herel Yes, go
ahead and laugh a me now, Antony! Hmmmm? Wacerimuswill have hisrevenge for theinsult you do me
— freeing my daves Y ou have destroyed me! Destroyed metotally! But | shall soon destroy something

too! Inamoment, | will push this spear into the body of great Caesar! Hewill diein apool of hisown
blood — and there is nothing you can do to stop me!™

Chapter Twenty-Two
| turned my head just enough to see Finius Wacerimus out the corner of my eye.
| couldn't believe what | saw.

Helooked almost exactly like my teacher, Mr. Wicker — and that Confederate spy, Horace Phinias
Wackerman!

Wacerimuswas very tal and very skinny. Histhin black hair was swept forward around hisforehead like
acrown, in the Roman style. He had atiny mustache and a stubby, crooked nose and his black togawas
too short.

Thiswas definitely the man who had sarted dl the family problems. | felt sure of that.

But who was going to destroy who?

"If | anto dietoday, so beit!" | said boldly to Wacerimus. "But you should know that my soldiers could
have killed you, and did not. | wanted to spare your blood.”

"Y ou have spared nothing!" Wacerimus shouted. "1 am destroyed! Ruined! Y ou have freed dl my daves
Every one of themisgond™

"Youarean evil man,” | said, "And you dso fathered an evil family that owned davesfor centuries. But
now that will not happen, Wacerimus. Whether you kill me or not, your dave-owning days are over! And
your family — my family — isfree of your curse!”

"Y our family?' Wacerimus said, puzzled. "What do you mean your family?*

At that ingtant, Marc Antony tugged on the reins of his chariot. Of coursg, it was redly my good friend,
Taylor, tryingto help me.

Hishorsejerked to the Sde, damming into Wacerimus.



The dave owner fell to the ground, dropping his spear. Taylor and | jumped off our chariots and grabbed
Weacerimussarms as soldiers hurried to assst us.

"Take him away and lock him up!" | ordered. "We will not harm this man. But we will teach himto do an
honest day's work. He will earn his supper with his own sweat now. No longer will he make poor daves
work so that he may berich."

The soldierstied the hands of Finius Wacerimus and led him away in a chariot towards the center of
Rome.

"That'sit!" Taylor shouted. "Weve doneit, Ben! Weve broken the curse! Thanksto you, wefound a
way to destroy your evil ancestor without killing him.”

"Well, after dl, Taylor, thisguy was my great-great-great-great-great-great-uncle or something like that,”
| said. | reached under my belt and pulled out the page with the formula for the antidote on it. "But now
we've got to mix up this antidote stuff and get back home. | need to find out how Mom and Dad are
doing! | just pray they survived long enough for usto break the family curse!”

"And | hopewe can find dl theingredientswe need,” Taylor said, frowning. "What if the formulaneeds
some medieva stuff like the eyes of newts or something that didn't exist in ancient Rome? | didn't have
timeto read the formula before | tore the page out.”

"Well, if that were true, we could just travel to Medieva times and make the antidote there,” | said. "But
I've dready read the formulaand werein luck. All we need issdt and water. That'sit! Any Roman

home would have those things. | even remember that the English word salt comesfrom aword used in
Romantimes.

| don't know how | knew that but | did. Not bad for aguy who doesn't like history, huh?

We hopped on our chariots and shook the reins. Our horses darted off down the road that led to
Wacerimuss paace.

We jumped off our chariots the moment we arrived at the door and ran towards the kitchen. On our
way, we passed dozens of Roman soldiers who looked confused to see Julius Caesar and Marc Antony
racing around like crazy men.

We must have looked pretty silly in our togas, sorinting side by sde at afull galop.

"Remember, Centurion, make sure al the freed daves get food and money!" | reminded a Roman officer
aswe passed. "1 may haveto leave Rome for awhile now. Y ou must help carry out my ordersl™

"Yes, Caesarl" the officer answered with a Roman sdute.

In the kitchen, we found ajar of salt on amarble counter. | grabbed it and a bucket of water. Then |
read the antidote formula out loud.

"Well behomeinnotime” | said. "It says, Take two pinches of sdt and add them to one handful of
water. Then drink,’ Go ahead, Taylor, get some water in your hand. Then I'll drop two pinches of sdtin
it

We each scooped up water in the palm of one hand. | reached with my other hand into the salt jar.



"One pinch, two pinchesfor you," | said. "And one, two for me."

With that, we both drank every drop of the sty water. Then we waited.
And waited.

And waited.

But nothing happened.

"A-areyou sure you read the formularight?' Taylor asked with fear in hisvoice. "Y ou're s-sure that was
two pinches of sdt?'

"Y-yes" | replied. "I'm s-sure.”

We had done everything exactly according to the formulafor the antidote listed in the old book.
But it wasn't working!

No spinning. No timetravel.

Nothing!

Taylor and | looked at each other. For the first time, we almost started to cry.

There was nothing we could do now if the antidote didn't work.

Wewere stuck in ancient Rome for the rest of our lived

Chapter Twenty-Three
Taylor wiped hiseyesand put his hand on my shoulder.

"It'1l be OK, Ben," he said, though he did not sound asif it would be OK at all. "It's not so bad in Roman
times, | guess. Besides, we gtill have each other. Even if we, uh, never see our parents again.”

"Yeah, | guessyou'reright,” | mumbled. "But now I'll never even know if my parentslived through the
curseor not. | really want to go home!"

Then without warning, it began.

| felt like | was pinning around in aswive chair.
Spinning like nutso!

And everything looked blurry.

And, yesh— | Hill felt like somebody had one finger up my nose. The antidote wasworking &t lat,



sending usflying back through time!

For some reason, the antidote formulawas sower to work than the time travel formula.

Now the woman's voice whispered, "Choose."

Only thistime | didn't think about Abraham Lincoln or Julius Caesar or anyone el se from history books.
| just thought about me — Ben Wackerman.

Suddenly, there | was standing in my living room. Best of al, Mom and Dad were there too!
"Mom! Dad!" | shouted.

"Benny!" they ydled.

They looked and sounded like themsdlves again!

| was back home with my family, in my own living room. The curse was gone!

We dl hugged and cried and kissed and then hugged some more.

What arelief to be back in the present!

But | had alot to explain to my parents abouit this strange experience of time travel and morphing.
| had just started to tell them about everything when we heard aknock on the front door.

My buddy, Taylor, was standing there, smiling broadly.

We high-fived and congratulated each other now, whooping and hallering with joy.

Until I noticed someone standing behind him. 1 guess must have looked redlly shocked, because Taylor
darted laughing.

It was Mr. Wicker, our history teacher! He looked just as geeky as ever — except now he seemed kind
of shy and embarrassed or something.

"l saw Mr. Wicker walking to your house a the sametimeasme," Taylor said. "l think he has something
to tell you and your family, Ben. It'sabout thisfamily cursething.”

"Benjamin, I'm so sorry for theway | treated you during history class," Mr. Wicker began. "And I'm
amply shocked that | tried to actudly harm you! Y ou're my favorite pupil .

"So what happened, Mr. Wicker?' | asked, confused. "Why did you do it?"

"After | tried to strangle you, | felt | needed help from someone, Benjamin. | ended up talking to the
same psychic you boys consulted — Marlene," he said. "Shetold me that | am adistant relative of your
family, Benjamin. One part of our family moved from Italy to Americalong ago and becamethe
Wackermans. Another part moved here and became the Wickers."



"Oh!" | exclamed. "I'm gtarting to get it now!"

"Marlenetold me| suffered from the same family curse as you and your parents. In fact, the curse was
awakened because | was your teacher,” Mr. Wicker continued. " The curse made me hate you every time
| talked about history in your presence, Benjamin. | felt | had to stop you from becoming afamous
scientis, as| knew you would one day. After dl, ascientist with your geniuswould surely find some
formulato bresk the family curse.”

"So you were trying to protect the curse by killing Ben, right?" Taylor said. ™Y ou wanted to make sure he
didn't grow up into thisgreat scientist.”

"Precisaly, Taylor," Mr. Wicker said. "Asthe curse strengthened, my mind became sicker and sicker.
Please, forgive me, Benjamin! | fed so very badly about al of this”

"You couldn't hdp it, Mr. Wicker," | said. "Weadl werevictimsof that curse. I'm just glad it'sover. And
I'm glad Taylor and | arefinaly home!”

My parents hugged me again and shook Mr. Wicker's hand.

"There'sjust one thing, though, Benjamin,” Mr. Wicker said, smiling. "I know you haven't enjoyed
studying history. | treated you so poorly that | don't blame you. But your time traveling experience has
given you aunique point of view on some famous events of the past.”

"Wow, that'sthe truth,” Taylor said.

"So | waswondering if you might consider helping me teach history class now," Mr. Wicker said. ™Y our
schoolmates would certainly enjoy it— and | would be very grateful to you."

"Y eah, Ben — how many kids get to have Abe Lincoln and Julius Caesar teach history class!” Taylor
laughed.

"OK, asure. I'll doiit," | replied. "On one condition, Mr. Wicker."
"Of course, Benjamin," he sad. "Anything you like."

" want Taylor to teach classwith us," | said. "He traveled back into history, too — and Taylor'sthe only
reason my family and | are il dive. Besides, hesmy best friend.”

Taylor and | looked at each other and smiled.
"Hail, Caesar!" heteased, giving me a Roman saute with hisfigt.
"Greetings, Antony!" | kidded, returning the salute.

We both laughed. And even though they didn't quite understand our joke, my parents and Mr. Wicker
laughed right dong with us.
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