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Summary

 

150 million years ago. The Jurassic. 400 thousand dinosaurs.

 

Dinosaurs. And Jonna and Veronica are face that face with them. Or should that be face to teeth, face to claw, or face to big, scary monster?

 

Although Veronica's not finding them all that scary. A paleontologist, she's used that looking at these guys as nothing but a pile of fossilized bones. Now they're alive, and they're glorious.

 

Jonna has what she considers a healthier relationship with the beasts. They come near - she runs. Dragging Veronica behind her. That woman would watch in starry-eyed amazement while the jaws closed around her. But that can't happen because Veronica's the brainy one and she has to figure out how to work the time travel gizmo that sent them on an unexpected trip deep into a dangerous past.
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Chapter 1

2014

 

Being horny was no fun. That's why she'd had a bitch of headache all day. Ladies Night once again failed to feed that hungry beast, and she had to settle for beating the bean before conking out until the nuclear sunshine forced her eyes open again.

Luckily, she actually enjoyed her new job at the museum. Not because cleaning floors and emptying trash was a carload of chuckles, but because everywhere in the massive building, there were things to learn. And Jonna was a sponge. 

Pausing at the newest display, its gray skeleton towering above her head, Jonna could not begin to know its scientific name. Just a bunch of squiggly letters that could just as well be a kid's finger-painting. She just knew the dinosaur was huge, and not something she would want roaming around in her neighborhood.

Jonna Clarke took the stairs down, to stay in shape and to avoid the claustrophobia of the elevator. She popped a fresh dose of Tylenol in her mouth, before realizing her water bottle was empty. Reluctantly, she chewed them instead, the sharp, bitter film on her tongue making her feel worse. She stepped onto the landing and opened the metal door to the corridor in the basement.

The party-life just might have been better left in her younger years. But what else was there to do on weekends? She could go back to listening to audio books and watching TV, but her life was far too lonely that way. Going to the bar--the only way to meet other women for friendship or the occasional roll in the hay. Needs were needs. It was just a downer to have to take the bus to a gay bar. There was no bringing chicks back to her place, that way. Not that she'd want anyone to see her place. It sucked.

She headed down the hall toward the janitor's closet, trying not to think about last night's disappointment. It had been hard to drag herself out of bed that morning. Her feet scuffled across the floor as if half her leg muscles were out of commission. 

Getting push broom out, she slid the push broom in front of her in the basement, she noticed the 50-something man in brown shirt and matching pants, wearing a oatmeal-colored fedora. He was peeking into the bone-room, as Jonna liked to think of it. It was where all the dinosaur fossils were kept and examined. 

As Jonna pushed the broom closer to the man, he turned and saw her, smoothing his stubbly, graying beard and mustache, and then making a production of moving along. She wondered what had captured his interest so much.

Pushing her broom past the doorway, she saw Dr. Hill. Maybe he was ogling her. Jonna had done her fair share of ogling the professor. She tried not to react to her when she remembered the scene last night, and wondered how many times she'd have to walk by before the professor noticed her. Probably not appropriate to say anything. 

On the next pass, the doctor was leaning over a crate, writing on a clipboard. Boldly, Jonna pushed the broom into the room, and continued her sweeping. It was near-impossible for Jonna to look away from the roundness of the professor's backside, as she leaned on the crate. Jonna made another pass behind her with the broom, telling herself the floor was quite dirty down here, what with all the crates being delivered, and all the shredded paper and bits of plaster spilling out everywhere. She glanced over at the ass that now seemed almost perfect. And here it was, with no panty lines to spoil the view. Oh, did that mean she wasn't wearing any?

She'd noticed it before. The ass. Professor Veronica Hill's perfect, curvy, womanly butt. But she had never in her wildest dreams imagined that the professor would go to the local lesbian watering hole, that very week, or that she would ever be the least bit interested in someone like Jonna.

The word FRAGILE was printed in red stenciled letters on the crate next to the doctor. Jonna's eyes wandered back to the doctor's hips and legs. I wonder how fragile she is?

Dr. Veronica Hill straightened, her eyes cold over the skinny rimless spectacles. "What are you doing?"

Jonna's gaze swept up to impossibly chocolate eyes. She had to overcome an urge to step closer and lick them. "What?"

"I said, what are you doing?"

"I heard you the first time."

"Then why did you act like you didn't?"

Jonna met her penetrating gaze. "I was stalling for time so I could recover."

"From what?"

"Well..."

Facing Jonna now, one fist clenching the ink pen, braced on a hip. "From what?" she insisted.

"Your ass."

"What?"

"Now you're stalling. You heard me."

Veronica scowled like an angry cat, her eyes somehow bigger through the lenses of the fuck-me-I'm-smart spectacles. Jonna thought that maybe the doctor was trying to create a flame on Jonna's skin; focusing the lenses just right in alignment with the sunset streaming in through the high windows. She expected her face to burst into flames at any moment.

So this was how it was going to be. There was her work personality, and then the play one.

"Who are you and what are you doing down here?"

Jonna frowned. Maybe she didn't recognize her. The bar had been pretty dark. Was this an act? Or didn't she even remember? Jonna sniffed, leaning on the broom handle, one hand sliding into her khaki pants-pocket. "Well, if you stopped trying to bore a hole through my head, you'd see I'm wearing a maintenance uniform." She withdrew her hand and offered a helpful display hand to the tag on her shirt that read, MAINTENANCE.

Dr. Hill sighed. "I mean, why are you sweeping down here?"

Jonna quirked her mouth to the side. "Um, well, it's part of my job description."

The professor looked over Jonna's shoulder as if to find someone in authority. "My understanding was that no one was allowed down here but the scientists who were--" She stopped, looked back at Jonna, leaning on her broom, and now, unabashedly checking out her cleavage. "Stop it."

Jonna's eyes lifted again, to chocolate bon-bons, having changed from milk chocolate to dark. "Is this some kind of game? Or don't you remember me?" Jonna said.

Dr. Hill frowned. "I'm sorry?"

"Last night. At Maiden's."

A rush of crimson colored the doctor's face. Jonna imagined that she had used her own lesbian super powers to reflect the evil plasma ray back onto the professor.

Jonna pushed the broom again a few feet and swiveled it around to come back. "I guess you were too drunk to remember."

Veronica Hill studied her face like it was one of her dinosaur bones in a delivery crate.

"Don't worry. I won't rat you out or anything."

"I was...we...met?"

"Met?" Jonna laughed. "Yeah. We met. Our lips met, our tongues met and--"

Dr. Hill stuttered, "That was you?"

"That was me." Jonna watched the woman squirm for a second and then pushed the broom by on a parallel path again, her eyes playing at the delicate nape of the neck, revealed beneath the hastily wound up and pinned hair, the color of a Hershey bar.

"I didn't realize..."

"Yeah, apparently."

The professor's eyes darted around the basement, probably for onlookers or anyone within earshot. "This is...awkward."

"It wasn't so awkward last night," Jonna said.

"I'm sorry...I had too much to drink and it was dark and--"

"I'd seen you around here, in your official capacity. I just thought it was a scream to see you shaking your tail feathers on the dance floor with that cute little blonde chick. So I bought you a drink."

Veronica held the clipboard, her pen aloft over the paper, blinking at Jonna over her compact, rimless reading glasses.

"It's okay. I just wanted you to know that you weren't the only one here at the museum."

"The only one?"

"Lesbian."

"I'm not--"

"Again, you were at a gay bar, dancing with other chicks, and then you made out with me."

Dr. Hill pressed the clipboard against her chest, perhaps to block access to at least one of Jonna's favorite locations. "Don't you have another area to clean?"

"This is the last part before my shift is over. I work from the top floors down to the basement. This is the basement."

"Well I don't discuss my personal life with strangers."

"Define strangers," Jonna challenged.

Dr. Hill sighed heavily and slid her fingers under her glasses, pinched the bridge of her nose.

"I get it," Jonna said. "We're going to pretend it never happened."

"I didn't know you were...I didn't know you worked here."

"You mean, you didn't know I was just a janitor. You must really be humiliated, to stoop that low. You should probably go see a therapist or something."

"Stop it."

"Stop what? Stop telling the truth?"

Veronica shook her head as if some voice in her mind was screaming at her. "Hurry up and just...don't touch any of these specimens."

"Specimens? I thought that was a term you used for things that were alive."

"Not necessarily."

"These are ancient bones, right?" She glanced over at the plaster chunk with dirt and gray objects inside, and then to the other plaster encasement that held the triangular object with mysterious knobs, about the size and shape of a road construction cone, except the sides were flat like a cabinet. There were different sets of knobs on each tier of it. It was a dark brown color, with dark red and gold carvings all over it. The object lay nestled in soil. "Except that. That looks like a Flintstones radio."

"Don't touch this either."

"What is it, Dr. Don't-Touch?"

She ignored the jibe. "We don't know yet. It could be a very important artifact. I'm about to examine it. So if you touch it, you will contaminate it."

"Oh, you mean like I contaminated you last night?"

Her warning sounded like verbally stomping brakes. "Don't. Touch. It."

Dr. Hill pulled blue surgical gloves from her pocket and slipped them on. Jonna was unable to stop the twinge of excitement that gave her. How much would she like to play doctor with Dr. Hill? But it was only so the professor could handle the weird radio-artifact-thing in the plaster cocoon. Not so she could handle Jonna. She was a bit surprised that the sexy professor was even interested, since it was clear that Veronica Hill was sorry she'd ever laid a hand on Jonna. Or her lips.

Dr. Hill loosened the soil around the stone object, lifted the contraption out, and set it carefully on top of the crate. It lay flat against the rough wood, about as thick as a big city phone book, as she leaned over it, frowning and thinking professorish thoughts, to include huge words that Jonna could never possibly understand.

Seeking some supporting evidence for kicking her to the curb, Jonna checked out the doctor's clothes. It wasn't exactly what academic types usually wore. But she understood that this professor worked in the field a lot. Digging up bones. She looked like she was about to do it again today, but here she was in the basement, inspecting this Flintstones radio. Khaki pants and shirt, hiking boots. Pretty close to the clothes Jonna was wearing. Only hers had a maintenance patch on it. And of course, that made all the difference. Maybe the doctor needed her own patch that said, High-Falutin' Fossil Goddess.

The coat Veronica Hill had on over it all, looked Australian. Like something Crocodile Dundee would wear. Canvas. A buckskin color, with a leather collar and patches on the sleeves, and those little snaps on the back, she knew was for pulling apart to drape over a horse's rump while riding. She wondered if Professor Hill rode horses, hypnotized by an image of Dr. Hill clinging to her as they rode across a field of fossils. She shook the image away.

Around the professor's neck was an expensive looking scarf. It didn't really match the coat, but it was cold down here.

The doctor was now effectively ignoring her, so Jonna tore her eyes away from the clothes, the Flintstones radio and the professor's backside, swept up the paper and plaster debris in front of her broom with a flourish, and pushed it out into the hall to her previous pile. After sweeping it all into the upright dustpan, she returned the items to the closet in the corridor, and pulled on her canvas coat lined with fake sheep's wool. Her backpack waited on the shelf where she'd stowed it. One thing all her self-study and jobs had taught her was to be prepared. She carried everything that she felt she might need in a pinch in that backpack. And it went everywhere with her.

A formal education had never been in the cards for her, but she firmly believed that universities weren't the only source of information. These days, there were hundreds of educational programs on television, and Jonna paid for the most expensive package at the cable company. It was her one splurge in her otherwise anemic budget. Her other source of information was her job. Whichever one it might be at any given time. 

She changed jobs rather frequently, taking them mostly according to whim. Usually, she worked as janitorial staff or maintenance, at the places where she thought she might learn something that mattered. In the last few years, she had worked at a national park, a law firm, a hospital, a library, police station, and now, a museum. Though she'd only been here a week.

She was on her way to the stairs, when she thought about the Flintstones radio. Drawn back into the room, as much for the artifact, as to catch another glimpse of the ultra-sexy professor, Jonna strolled into the main room of the basement again.

The doctor was gone. But the weird radio was still lying there. Unable to resist, Jonna moved over to it for one last look before going home for the night. She wouldn't be going out again this evening. She'd be watching TV. She had several episodes of Survivorman on her DVR. Probably what she should have done last night, too, instead of pursuing the professor.

Pausing, she hovered over the triangle artifact. It looked like it had been carved from stone. But it also looked like wood. Maybe it was petrified wood? Jonna wondered how old this thing really was. There were an awful lot of knobs on it, for something that had been dug out of the ground next to dinosaur bones. Two big knobs at the top and then more and more of them toward the bottom. The second knob at the top was in the middle of a five-pointed star. The knobs looked like dials of some sort, with arrows in different positions. Some of the knobs were more like buttons, for pushing.

Jonna glanced over her shoulder for any sign of Dr. Hill. She must have needed a potty break. She got so excited about the Flintstones radio, she nearly peed on herself.

Her eyes back on the object, Jonna set her backpack down and wiped her fingertips on a clean spot at the bottom of her khaki shirt before gingerly grasping the top knob. She felt it turn a little under her fingers; and twisted it to the left, and it clicked. Then she turned the knob below it to the left. And the one below that, as well, but nothing happened. No cuckoo came out, no AM talk radio. No gophers that needed bashing with an oversized sledge hammer.

There was a slider button resting at the bottom of the object. She pushed it slowly upward.

In a sudden whirling dervish of shouting and hands upon her, Dr. Hill was there, her voice high-pitched. "I told you not to touch it!"

In her blue rubber gloves, with her pinned up hair falling down on one side and the crazy gleam in her eyes, she looked like a mad scientist about to perform surgery on Jonna. Without permission. Or anesthetic.

Had this been any other situation, Jonna might have enjoyed the presence of the professor's body within kissing distance again, but anger was generally not the emotion she wanted women to have when they were that close to her.

Jonna took a step back, stumbling on the backpack, her foot tangling in the strap. She reached her hand back for balance, her fingers landing, unfortunately, on the stone fossil, right on top of the slider knob. The pressure caused it to skate all the way up, with another clicking sound. 

Dr. Hill shrieked like a banshee, "You touched it again!?"

As Jonna snatched her hand away from the stone pyramid, she said, "If you weren't all up in my grill, I wouldn't have touched it again! I lost my balance!"

But they both noticed the clicking and humming sound. It was coming from the artifact.

Somehow, Jonna had animated it. She smiled as she turned to look down at it, the professor beside her, managing to make her eyes look both bulbous and scrunched up.

"There, see? I got it to work. You're welcome."

The professor grabbed her arm like she was going to jerk her away from the precious stone object. A searing light enveloped them. A whooshing sound, a sucking, and Jonna was a dustbunny on its way into a high-powered vacuum like she used. 

Then she was compressed, crushed, and everything went dark.

 




 

[image:  ]Chapter 2

Jurassic

 

 

Bedspins. How long had it been since Veronica felt that? College? She smelled something earthy and wet. A distinctive odor of moss, dead leaves and lichen. 

Lifting heavy eyelids, a searing light accosted her eyes, intensifying the pounding headache. The source of the light was above. Her cheek pressed against gritty, uneven ground, and her breath was a puff of vapor. 

Chilly air. 

Refocusing through a squint, she saw a dirt floor, mixed with rock. She inhaled, discerning the scent of calcium and limestone. A light beam about six feet in circumference blasted down from the ceiling. She rolled to her back, lolling her head to the right, and saw the other young woman next to her, splayed face-down, eyes closed. Is she dead?

Veronica turned over on her elbows, reaching a blue-gloved hand to jostle the shoulder of the woman in the old canvas coat. 

Janitor-girl's eyelids popped open, and she turned her head, hazel eyes going wide. "What the fuck just happened?"

"I have no idea." Veronica sat up, scooting away, out of the blinding circle of light. She watched the young woman draw a leg up, and fumble with the backpack strap around her ankle, sending buoyant dust into the light beam. 

Freeing the pack, she looked over at Veronica. "What did you do?"

Veronica shook her head. "I didn't do anything."

The young woman seemed to be thinking it over. She stared at the walls of the cave around them, took a long breath. "I think that radio artifact is some kind of zapper. A transport device."

The professor looked at her, wondering if maybe she was dealing with one of those people who liked to believe that everything was mysterious and spooky, while most things in this world had--if not a simple explanation--at least a rational one. Occam's Razor. 

"Well, what else? We were in the museum basement and now we're here in this...cave. I'm sure you saw that light--" she paused, following the light beam between them upward into the rock ceiling of the cave, where it blasted through a small opening. "And did you also feel that crushing sensation? Something zapped us. We changed locations. The Flintstones radio was a sort of transporter."

"You've watched far too many Indiana Jones movies." Veronica didn't mention the fact that she'd seen all of those movies herself, repeatedly. What young aspiring archaeologist or paleontologist wouldn't have watched them?

The janitor-girl pushed herself up and wiped the dirt from her hands. "Not ashamed of that. They were good movies." She looked around at the cavern. "This does sort of look like the Temple of Doom." 

Veronica stared at the craggy walls of the cave. It wasn't the first time she'd seen a view like this. But usually, she was more purposeful about being in a hole in the ground. It wasn't a location one found oneself magically transported to.

There had to be an explanation. A rational one. Not one borne of Hollywood fantasy. 

She watched the other woman wander toward the far wall, and tried to think back to the sequence of events. They were in the museum. Right. Then the maintenance gal--what was her name?--touched the artifact, and there was a bright light and a compression sensation, and then they both woke up here. 

Elsewhere.

Pushing at her spectacles with a blue-gloved finger, the digit landed on the bridge of her nose instead. Her glasses were gone. She blinked. She couldn't recall if she'd still had them on when--had she really been transported to another location? Not possible. Although she was no physicist. But what else could it be? They had been knocked unconscious by some noxious gas in the artifact and then someone moved them while they were out? But who would do that? And why?

As her eyes adjusted to the shrouding darkness around the beam of light, she had déjà vu. This wasn't just any cave. It was strangely similar to the one she'd been in, not ten days ago. She let her eyes trail up the beam of light, originating some twenty feet in the air at a small aperture in the ceiling. Just like the Pitfall Cave. But how could she be there, in a remote region of New Zealand, when she was just at the museum in the United States a few moments ago?

Wiping mindlessly at the dirt on her cheek, she pulled the rubber gloves off and stuck them in her coat pocket. Crawling over, she placed a steadying hand against the cave wall, and got to her feet. 

How did one formulate an explanation for something so immediately inexplicable? 

Her rational mind had served her well throughout her career and her life. It had gotten her scholarships to the best universities. It had garnered her a PhD in paleontology and lesser degrees in paleobotany, archeology and biology; and it had kept her from making terrible mistakes in her personal life. Well, perhaps except for that lustful faux pas in the bar last night with the janitor-girl. Other than that, she always made decisions based on her intellect, and not her primal desires. Veronica had watched many of her friends fall prey to such things and tried to be there for them to help pick up the pieces of their shattered lives after they realized their mistakes in letting their emotions guide them. 

There was in fact, only one time when Veronica Hill allowed herself to throw caution to the wind, and it was on the weekends she went out dancing. Sometimes she would have trysts with the women at the bar, but never did she allow them to come home with her, not anymore. Nor did she ever let them know her last name, or what she did for a living. 

Her social arrangement was enough to feed the fires of inevitable desire, but not enough to endanger her carefully planned and prescribed life in the professional world. It just so happened that this time, she had picked the one woman who worked in the same place she did. She hadn't recognized her. Why would she? The woman was a janitor.

Was it inevitable that she would cross paths with one of those women she used and tossed aside?

Her attention back in the cave, she looked around again, her eyes snagging on the floor below the beam of light. Just like the floor of Pitfall Cave. Where she had found the pyramid-shaped stone artifact. She'd noticed a slight anomaly in the surface of the ground, and when she investigated by taking her brush to the floor, she'd found the artifact. She had dug it out and wasted no time getting it back to the museum so she could examine it properly. She'd beaten it back, in fact, since shipping and customs took a bit longer than a few, albeit lengthy, plane rides.

Now, sitting in a place so similar to Pitfall Cave, the light shifted just-so. She stared at the illuminated ground beneath the beam of light. Silly. What were the chances? 

Ignoring her self-recriminations, Veronica crawled over to the bright spot and could swear there was something rough just under the sediment, there. 

Tentatively, she reached to brush the dirt away. In a moment, she was stunned to find the stone artifact. Again. 

But how could it be here, when it was just at the museum? As she grabbed a loose stone to help her dig the object out, she thought it over.

Was there some correlation? The fact that she had been looking at an artifact found on that very dig, and now, here it was in this new location, which she had somehow been transported to in a flash of light. This new location that seemed to be...the same location? 

She glanced up at the beam, particles dancing through it like meandering gnats. Light. A recurring theme, here. Something about the light was meaningful, maybe. 

Pitfall Cave had been a cornucopia of dinosaur bones, dating back to the late Jurassic period. Some, marine animals, but an appreciable portion were also terrestrial, which had been itself a surprise to the scientific community. As yet, none of the bones had been arboreal. There was only one bird in the late-Jurassic, the archaeopteryx, and it was rare to find a fossil of it. 

She peered up into the opening above. It had apparently been covered in vegetation and unsuspecting animals would wander around and sometimes fall into the pit. Since there was no easy exit from the cave, except for smaller creatures. The hapless victims of the pitfall would either die of internal injuries from the impact, or from dehydration and starvation. Most of them from the latter two, since she'd discovered many skeletons curled in various corners of the cave. If they'd all died on impact, there would have been a massive mound of bones directly under the opening. Directly in the beam of light. But she had only found a few in that location. 

On the dig that began six years ago, she'd stumbled upon the cave, and noticed right away the aperture in the ceiling, and the beam of light. Below it, had been several fossilized skeletons. Beneath the Dicynadon bones, she'd uncovered the stone artifact.

Now, she and the janitor-girl had awakened in this same light. As if they had fallen into the pit the same way the prehistoric animals had. Did that mean they were also trapped and doomed to die of starvation or dehydration? She checked herself. That would mean she had to accept the janitor-girl's suspicion that they had been magically transported here by the artifact.

The artifact she knew was in the museum, but now, she was digging up out of the ground again.

Pausing, she stared at the revealed portion of the face, peppered with knobs, the engravings here and there, where they peeked out of the soil. She had to get it out of there. Had to examine it. Veronica wished she'd had more time to examine the artifact before, while she was in the basement. She hadn't even taken a sample to send to the lab for radiometric dating. 

Halting her digging, she sighed. The rock was not getting the job done. She needed a proper tool to dig with. A spade. A trowel. Even a kitchen spoon would be better than the round stone in her hand. If only she had her field gear with her, now. She sighed down at the stone façade and pushed to her feet.

The janitor-girl was gone. Veronica wiped sweat from her brow with the back of her hand. She moved toward the far wall, finding a passage there that had not been in the cave where she had originally found the artifact. Did that mean this was another cave, that just happened to be almost identical? Or did that mean it was the same cave, but there was an exit created later? Later. Meaning, this cave was in the past? Or there was an exit, now, and this cave was in the future? She shook her head. This magical supposition was doing nothing to relieve her headache.

The short corridor was littered with bones. Far too many of them on top of the ground. An eerie tickle fluttered around on the skin of her chest. Ancient bones were hardly ever on top of the soil, although a cave environment made that possible. Yet, the passage of great chunks of time usually ensured that they would be covered by sediment. And although she and the other scientists and students on the dig had found evidence of a thriving terrestrial fauna, believed to be nonexistent, the Pitfall Cave she had been excavating over these last few months had no bones completely exposed on the topsoil. This Pitfall Cave, however, did. 

In the adjoining chamber, the professor squatted in front of an intact skeleton. To her educated eyes, it was clearly prehistoric. It wasn't a modern possum skeleton. Nor was it one of the modern introduced or invasive species, such as a cat, ferret, hedgehog or pig. This was the skeleton of a small theropod from the Jurassic period.

Dr. Hill made a concerted effort to still her thumping pulse with a few slow breaths. Her rational mind was now essentially standing in the middle of her consciousness, with its fingers in its ears.

Continuing around the corner, Veronica saw the janitor-girl, peering up at the stalactites adorning the ceiling--dripstones caused by the limestone-enriched condensation leaving deposits over long periods of time. Gravity did the rest. Sometimes the dripstones looked like teeth. 

Veronica's eyes fell to the backpack slung on the woman's shoulder. The backpack. "Do you have something to dig with, in that bag?"

The woman turned. "You think there's going to be a cave-in?"

"No."

"Then, what--"

"I need something to dig with."

That's when she noticed the round shard in the woman's hand. Had the janitor broken a stalactite off the ceiling? Oaf. "Why did you break that?"

"I didn't break it. It was on the ground, here." The woman looked over at her, held it in her fist like a knife. "It might come in handy."

"In case you want to stab me?"

"Are you thinking I might want to at some point?"

"Possibly."

Suddenly chagrined by her own myopia, Veronica looked around on the floor, and finding no other broken pieces, she crossed the hard floor and reached up to another stalactite, pushing at it. 

"Um...are you trying to break that?" the woman asked.

"Yes."

"Didn't you just reprimand me for that?"

"I need something to dig with." 

"Oh I see, it's okay if you're the one breaking it..."

Ignoring her, Veronica glanced around and found a hefty rock, and hammered the side of the stalactite that looked like the fang of a tyrannosaurus; close to 14 inches. It broke off, and she headed back to the pitfall chamber.

"Shouldn't we check out these other passages, first, and find one that leads outside?" the other woman said. "What do you need to dig for?"

"I need it to dig up the artifact."

The janitor-girl spoke to her back, with a measured amount of derision. "You do know that's still in the basement of the museum, right?"

"It's at this location too."

A hand grabbed her arm, and turned her around. The janitor wore a deep frown.

Veronica sighed. "I just found the stone artifact buried beneath the beam of light where we woke up."

The woman blinked at her. "How...how is that possible?"

"I don't know."

"Isn't it your job to know?"

"I'm not a pastor. I'm a scientist. It's okay for us to say we don't know."

"Well do you have a theory?"

"Not at the moment. I just know we've been relocated. And there's another artifact in the same place where I found the one I had shipped to the museum." She turned and continued to the previous chamber.

The woman stayed behind a few beats longer and then said, "I've got to see this."

In the pitfall chamber again, Veronica knelt in front of the exposed frontispiece.

"I'll be damn," the janitor-girl said.

Damned. You'll be damned, Veronica mentally corrected her. The professor bent to the task of jabbing at the dirt around the artifact.

After a minute, Veronica sat back and sighed. "This is better than a rock, but still, it's going to take too long. Do you have something sharper in your bag?"

"How can that thing be here when it was at the museum a few minutes ago?"

"Once again, I don't know."

The woman blinked and looked at the partially exposed façade and then back up along the beam of light, now waning as the sun moved.

"So?" Veronica looked at her.

The janitor-girl shook her confusion away. "Oh." She slid the backpack off her shoulder, looked at it and then said, "I don't have...all I have is this." She held the stalactite out. After a moment, she dropped to her knees and began stabbing her own stalactite into the soil around the right side of the stone triangle. 

The woman. The janitor-girl. Veronica knew almost nothing about this person, although apparently while in a drunken stupor, she had swapped saliva with her only the night before. The night before, millions of years in the future? Her mind dismissed the rumination. It was just too crazy. Still, she supposed introductions were in order. "What's your name?"

"Wondered when you were going to ask." She stabbed the dirt with the stalactite fang, and glanced over at Veronica, who was still waiting for an answer. "Jonna Clarke."

John-uh? "Did your father name you that because he wanted a son?"

Jonna stopped digging and sat back on her haunches. "I think I've just decided I don't like you."

"I'm crushed."

Jonna looked down at the stalactite. "I see what you mean about needing to stab you..."

A threat, but probably not serious. Veronica ignored her and went back to the spot under the beam. Jabbing the point of the fangish limestone tool into the earth, she was making only slow progress loosening its grip on the stone.

Jonna sat staring at the far wall of the cave for a moment before she spoke. "What the fuck is going on? Where are we?"

The professor looked over at her, sighing, the back of her hand swiping at the beads of sweat that had freshly formed on her forehead. "I wish I could tell you for sure. I can only guess."

Jonna turned the cave-dagger over in her hand, and rubbed a thumb across the rough area where it had broken off. "What's your guess?"

"I think we're in a place called Pitfall Cave."

"How do you know?"

"I've been here before."

Jonna looked over at her curiously.

"On a dig," she explained. "I left that location just a few days ago." She jabbed at more dirt and shoveled it out with her fingers. "It's where I found this stone artifact. Or...at least, it's where I found the one I had in the basement."

Veronica paused to regard her. Jonna studied her face, then looked at the half-buried object, trailed her eyes around the floor of the cave, looked up into the waning beam of light and the opening where it originated. "What happens when that sunlight goes away?"

Veronica stopped and cast her eyes to the ceiling. "We'll be in the dark." 

She was rather running out of time to get this relic excavated. That's when another thought occurred to her. She was so used to having help in the field, used to having tools and supplies, that she didn't stop to think about how they would move and transport this hunk of carved stone. It might be too cumbersome to carry very far, and she had no canvas strips or sticks to suspend it from. But if the niggling ideas in her head proved true, there wasn't much point in carrying it anywhere. She needed to study it and figure out if it was going to help them get back to where they were. She sat back and propped her elbows on her knees.

"What's wrong?" Jonna asked.

"We'll have to leave it where it is until I can rig something to carry it in." She looked up at Jonna's JanSport.

"Oh, no, I'm not emptying out my stuff so you can shove that thing in my pack."

"Well then we'll have to think of something else."

"Why did you want to take it in the first place?"

She frowned over at Jonna. "I'm sure it's the key to getting us out of here."

Now Jonna sat back with a frown. "Oh, now you're considering the magical transport-thing. Now that it's your idea."

Professor Hill knew there was no point in engaging this woman in verbal sparring about whose idea was whose. She sighed and looked at the tooth-shaped stalactite in her hand. 

Jonna shoved the stalactite dagger into her coat pocket and stood up, wandering toward the passageway. 

Aware of an odd feeling of displacement, Veronica thought it was not unlike the one she always got after a 16 hour flight over the ocean, landing in Auckland, or when she'd landed at LAX again, on her way back to the States. It felt like being in a dream; her brain heavy, foggy. She didn't like it. She needed to think.

A skittering noise took the professor's attention to the nearest wall ahead of her. A lizard. Not just any lizard though. The kind that had its own classification. A Tuatara. She recognized it right away, with its dragon-like appearance and olive-green-gray coloring. It was often referred to as a living fossil, since the species had survived without much alteration in form for 200 million years. The indigenous Maori people believed them to be keepers of knowledge. Veronica wished it could tell her what the hell was going on. This particular Tuatara basking in the periphery of sunlight was a baby, only around six inches. Full grown adults grew to almost two feet. 

Because of this, Veronica knew that she was indeed in Aotearoa - the Land of the Long White Cloud. Better known as New Zealand. The Tuatara only existed there, and still existed in modern day, though an endangered and protected species. 

It at least answered one of her questions. The where. She might never know the how. But the more sobering question that came next was when? Still, it would be helpful to know at least what she was dealing with. Somehow they had been--to use Jonna's term--zapped. And not just to another county or state, but seven thousand miles away.

Veronica dusted off her hands and stood up. "We should find a way out and have a look around. See what we're dealing with." She looked up at the hole in the ceiling, and back down at the half-buried artifact. Squatting, she covered it back up with the loose dirt.

"What did you do that for?"

"I don't want it to get damaged."

"How is it going to get damaged?"

She continued shoveling loose dirt on top of it with her hands until it was covered as completely as before. "Just being careful. We might need it."

Jonna seemed to have another question, but apparently decided against asking it. 

Veronica headed for the passageway, with Jonna right behind her. She paused, engaged in staring at the claw marks by a tiny crack in the wall. The same claw marks she'd seen in Pitfall Cave. As if some creature had been madly raking to get out. Probably, it had been seeking an escape route. The image of those claw marks had been embedded in her mind, and these were exactly the same. In the same location relative to the cave chambers. In a sudden tingling certainty, Veronica knew that she was in Pitfall Cave. Again.

If she ignored the obvious questions that wanted to emerge in her brain, she could instead focus on the fact that she knew where the exit was.

In the adjoining chamber, Jonna peered around while Veronica headed right for a small corridor. Jonna followed, and soon they were standing in front of a small fissure, the daylight making a swath of white on the cave floor. The opening was smaller. Odd. But perhaps not so odd, if she believed that this was an earlier time. She'd walked in and out of this cave a hundred times during the dig, and this opening had been large enough to step through. Regardless, it was a way out.

Sighing with relief, she crossed the stony threshold and stood outside under the early afternoon sun, blazing with a ferocious amount of intensity through nearby trees and singeing the underbrush. They were closer to the sun. The orbit of the earth was closer to the sun here, than in northern hemisphere. The lower level of air pollution was also a factor. Maybe a bigger one at the moment, if her creeping suspicions were accurate.

Engaging her paleobotanist brain, she looked closer. A particular leaf, a certain insect trundling along the forest floor, specific mosses and ferns. The absence of flowers. When she saw the centipede, it might as well have been crawling onto her neck for the sensation it gave her. She swallowed hard and looked up at the sky. In the distance, winged creatures, much too large to be hawks. 

They had indeed moved through time as well as space. Inexplicably, horrifyingly. She took a measured breath and tried to remain scientific. It would do them no good to panic.

Stepping around a verdant bush, she paused and touched the trunk of a massive tree she recognized as a totara. Indigenous to Australia and New Zealand. As she stepped farther into the forest, she noticed the tall podocarps, relatives of Agathis australis --the modern kauri--as well as Wollemia nobilis, the Wollemi pine. Within view, her trained eyes also noticed the vegetation growing beneath the pines. Hornwort, liverwort, horsetail, particular mosses. Yards away, she thought she could make out an ancient ginkgo that was now extinct.

Another careful breath released through her pursed lips, and she swallowed the fear that perched at the back of her throat. For a scientist, this could be construed as the ultimate playground. But she was also just a human being, and human beings had evolved, but not without the inclusion of the amygdala. The lizard-brain. The seat of the flight-or-flight response. Her leg muscles twitched, and she quashed a sudden urge to run.

Scientist. Be a scientist.

The super continent upon which she now stood originally included India, South America, Africa, Antarctica, and Australia, as well as New Zealand. It appeared that they were indeed in New Zealand. All around her, she saw more evidence of her suspicions.

"Holy fuck..." she heard Jonna whisper behind her.

Veronica took her hand off the tree and faced her. "Don't freak out."

"Where the hell are we?"

Veronica still thought better of revealing too much, too soon. "We are elsewhere."

"Oh thanks, Professor Obvious. I feel so much better now."

Veronica pulled her favorite Australian Kakadu drover's coat tighter around herself. It was chilly. Like autumn. But if it was October, it would be spring. A chilly spring to be sure, but the weather could change abruptly here. So they would have night and day for now. Lucky they didn't land in the perpetual darkness of winter. But if they didn't find a way out of here, in a few months, that's exactly what they'd be dealing with. And their chances of survival would be almost nil. Predators ruled during the dark months.

"Doc?" came the almost trembling query.

She turned. "New Zealand. We're in New Zealand."

Jonna blinked at her. "I've never even been out of my home state..."

"We should...we should go back in the cave for now. I need to think..."

"You can only think in caves?" Jonna frowned, looked around for what must be bothering the professor, but seemed unable to discern it. "Okay...it's your turf. Whatever you think."

She knew that a layperson always looked at things but never really saw the details. The brain made assumptions based on past experiences. And while Veronica Hill had never had this particular experience, she knew enough about prehistory to recognize the signs that would identify when they were.

Releasing a pent-up breath, she headed back to the mouth of the cave and ducked inside. Leaning against an inner wall, she studied the floor of the cave, the ceiling, rubbing her fingers together like they were worry-stones, her thoughts beginning to bottle-neck in her brain. She had to remain calm. 

Jonna was standing next to her, now. "What's got you spooked, Doc? You look a little pasty."

Still struggling to accept the truth about what had happened to them, Veronica's rational mind quibbled with it. There really was no other way to explain where they had found themselves, and how they had gotten here. There were only a few possibilities that she could discern.

(A) The artifact was a time travel device, left there by intelligent life forms with advanced technology, disguised to fit in by making it out of stone. That would mean the ancient aliens theories were true.

Or (B) the artifact was a time travel device left there by...well, a time traveler. 

If at some point in the future, time travel had been mastered, then that meant someone could travel back to any time in history, theoretically, and plant the artifact. It might seem like science fiction now, but it wouldn't if time travel had actually become a reality in the future.

Just like no one in the 1950's ever imagined that we would be communicating through text messages on tiny handheld devices that were also telephones, reading books on glowing electronic screens, and linking to and interacting with each other in myriad ways on something called the Internet. This time-traveler-planting-the-artifact-theory would not only make more sense, but it was a hypothesis bolstered by science and not by superstition and wild speculation. Even if it was hard to imagine.

Either way, the artifact was a time-travel device.

There were bones on top of the cave floor because the animals had fallen in recently. But if the skeletons were any indication, she could make an educated guess about the time period. The first set of bones she'd had analyzed at the dig site had been from circa 150 million years ago. If the animals these bones belonged to were prehistoric, and the bones weren't buried here now, it meant that she and Jonna were trapped in that time period. 

The Late Jurassic. One hundred fifty million years ago.

Now.

Glancing over at Jonna, she could see the pallor of her face in the dim cavern. The professor's fear was now influencing Jonna's. She wouldn't mention her ideas just yet. The woman probably needed more time to absorb the mere fact of their transport to another location halfway around the world. Veronica didn't need her freaking out about possibly being sent to another time in history.

Beyond them, from the pitfall chamber, came a crackling sound, a thud, and then the bleating and clicking of a stunned animal. 

Veronica went through the possibilities in her head; what sort of animal that sound could originate from; and all the answers were the sort that advised against any close-up investigation. "We'd better go back outside for a bit..."

"Why? What was that?"

"Some animal just fell through that hole in the ceiling. We should put some distance between it and us."

"Why? What do you think it is?"

"Nothing either of us wants to deal with, I assure you." Her scientific curiosity niggled at her to go peek in the chamber, just to get a glimpse, but they were in close quarters, and could be easily trapped if that creature entered the second chamber where they stood. It wouldn't be wise.

She started around Jonna, glancing back to make sure she was behind her and not heading to the other chamber out of some misplaced curiosity. Another bleating from the chamber behind them, and in a sudden burst of motivation, Jonna caught up to her.

Veronica ducked through the opening to stand outside again, moving off to one side.

Jonna followed, saying, "Why not just hike until we figure out where we are? We can get to where civilization is, and then call a cab or something."

A humorless laugh erupted from Veronica's lips. 

Jonna lowered her brows. "And you're laughing at me because--?"

Veronica shook her head, unwilling to engage in this conversation, either, just yet. Nothing was clear to her, even though a voice somewhere in her mind was certain of the situation. And that voice was doing little to assuage the primal - if not primeval - fear flopping in her chest.
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She had laughed at her. Even though Jonna felt the suggestion was a solid one. Hike. Find transportation out of here. New Zealand might have lots of jungles and trees and nature and stuff like that, but people lived there, ferfucksake. Someone would have to have a phone.

Phone.

Jonna pulled her pack around and took out her cell phone, turning it on and looking at the Wi-Fi symbol. Dead space here. No bars. She grinned. None of the other kind of bars either, she'd bet. The kind that held sexy professors who drank too much and decided to kiss her. She'd have to keep checking for the other kind of bars.

A few feet away, the professor was watching her hold her phone up in the air and wave it around, seeking a signal. Dr. Hill sort of shook her head, then went back to her Sherlock Holmes routine with some green plants. Jonna kept an eye on the mouth of the cave for whatever that critter was that fell through the ceiling hole. 

There sure was something strange going on, and she was afraid to ask what it was. Watching Dr. Veronica Hill for a long moment, she noticed how the woman was staring around at the forest, with an expression that didn't seem like comfort. It was a mixture of joy and fear, if that was even possible. The doctor had been here before, so why was she acting like this place was so strange to her? Even though the professor seemed to know more about it than Jonna did, it raised her hackles to have her laugh when she suggested they find a way to get a cab or something. 

In the back of Jonna's mind, she knew enough about what had happened, to appreciate how bizarre it was; too scary to even think about, maybe. That triangle radio-thing was more than just an ancient hunk of stone. It was a device. A weird Star-Trekkie transport device. And she had accidentally turned that sucker on when she adjusted the knobs, and then leaned on the slider. There was no other explanation. They were zapped by some light from the artifact and woke up in a cave. A cave in New Zealand, no less. And one that Dr. Hill obviously recognized. And even more weirdly, the same one she'd found the artifact in to begin with.

It would explain why the professor had laughed at her. She said something stupid, ignoring the obvious. They were probably miles and miles away from civilization. Didn't paleontologists dig remote areas? Of course they dig remote areas. Jonna smiled at her own joke. She should have gone into the T-shirt making business. I dig remote areas. Obviously, dig sites were remote, though. You never hear about a fossil discovery in front of Starbucks.

But the professor laughing at her; and the fact that the stone artifact was a transport device, might mean, as much as Jonna did not want to admit it, that they could be in another time. No telling how long ago. Any minute now, there might be some covered wagon pulled by horses, and a pioneer family perched inside it. Did New Zealand have pioneers? 

Maybe it would be more like abor...aborigines...carrying spears, with painted faces and a nice boiling pot of water back at their camp, just waiting for two young women to sweeten the stew. Jonna shivered.

Or maybe they were in the future, even. She'd heard the audiobook version of H.G Wells' The Time Machine. She'd also seen the movies based on it. At any moment, she imagined a group of troglodyte Morlocks emerging from the ground, with bits of Eloi still clinging to their chins.

Jonna shoved her shaking hands into her coat pockets, her finger locating a tear in the bottom she kept meaning to repair. She wanted off this carnival ride. Enough was enough. She wanted to go home. Now. Home, to her boring living room with her television and a plate full of nachos. 

The only adventures she'd ever had were inside the earbuds as she listened to audio books. Or in the movies. Or documentaries. All very well and good, and nothing dangerous about that. But if she was in some other primitive area, and didn't even know where or when or how they got there, the adventure shifted into nightmare territory and she had no desire to be part of that. Easy to be entertained from your La-Z-Boy, but not when it was actually happening to you.

Right now, the professor was making goo-goo eyes at plants like she was an overgrown kid in a toy store or something, and Jonna could still hear that animal-sound every so often, coming from the cave, though farther away. That critter was probably looking for the door out. Or maybe being stalked by a Morlock. Jonna could almost see the white hair, sunken pink eyes, and chalky skin of the creatures. 

She shook the image away, and focused instead on Veronica, surprised at the professor being so comfortable. Now, the doc moved through the brush and trees like it was a make-up counter at Macy's. But then, the woman did dig in the dirt for a living. And she did say she was in a cave like that only a few days ago. There was probably quite a bit about her than Jonna couldn't begin to guess. Which made her all the more intriguing. If she wasn't so exasperating. Jonna was sure that the doc saw her as some modern Neanderthal. Probably because Jonna was only a janitor at the museum; and because she obviously hadn't attended any fancy universities. Jonna was now determined to show her that intelligence came in different packages. 

But for now, she should just follow the professor's lead. Jonna was not accustomed to caves and forests. Seeing them on television and being in them yourself were two different things, even if she'd watched all those videos and documentaries and programs about wilderness survival. But she'd never tried any of that stuff. She'd never had a vehicle of her own that would take her anywhere that didn't have a paved road. Put her on any city street, and she could find anything she needed to find. But in this place, she might as well be a toddler. She was smart enough, after all, to know what she didn't know.

As she followed Dr. Hill through the oddly monstrous trees, she thought about the artifact and what had happened to them. It was spooky. It made no sense that they could be in the basement of a museum and then seconds later, in a cave. The bright light, the crushing sensation. All of those things made the hair stand up on the back of Jonna's neck, just as much as the thought of a Morlock tearing the flesh of an Eloi.

She looked over at the professor, who was bent over a leaf, looking at it like she was trying to read some tiny writing on it. "I hate to interrupt, but...what are we doing?"

Veronica Hill stood up straight again. The question seemed to be difficult. Let's play stump-the-professor.

"I mean," she continued. "Are we just going to wander around and look at plants?"

The professor sighed and put her hands on her hips, still obviously unable to respond. All her professor-circuits were engaged in something else and speaking to another human being was probably overload. And not very interesting.

After a few seconds, Jonna said, "Ferfucksake." She lifted her backpack straps onto her shoulders, and began walking into the forest.

"Where are you going?" the professor asked.

She turned and gave Veronica a sarcastic look. "If we are so elsewhere that there are no taxi cabs, no Burger Kings, and no maps, then I think we'd better find food and water and shelter, and build a fire, too, before it gets dark. Do you have any scholarly objections to that?"

"No. I think that's a good idea." 

Jonna was surprised by her response. "Well...good." She turned and headed back into the forest. A forest hopefully free of stalking troglodytes.
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Ten minutes of trudging got them little else but a collected symphony of strange noises and a nice view of trees and bushes and rocks, though Veronica was bombarded by the data only a paleobotanist would notice. The plant life was decidedly not from the modern era. She'd seen fossilized examples of most of it.

Up ahead, Veronica spied a dark green log, and pointed. "Hang on. I have something poking me in my boot."

They sat on the log and Veronica removed her boot, and wiggled the pebble free, putting the boot back on and lacing it up.

Pulling a water bottle from her pack, Jonna had a drink, then handed it to Veronica.

She took it and drank. "You wouldn't also have a ham sandwich in there would you?"

"I did, but I had it for lunch. Whenever that was." She punched the retractable nipple back down on the bottle and shoved it in her pack again. Glancing at Veronica she said, "Are we seriously in New Zealand?"

The professor sighed. "I'm sure we are, yes." Lifting her eyes to the hill rising beyond the cave, she saw the gigantic bottle tree perched like a lighthouse against the vivid blue sky, its swollen trunk resembling a wine bottle. Brachychiton rupestris. Also native to Australia; and the regions that had been included in the super-continent. "We're in Gondwanaland. Or, as they call it now, Gondwana."

"Wanna-what?"

"It was a super-continent that included, among others, Australia and New Zealand. I'm afraid your theory might be right."

"I didn't have a theory about being in the land down-under."

"No, I mean, your theory about time-travel. I think the stone artifact is some kind of device. And we've been transported through time." She watched Jonna's eyebrows dance high onto her forehead. "Back in time."

After a dry swallow, Jonna murmured, "How far back?"

"Way back."

"How far?" she persisted.

"Around 150 million years. Give or take a few million."

Jonna stared at her like someone had hit her pause button. Then she blinked. Then she looked around them. Then she smiled. "I get it. You're pulling my leg. You're playing a little professor-joke on me, right?"

Veronica closed her eyes on a sigh. "I wish I was kidding. I'm not."

Jonna rushed to solutions, desperate. "How do we get back?"

"I have no idea."

"Well I turned the knobs on the artifact. Maybe if I turn them back, it'll take us home."

Veronica rubbed her cold hands together to generate some warmth. "We don't know that for sure."

"Well we have to get out of here."

Indeed. But not without some serious contemplation. "I need to give this more thought. We can't make snap decisions about this. We could end up dead in the process. We can only assume the knobs on the artifact here mean the same thing as the knobs on the artifact in the museum. So I wouldn't know where to turn them to get us back where we came from. It isn't that simple."

Her tone accusing, Jonna said, "You're supposed to be a scientist, why can't you figure out how to get us back?"

"I'm not that kind of scientist."

Jonna shoved her hands in her coat pockets. "Well I'm not that kind of okay about it. And I can't just sit here feeling helpless."

A thrashing sound, and a leafy limb landed next to them on the ground.

They both looked down at it, and then up into the tree, watching the trunk of it move, a massive, sinewy undulation. A round head the size of a refrigerator sat atop a long neck; bulbous eyes gave them only a cursory glance, the beast's wide mouth still crunching on limbs and leaves. 

The log they had been sitting on was not a log at all. But the tail of this behemoth.

"Holy Mother of Fuck!" Jonna breathed, standing up slowly as if moving through molasses.

Veronica could excuse the colorful language, considering the situation. While she wasn't surprised to see the brachiosaurus, the view still stunned her. Paleontologists often fantasized about seeing the animals whose remains they find. Hollywood and documentary filmmakers often did a convincing job of depicting them, but it was another thing entirely to actually see with your own eyes, up close and personal, a creature like this. Especially so close, she was actually sitting on its tail. She imagined the massive beast didn't even notice them perched there, anymore than a horse would notice a fly. Veronica stood up and looked down at the log-that-was-not-a-log. The rough hide that looked reptilian, now, rather than like a fallen tree, stripped of its bark.

The great beast turned back to its munching, the two women given only the consideration a beast would give insects. Rodents. Easily ignored. Certainly, these creatures had never seen another human being, if they were the only humans to have been jettisoned into the prehistoric past; and Dr. Veronica Hill also knew their brains were so simple that they probably didn't wonder what sort of new creatures she and Jonna were.

Jonna made a squeaking noise, stumbled backward and fell as she tried to take in the massive dimensions of the creature that was now looking down at them while still munching leaves.

Suddenly, Jonna was running back toward the cave.

Not a good idea, Veronica thought. No telling what sort of creature had recently landed in it through that hole. Brachiosaurs were herbivores and presented little threat, unless you just got under one of those giant feet or got swiped by that massive tail. Veronica was torn between spending more time with the creature and going after Jonna. She laid a hand on the tail again, once, almost petting it with appreciation, and noticed it was warm to the touch. Endothermic, just as the newest research suggested. 

Sighing, she looked up in awe one last time and then turned to run after Jonna.
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Don't pass out, don't pass out. It's just a dream. You're dreaming. Don't pass out.

The mantra continued in Jonna's mind as she stumbled through the foliage, jumped fallen limbs; her trajectory the cave they had just emerged from ten minutes ago. She could make it to the cave in half that time, maybe less, if she kept running. Back to its vagina-shaped opening. Mother Earth, she thought inanely. There was a joke there somewhere, but Jonna was having trouble finding her sense of humor. No matter what might have landed in that cave, it was a hell of a lot smaller than what she had just seen. 

And what had she seen? It was just like that huge dinosaur in the Jurassic Park movie. She couldn't recall its name. Didn't care.

Could she believe her own eyes, or was she just having some elaborate dream? Maybe she'd just seen Veronica Hill at the museum one too many times, and her brain manufactured this entire thing. Maybe some chick at the bar slipped a Mickey in her drink, and she was actually asleep. Even though this seemed so real. But didn't dreams seem real when you were in them? Didn't you only realize how absurd and impossible they were after you woke up?

Jonna fell, her palms skidding on the ground. She shot back up and kept running.

Please wake up. Please wake up. Wake up, wake up.

Minutes later, she slid into the gaping maw of the cave, and plastered herself against the wall inside, tried to catch her breath. Her parched throat made breathing even harder in her aching lungs, her blood sang in her veins, and it wasn't a song Jonna wanted to hear. It pounded in her ears and made her feel like she was suffocating on her own breath. 

She needed a drink of water. No. Beer. No. Something much stronger. Everclear. Moonshine. As the sound of her breaths echoed back to her from the far wall, she pulled the water bottle shakily from her pack and took a big gulp. Then the sound came again. 

Holding her breath a moment, the skin of her face pulsed like her heart was behind her cheekbones. She could tell the sound was coming from the opening into the artifact room. 

A shadow moved into the doorway between chambers. Not a large, dinosaur-shadow. Just about the size of a German Shepherd. She was pretty sure, though, that it was not a dog. The sound it was making was part-growl, part purr. Like maybe the sound a demon would make. Or a Morlock on all fours? Whatever it was, it was looking right at her. She could see the glow of its yellow eyes.

Jonna allowed herself another breath as her thighs trembled, and her pulse thrashed around at the base of her neck, sending fire-coals of heat to her cheeks. She swallowed without the benefit of spit, her tongue stuck to the roof of her mouth like it was coated in that paste she remembered from grade school.

As the shadow moved out of the backlit glow of the other chamber, and into the lighter chamber, she saw its grey face. It looked like that distorted figure in the painting The Scream. That's exactly what Jonna wanted to do, but she could get no sound out of her constricted throat. Some invisible hand was squeezing her windpipe.

The thing was moving along on its back legs, with smaller front feet that looked like short baby-arms dangling in front of it. The thing stayed to the far side of the wall, looking away from her. Avoiding her like she wanted to avoid it. 

It seemed they both eyed the cave opening, and Jonna didn't want to get caught in a bottle-neck with that creature. She wanted to get away from it, but her legs felt heavy. Forcing her legs to take a side step toward the cave opening, the creature purr-growled. 

This can't be happening. But it is. If it's a dream, it won't matter, and I'll have a great story to tell. If it isn't a dream, then I have to be very careful not to do something stupid. Like get myself killed. And maybe even if it is a dream and I got killed in it, the shock would give me a heart attack. Didn't they say if you died in your dream, you could die in real life? But she didn't know who They were, and couldn't recall where she'd heard this information. 

The animal inched closer, still purr-growling, its mouth not framed in lips, but a really wide, thick beak. Its black feet had three toes with round black nails. She thought she heard the scratching sound as those fat nails dug into the dirt. I woke up in Jurassic Park, she thought, taking another cautious step toward the exit hole. And I know what happened to most of the characters in that movie. Jonna had an image of her intestines unfolded outside her body as she lay dying with blood oozing from her mouth.

The thing stood taller and suddenly darted toward her and she swung around and ducked through the opening, as the creature side-swiped her, screeching and flailing its splotchy legs. 

Knocked to the ground, she ate a clump of pine needles, the bitterness released onto her tongue as her teeth clamped down. She covered her head as the animal used her for a launching pad. It sprang into a bush, and out the other side, disappearing into the trees, like a deformed kangaroo.

Her heart pounded like an oversized fist against her chest. Jonna looked up and watched the creature's retreat. Maybe it was as frightened of her as she was of it. Thankfully, it had not hacked at her head on the way across her back. She could only imagine what a beak that size could do. Forget about being pecked to death by chickens. This would be worse. One big chicken. With a beak the size of an anvil. It looked like a...like a...well, it didn't look like anything she'd ever seen, except in one of those dinosaur movies, but she didn't remember ever seeing anything like this. It was like an alien. At least she recognized the big thing they'd been sitting on. It was in Jurassic Park. The big, crunching, munching green thing with a tail like a redwood tree. A green redwood tree. 

Jonna shook her head and buried her face in her palms, took a few deep breaths as she sat there on her knees. Her mind was wobbling toward hysteria, and she was not the hysterical type. But she'd never been in a situation like this. If all this was true, then no one else had ever been in a situation like this either. Lucky me, I'm making history.

She pulled herself up against the rise of earth by the cave opening and tried to calm her pulse. Another thrashing sound from the forest and she was spring-loaded again, trying to decide whether to retreat to the cave, or just run the other direction into the trees.

But then she saw the professor, who stopped a few yards away and stared at her. "You weren't in any real danger," she said.

"It ran over me! It could have torn me up like a pit bull! I've never seen a beak that big!"

"What are you talking about?" Veronica trudged forward. "Brachiosaurs don't have beaks."

"Bracky--what?"

"The tail we were sitting on," she explained. "It was an herbivore. Not aggressive."

"I'm talking about the three-toed thing with a beak that just ran out of here."

Veronica immediately insisted on a more complete description, and when Jonna gave her a rather hysterical rendition, the professor actually smiled.

"Wow...I wish I'd seen that. That was an herbivore, too. Sounds like an Atlascopcosaurus."

"Well, the Atlas-thing just trampled me and went into the forest." Jonna dropped her forehead into her palm and took a deep breath, and then leaned against the hillside with a measured release of breath, not wanting the professor to see her lose it.

Veronica shoved her hands in her Dundee coat pockets and looked around for a moment. "I know you're really shaken up, but..." 

Jonna noticed her breath making clouds in front of her face. 

"...we're running out of daylight, and we have to find some water and food, just like you said. So let's just concentrate on that, shall we?"

Jonna wanted to smack her. "Are you out of your mind? We're in fucking Jurassic Park, and you want me to focus?"

"We don't have a choice, Jonna."

Somehow, hearing her own name from Veronica's lips melted a bit of her crust, calmed her heartbeat. She swallowed and stared at the woman, her hair now loose around her shoulders, the Aussie jacket making her look like Harrison Ford's sidekick. "I know. I can see that...I just...I'm not...I haven't been in...I'm used to cities. Cars. Concrete...and...taxis..." she said, her voice fading.

Veronica stepped over and put a hand on Jonna's shoulder. "You're tough. I can tell. We can do this. So let's go find water."

Jonna nodded, looking at the professor's chocolate- pudding eyes. She didn't seem so mean at the moment. And she was right. Jonna was right. They had to get the basics taken care of so they could figure out what to do. So the professor could find a way to get that Flintstones radio to send them back.

They started in a slightly different direction this time, the professor watching the skies. After a half hour, in which they thankfully didn't come across another animal, Veronica pointed into the clouds. "There. See that?"

Something flying around. Something unnaturally big. "Are those..terra...terra dack--"

"Pterodactyls. Yes. Well, actually more like Pteronodons, a species of Pterosaur--pterodactyls refers to the particular genus, pterodactylus. But they are both part of the species known as pterosaur."

"Blah blah blah. Whatever. Why does it matter?"

"Because they are scouting for food and seem to be lingering over the ground. Many predators attack at watering holes, and then the pterosaurs take advantage of the leftovers."

"How do you know this? Do you have pet dinosaurs on your patio?"

"I'm a paleontologist. We study ancient life forms."

"I don't know how you can know any of that, when all you have are fossils and pieces of old bones."

"You'd be surprised what those can tell you."

They continued toward the beasts in the air, and Jonna asked, "Is it a good idea to get close to the predators and the terra-do-hickeys?"

"We're not going that far. I'm looking for the stream."

The soothing rhythm of walking managed to calm Jonna's ragged nerves. Now, it just seemed like a walk in a national park forest. Not that she'd ever been to a national forest, but she'd seen documentaries and pictures. Everything was pretty normal. There were trees. Ground covered in rock and soil. No grass, though. And no flowers. But a blue sky and green trees, and breathable air. It was enough to calm her.

And now she heard the trickling of water. She stopped and Veronica pointed ahead. "There, see?" 

A stream. Just as Dr. Hill had guessed.

They stopped alongside it, and the professor knelt down. "Give me your water bottle."

Jonna dug it out of her pack and handed it to her. She noticed how clean the water looked. But that would make sense. Humans hadn't been here to muck it up, yet. She looked up again at the circling creatures with massive wingspans the size of a hang glider. "God, they're huge."

The professor screwed the nipple lid back on the bottle. "Yes, this particular species can have a wingspan of 18 feet, or more. Other species can be twice that size. Later on, in the Cretaceous Period, there are two more species that are the size of giraffes."

"Jeez." Jonna squinted at the circling creatures again. "I don't see any feathers," Jonna said.

"Oh they don't have feathers. They have a membrane spread between the body and the bones of an elongated digit. In fact, that's what pterodactyl means. Winged finger."

Jonna blinked at her as Veronica stood up and handed her the bottle.

"There were, however, feathers on many of the raptor dinosaurs."

"Raptor? You mean like those...velociraptors in the movie?"

"Well, no, those didn't come along until the Cretaceous, contrary to the movie. Same with the T. rex."

Jonna gave her head a shake. "Wait, the birds don't have feathers but the dinosaurs do?"

"Not all dinosaurs have feathers, of course, no. And pterosaurs are essentially flying reptiles. Modern-day birds are descended from the theropods--things like the T. rex and--"

"Are you just jerking my chain?"

Veronica frowned, as if completely confused by Jonna's confusion. "No. We know these things through scientific evidence."

Jonna could see that the professor was being serious. It was becoming clear that she didn't really know how to joke about these things. They were obviously too important to her. Jonna was just sorry that in all her self-studies, she hadn't checked out the information about dinosaurs. There was so much in the world to learn, she figured it was best to understand the things that directly affected her life. She would have also studied financial planning, but that would have been a dead-end street, since she really didn't have any money to plan with. But she did learn how to win friends and influence people, where her erogenous zones were, and who moved her cheese. And about nutrition and cooking and basic survival skills. Mostly just how to make something out of nothing. It had never occurred to her that one day she might need to know about flying lizards in order to survive.

As they retraced their steps back to the cave, Jonna continued to look behind them, thinking about these predators the professor mentioned.

The return trip seemed to take twice as long. Her muscles trembled like she'd been running a marathon all day. They would need shelter, but Jonna was not too anxious to go in that cave after what she'd seen come out. That three-toed, scream-faced thing with a beak, that had trampled her like a dead tumbleweed. 

Casting her eyes at the fat trunk of the tree that belonged on an exotic movie-set, she hitched her breath and tried not to let the reality run away in her mind. Were they really millions of years in the past? The question was ridiculous after the two animals she'd seen. Of course they were. These big scary things didn't exist in her world. 

She reached up to swipe at the sweat there, just to be sure there wasn't some ancient bug crawling on her. Thankfully, there weren't a million little bugs swarming around her head like in those Amazon movies. Maybe it was too cold at the moment. But the idea of having any mysterious, ancient insect on her skin sent her into spasms. 

Time to get real. The quicker she accepted what was really happening, the quicker she could figure out how to deal with it. 

So, there was such a thing as time-travel, and she had done it. Her. 

Jonna Clarke, Mild-Mannered Janitor-Girl at the National Museum of Science, and the High Falutin' Fossil Goddess, now a prehistoric Lewis and Clark. 

Clark. 

Jonna Clarke almost laughed. She guessed that made Veronica Hill Lewis.
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They made their way back toward the cave--the only shelter they were currently aware of--and Veronica noticed Jonna's silence. Probably, she had made her feel stupid, with all her scientific banter. 

Veronica was used to talking to other scientists and hardly ever had to consider the average person's lack of specialized knowledge. Perhaps she should have made some non-scientist friends. Still, it wouldn't be wise to alienate Jonna. She was the only other human here, now, and the professor might need her help.

"I'm sorry about all the science-jargon. I forget sometimes that most people don't know what I'm talking about. So...tell me what you're interested in."

"You mean besides pushing a broom and cleaning toilets?"

The comment was tinged with a tone of derision. She had, indeed, ruffled her feathers. "I know there must be more to you than your day-job."

"Oh? How do you know that?" she said, stepping over a small limb. "How do you know I don't watch Duck Dynasty and eat Vienna Sausages, Cheetos and Spam every night while I clip my toenails?"

A laugh erupted before Veronica could stop it.

Jonna stopped and looked at her, as if gauging the intent of the humor.

"That was...funny..." Veronica defended.

Jonna started walking again. "Glad you're amused."

Veronica took a deep breath and a couple more steps before trying again. "Look we're different people, but that doesn't mean I don't realize that you have a brain. I'm sure you know about all kinds of things I don't."

"Yeah, I know how to fuck with a time travel device that gets us stranded in Jurassic Park. And I also know how to suck face in a dark bar with a stranger who wishes she'd stayed sober."

Veronica sighed heavily. "About that. I'm sorry, Jonna. That I didn't recognize you. It was dark and I was far too inebriated. But I wouldn't have done that unless I saw something in you I liked--"

"Yeah, I had all the right body parts."

Perhaps leaving bad enough alone is the best thing to do at this point, Veronica thought.

What she wasn't going to tell Jonna was that she wasn't ready to go back, even if she did know how to make that happen. This was a chance of a lifetime. No paleontologist had ever seen the things they studied - the flora and fauna they built their lives and career around.

She only wished she had her equipment. A camera. A few specimen bags. Anything. There would be no way to prove this experience, even if she did get back. Unless she brought something back with her. It would have to be a fresh bone. 

But would it be fresh? If it went forward in time, some 150 million years, would it decay? And what about them? Wouldn't they decay too? Wouldn't that trip kill them? It hadn't killed us to get here, though, she reasoned. So the bones she might take back would be intact. Perhaps she could even bring back a live animal. And yet, how would she explain that? Tell everyone at the CNN press conference that she had traveled back in time and returned with the goods?

Then there were all those other considerations. This would rock the scientific world, and she'd even be in danger. Technology like this in the wrong hands could be devastating. She could start the apocalypse. Or worse, a new perpetual argument with the creationists.

A buzzing sound became a giant dragonfly the size of a seagull, a mini-helicopter making its way through the trees. She half-expected to see an eight year old boy with a remote control guiding it. Dark red tubular body, translucent, membranous wings moving so fast they seemed to be standing still.

Veronica looked ahead to Jonna, the pack resting on her back as she walked. She continued to trudge forward without noticing. Just as well. It might spook her again. She decided not to point the massive insect out.

Rounding a monolithic chunk of limestone rock where the palmy leaves of a cycad waved in the faint breeze, she saw the cave opening.

Jonna pointed, and said with some relief, "There it is." Her steps got faster and Veronica had to hurry to keep up.

"We've got to find some food," Jonna said, looking around, as if a cheeseburger might present itself. She glanced at her hefty black watch. "Oooo, it's dinnertime." She tapped the face of it with a fingernail. "And it will always be dinnertime, because my watch is dead."

Veronica wondered if it had anything to do with their transport through space-time. If the professor had worn a watch she would have been checking hers too, to see if it stopped as well. Veronica had never liked wearing watches. Time, to her, seemed so relative. She spent so much time in the past, that checking a watch seemed absurd, somehow. She really was spending time in the past, now.

Just as Jonna reached the cave opening, there was a heavy cracking of limbs. Turning, Veronica watched a small herd of stegosaurids, lumbering across the path they had just traversed. The professor could actually feel the earth vibrate with their hulking steps, and rightly so; they were the size of a small school bus. The young ones were in front, the adults behind, and they moved past with sloth-slowness. Probably not much danger from them, with their walnut-sized brains. They likely didn't even notice the two humans in their midst. 

Veronica took note of the three shades of green on the bodies, the various shades of red on the dermal plates, which lined their backs like tiny sails, and continued into a clump of the plates gathered at the tail, which would indeed make a fine bludgeon and be quite lethal if she got too close. She also noticed that none of these creatures were colored exactly the same.

"Doc--"

She turned to Jonna's ashen expression.

"Stegosaurus..." Veronica said, pointing at them, and wearing what she was sure appeared an insipid smile.

"Yeah...um...cave," Jonna stressed, pointing toward the cave opening behind her, still fifty yards away. She hadn't taken her eyes off the stegosaurids as she stepped backward, her back bumping against a Tuatara tree.

Making a whimpering sound, Jonna rolled off the tree and continued. Veronica watched the beasts for a moment longer before following her.

"Wasn't that magnificent?" Veronica called after her, as they headed for the rock formation on the side of the hill.

"Scary. That's what. Just plain terrifying." 

"Oh come on! Aren't you just a little excited about getting to see these things? No human being has ever seen these animals."

"I don't care."

"You have to care, Jonna, I know you do. You said you were curious and you liked to learn. Well if you don't open your mind and take this all in, you've missed a chance in a lifetime."

Spinning like a water spout, Jonna shouted, "I don't want a lifetime here!" She kicked at a rock on the ground and it skipped away. "I want to go home! I want my real life back!"

Veronica huffed derisively. "What life? Mopping floors and then going home to watch TV, with an occasional trip to a gay bar to kiss women you don't know?"

Jonna set her jaw and released a long breath that seemed to be more like steam. "Fuck you."

"In your dreams," Veronica spat, before thinking.

Jonna's formerly ashen face flooded crimson, and she spun back to stomp away.
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Jonna Clarke's Bucket list update.

 

>Get zapped by a Flintstones time-machine. Check.

>Take a little rest stop on the tail of a King-Kong sized lizard. Check. 

>Get trampled by a mutant kangaroo with a beak. Check. 

>Embarrass yourself by running away like a grade-schooler. Check.

>Watch an armor-plated herd of red and green Jurassic buses stroll by. Check.

>Suffer the holier-than-thou insults of a sexy, infuriating paleontologist while trudging through a prehistoric landscape. Check.

She could die now. The list was complete.

Never mind the helicopter bug that buzzed past them earlier that was big enough to parasail from. Icing on the cake. The big, ugly, scary prehistoric cake.

All while Professor-Constantly-Goo-Goo-Eyed was all up in it like a kid at a jellybean factory. Didn't she get it? Didn't she understand that they were somewhere they didn't belong? How long before one of those magnificent animals chomped one of their heads off and made a nom-nom meal of their internal organs in a magnificent way?

She recalled Veronica's dancing eyes when she talked about the monsters. Her face brightened up like Christmas lights. But then she'd say something arrogant, and the whole thing would be ruined again.

As Jonna stepped over a clump of rocks and ferns, and suddenly missed the sight of green grass, she frowned. Dr. Veronica Hill. How could she feel two different things at once? Jonna wanted to slap Professor-I'm-better-than-you-Hill. And right after that, she wanted to kiss her. Hard. Pull her hair, make her just angry enough to want something she'd probably never had. 

A good fuck. 

And that was something Jonna knew how to do. Something she was actually good at. But she couldn't tell Dr. Hill that when she'd asked what Jonna was interested in. Jonna was interested in lots of things. And hot sex was certainly one of them. Right now, she couldn't even think of the other things she was interested in.

Of course, Jonna had no way of knowing what Veronica Hill had and had not felt with a woman. She only knew what her lips had felt like that night--last night?--in the dark bar. Urgent. Pushing. Hungry. Maybe it had been too long for her. When Jonna returned from the bar with two Cokes, hoping to help the doc sober up a little, she saw her walking out, getting into a cab. And that was that. Not even a goodbye. Or a drop-dead-turn green-fuck-off.

Maybe the doctor was just slumming. Maybe she'd just been in a mood, and changed her mind, though during the make-out session in the dark corner of the bar, she seemed perfectly willing to do just about anything right there on the spot.

Jonna wanted to feel that again, and currently, the professor seemed empty of any emotions that might include something full of fire. She was way too full of scientific mumbo-jumbo about dinosaurs to be thinking of any kind of wild thing that might sometimes happen between her legs.

At the mouth of Pitfall Cave--the original version, apparently--Jonna paused, thinking about what had been in there, and what could still fall through. Her feet didn't want to continue inside. Maybe the cave wasn't a safe place to be after all. Prickly pears of panic were gathered in her chest, now.

Turning, she saw the professor studying the nearby leaves and tree bark like there was going to be a pop quiz later.

Veronica finally shrugged back into her Aussie coat as she joined Jonna at the cave opening. "I think it will be safer for us in there tonight, at least. In the morning, maybe we can scout for a place closer to a water source. Yes?" She looked at Jonna.

"I'm not going in there."

"Well you won't be safe out here tonight."

Jonna crossed her arms. "I'll take my chances."

The professor considered her for a long moment and then started for the opening. "Suit yourself. But all the carnivores come out at night." She paused as she ducked to make the opening, looking back at Jonna. "You do know what a carnivore is, don't you?"

Jonna lurched forward, peevishly. "Yes, I fucking know what a carnivore is." 

She followed the professor inside.
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Dr. Hill peeked through the doorway to the pitfall chamber, to be sure there were no other fallen beasts in the room, before stepping inside.

"I think we should take inventory. I've got a notebook and pen," She pulled things out of her pockets, one by one. "A small plastic vial, a bandanna, a bright pink hair bungee, a pair of rubber gloves, a stalactite, a wallet with my museum ID, a driver's license, and a debit card, a zippy bag, and...a lint covered Life Saver."

"Oh you have a Life Saver. We're going to be okay, then."

"Cute." She looked at Jonna expectantly, indicating the backpack Jonna had just taken off and set down on the ground by the adjoining chamber wall.

Jonna looked at the pack uncertainly. "You want me to unload my pack?"

"Well, we have to know what we've got, Jonna."

"I know what I've got. What you've got is your own business."

Veronica tilted her head curiously. "What's the issue? Do you have some porn in there or something?"

"No...it's just my private bag, that's all."

"Fine. How about you go get some water, and gather some firewood? I'll make a place for a fire. So we won't freeze tonight."

Jonna lifted the bag to her shoulder and headed for the exit.

What the hell was so personal in that bag? Jonna was hiding something.

Her attention back on the floor of the cave where she had covered the artifact up, she was only vaguely aware that Jonna was on her way back outside.

Just to ensure their safety, Veronica checked the two chambers again for any sign of life, and finding it free of anything larger than a baby tuatara, she dropped down on the floor and leaned against the wall, her eyes on the dim circle of light at the center of the chamber.

She had gone too far with Jonna. And not just at the bar that night. She'd managed to insult her, and it wasn't her intention at all, but damn it, the woman had been so thick-headed. How could she not see how amazing this place was?

The light from the ceiling blinked for a moment, as if a pterosaur had glided past, blocking the sun; she felt the gathering chill. It wasn't going to be amazing to freeze tonight, though. Shoving herself up, she began the process of gathering rocks to make a fire pit.

Periodically during her task, she glanced over at the area where the artifact rested beneath the soil;  wondering about the mechanism. It was a mechanism, after all. Much more complicated than it appeared. Would it be as simple as turning those knobs again? And if she did, where would it take them? How did she know what the positions of the knobs meant? 

There were other knobs, aligned vertically and horizontally. If she could leave them in the same position Jonna had in the basement of the museum, except for the direction in time, would they get zapped back? It was a risk perhaps not worth taking just yet. Maybe she could figure out more about the mechanism, first.

If she was being honest with herself, she'd admit that she wasn't anxious to go back. Here she was in the authentic milieu of all those animals and plants she'd only seen the bones and fossils of. She had to see more than she already had. Perhaps gather data that would be helpful later, provided the two of them could ever return at all.

Then she remembered. The notebook. She had a notebook. Her hand went to the inside breast pocket of her coat. The museum ID, driver's license and debit card are not going to do me much good, here, she smirked. Not so with the long reporter's pad, fresh as the day she bought it. Yesterday? A hundred fifty million years, yesterday, she smirked to herself. And beside the notebook was a brand new ink pen. Fabulous. She could record all the things she saw while they were here. 

She opened the notepad and clicked out the ballpoint, deciding to write as tiny as she could, just in case she needed room. 

After recording the sighting and unfortunate trampling of Jonna by the Atlascopcosaurus, as well as the brachiosaur, the herd of stegosaurids, and various botanical things of interest, Veronica looked up from her notebook at the artifact.

And what was she going to scribble notes about in regard to the artifact? Equations? She was not a physicist. She knew nothing about the theory of time travel. All she had was her logical brain. She drew a picture of the device, as detailed as she could manage without an art degree. After that, she wasn't sure what she could do. What did she know? She knew that this artifact was set the same as Jonna had set the one at the museum when they got zapped. She knew that the slider seemed to activate the device. There had been a click and a ticking sound. And then they were...transported.

What did she not know?

Everything.

She felt an ironic grin pull at her lips. She did not know everything.

Veronica closed the cover of the notebook and put it back in her coat pocket. Jonna was expecting her to use her highly-educated brain to get them back home. But Professor Hill did not know what each position on the knob--or knobs--meant. She didn't know if they'd survive, should another transport take place. She didn't know if they'd wind up trapped inside something solid, or in the future, in the sky, in the ground, or in a 150 million pieces. Her education would not serve her now. What could she possibly do to get them back except take a wild guess and cross her fingers?

Therefore, they might be trapped. Forever.

As she placed the final rock in the circle of the firepit, the dimming of the light beam brought her back to herself. It was harder and harder to see the floor or the walls in the waning sunlight through the hole in the ceiling, and she realized that Jonna had been gone a long time. Oh sweet mercy. I hope she hasn't been eaten by something. Veronica pushed up and headed for the mouth of the cave through the second chamber.

Outside, she scanned the forest, the red-hot sunset blasting her eyes through the air from its position near the Bottle tree on the hill behind the cave. They really needed that fire. For warmth and for light, and to dissuade any nocturnal visitors.
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Trudging through the forest toward the stream, Jonna tried not to think about what new animal she might see. She didn't know what to expect, even though she'd always been able to figure out how to function.

She had learned so much on her own, without the benefit of university, and knew that this was called being an autodidact. Her limitations had kept her from many things, yet she understood that knowledge was everywhere. But she had not gotten round to learning anything about quantum physics. Or...whatever area this time-travel thing was in. It didn't feel natural, that was for sure. Neither did quantum physics, for that matter.

But here she was, she thought, as she passed another unnaturally large tree, in the fucking Land That Time Forgot, and she was sure that she would be forgotten too. The professor might be missed, but what the hell were the professor's people going to do about it? They weren't even in the same...time. No one would ever think to look for Jonna Clarke in Jurassic Park.

Jonna Clarke in Jurassic Park. Sounded like her memoir, maybe. Now that she had a story worth telling. But she knew she'd never be a writer.

Surely Dr. Veronica Hill would be missed. All her high-brow scientist friends would be looking for her.

The stream trickled a few feet away, and Jonna heaved a sigh of relief. How long could she survive here? There was nothing she could do with her limited knowledge to save them from this scary, mysterious place.

So Jonna's life was in the hands of professor Hill. An infernal woman who didn't even like her. All Jonna could do was survive, and keep the doc alive long enough for that educated brain of hers figured out how to get them back. 

Until then, she knew where water was, and would have to start looking for food. Barbecued Stegosaurus? Fricasseed Pterodactyl? Fuck. She'd have to make some kind of weapon. A spear. A knife. Also useful things for self-defense. She had the stalactite...that could be a good dagger, but it probably wouldn't save her if the real version of Barney decided to have her for lunch. 

Lunch. She had missed dinner. She was pretty hungry right this minute.

Squatting down at the water's edge, a rustling of the underbrush across the stream took her eyes there. Some small something moving around. It didn't see her, and she remained very still, as it moved toward the water to drink at the other side. It looked like a mutant, hairless dog, its leg joints pointed outward, its skin dark on top with pinkish spots below, like those people who had that skin pigment condition. What was it called? The word came to her. Albino. 

The thing leaned to suck water from the edge of the stream, and she saw that it had tusks. A hairless albino dog with tusks. Even her weirdest dreams could not produce such an animal. Another reminder that this was all very real. Too bizarre and creative to have come from her own brain.

Jonna wondered if this dog-thing could be a food source for them. Wild game. She wondered how it tasted, making a half-hearted joke: Like chicken, probably.

She filled the water bottle at the stream and on the way back, gathered firewood, realizing there were no neatly cut fire logs, chainsawed to perfection. Everything was in a primitive state. She would have to rely on stray limbs and what little wood she could get from rotting logs. Just so long as they were logs, and not bracky-whatsit tails, she thought, recognizing that she still had trouble with certain complicated words. Anyway, there were pine cones. Pine needles. Both flammable and good for kindling. She wasn't sure where she had seen that information, but she was putting it to use, now.

The cave was only a few yards ahead. She was anxious to get back inside.
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Perhaps unwisely, she had allowed Jonna to go out alone. Just as well, as Veronica had her own issue to deal with. She had started her period. They certainly didn't cover territory like that in the movies. No stranded or transported character ever finds herself lamenting the lack of a tampon. Reality check. 

She used an old bandanna she'd had stuffed in her coat pocket, but it wasn't going to last long. They'd have to be near water all the time so she could rinse it. And then, she supposed she'd have to wear it wet after that, since the Jurassic era had no laundromats with dryers. Lovely.

Placing the final rock to close the circle of the firepit, She thought of her only other spare bit of cloth, and that was her cashmere scarf; but she was actually using that.  

The sound of footsteps, and Jonna appeared with a big armload of branches, dumping them next to the enclosure Veronica had made.

Jonna pulled dried leaves and pine needles from her pocket, and placed them down for kindling, then broke and stacked smaller limbs on top. Veronica let her have the fire-building duties. Soon, Jonna pulled out a lighter from her bag and set flame to it. The kindling caught and began to burn, sending a pungent smell of pine into the air. Jonna made a tee-pee of wood over it. The flames were catching nicely, and Jonna fanned them with a large leaf, until the fire began to slowly consume the wood, eating away at it with popping bites of flame. Sitting there on her haunches, Jonna turned to look at Veronica, as if for praise.

Veronica gave her a short round of applause and the sound bounced off the cave walls, doubling on itself to create the effect of a larger audience for her fire-building expertise.

"I thought you were a city girl."

"I am. But I have skills. I know how to make a fire."

"Good skill to have," Veronica said.

Jonna's eyes trailed over again, and caught Veronica wincing. "What's wrong?"

"Nothing. Just...cramps."

"Cramps?" Jonna looked down at the professor's hand, low on her stomach. "You mean...oh no, really?"

She sat down near the fire. "I'm afraid this will be quite a challenge, since I don't have supplies for that sort of thing."

"What are you...doing about it ...right now?"

"Right now, I'm using an old bandanna. But that won't last forever. I'll have to make frequent trips to that stream."

Jonna sighed. "Damn."

"At some point we'll both have to deal with this."

"I won't."

"Oh?" Veronica picked up a stray pine cone and tossed it in the fire, where it sizzled.

"Had my plumbing yanked out several years ago."

Plumbing yanked out. Lovely phrasing. "Really? Why?" 

"Fibroids and endometriosis."

"I'm sorry."

"No, it all worked out. I never wanted to have kids, and now I also don't have to deal with that." She nodded at the doctor's mid-section. "You know, you could use that scarf."

"For what?"

"As pads."

Veronica clenched it, pressed it to her chest, as if it were a baby needing protection. "I can't use my Cashmere!"

"Why?"

She blinked. "It's...valuable."

"What is cashmere made from?" Jonna asked.

Veronica stared at her. "Really?"

"Well how would I know? I'm into Hanes Her Way."

"It's wool."

"So it comes from sheep?"

She twisted the scarf ends together. "Well it's called a wool but it's actually hair."

"So where does it come from?"

"It comes from goats."

"You're all upset because you might have to rip up your goat-hair scarf?"

Veronica sighed laboriously. "How am I going to rip this up anyway?" she said, fingering the fabric. 

"I have a pocketknife." 

Her shoulders slumped. "Great." Then she frowned. "Wait, why didn't you tell me that when I asked you if you had something sharp to help dig up the clock?"

"I wasn't going to ruin my knife for that." Jonna drew the Swiss army knife out, clicked out the blade and held out her hand toward the doctor. When she hesitated, looking down at the scarf, Jonna said, "If you get us out of here, I'll buy you another one." Veronica handed it over and looked away, as Jonna opened the knife and in the flickering light, started sawing off strips. "So, have you had any bright ideas about the Flintstones radio--or artifact--or whatever?"

Veronica looked over at the patch of soil where the mysterious mechanism lay. "Not...really. It's not my area of expertise."

"Well the solution probably won't be coming from this direction," she said, crooking a thumb at herself.

"I know," Veronica said.

Jonna frowned at her.

"I mean...okay, that didn't sound right. I just mean, I know I have to think of something. Not that you..."

"You think I'm stupid, don't you?"

Veronica winced as she watched Jonna cut into the cashmere. "I never said that."

"It's okay. I mean, what else should you think? I work low-wage, shit-jobs." She was stacking the strips on one knee, as she sat cross-legged on the ground. "If I had a proper education, I'd be a...colleague of yours, right?"

"You don't sound uneducated, Jonna."

"Well, I'm a high school drop-out, and I didn't get to go to college. But I listen to lots of audio books and I watch all kinds of things on television. Including lots of documentaries."

Curious, that she didn't mention the Internet. Or even physical books. How could anyone live without books? She knew some people didn't like to read and preferred television. Readers were a species marked for eventual extinction, it seemed. She firmly believed that would be the death of civilization as we knew it.

Veronica had an entire library full of books at her house. Too bad she was hardly ever home to read them. And now, she might never see those books again. She had audio books as well. Her Kindle and her Paperwhite and her phone were all filled with e-books of all sorts, as well as scientific papers, usually in the form of PDF files. Why hadn't she put her phone in her pocket as usual before the transport? Possibly because she'd never imagined a time-traveling adventure when she went down to that basement. But then again, the phone wouldn't have helped much. Most of her documents were stored in the Cloud, and the only clouds to be had here were in the expanse of Jurassic sky.

"Here--" Jonna handed her the stack of cashmere pads. "Knock yourself out."

Rather sadly, Veronica took the strips, valuable fabric reduced to the most primitive of uses. Well, that was apropos, considering they were in the most primitive of landscapes. And ultimately, a nice fashionable scarf had little value. It had been the first extravagance she'd allowed herself, fresh out of college after her Master's degree. She'd had it five years. Had she bought it to impress someone? Or just to please herself? She wasn't sure, now. Everything had changed. About that. Jonna probably had a right to know what was in store for them.

"Um...a little newsflash. We've got a limited amount of time before winter. I'm not certain if we're in the same month here, as when we left. But the seasons are opposite here; and it will get dark and stay dark for several months in the winter."

Jonna stared at her. "Dark? Like...like Alaska does?"

"Yes, very much like Alaska does." 

"But why is..." The woman struggled with something in her mind. "I don't understand that it's even cold here. I mean...I thought dinosaurs lived in tropical areas?"

"Some do. But we're in New Zealand somewhere, and like I said, the seasons are opposite. New Zealand is also closer to the Antarctic Circle. In modern-day New Zealand, this doesn't happen anymore, but in this time-period, there are several months of darkness in the winter, and in spring, there are several months of continuous daylight. It has to do with the angle of the sun along the equator."

Jonna stretched her legs out and then folded them cross-legged. She turned the Swiss army knife over in her hand, pulled out the various tools and replaced them again. "How long before that happens? The dark."

Veronica sighed, scooting closer to the fire and holding her palms out to its warmth. "Hard to tell. The weather is still pretty mild. It's spring here, if the date is the same as when we left. Hard to tell sometimes since there are no flowers to bloom. Anyway, that's months away. But when the temperature drops further during the day, that will be a good indication that we're headed toward winter darkness."

"Hell's bells, I hope we're not here that long." Jonna added more wood to the fire, her eyes wandering to the far corner of the cavern. "What the hell is that?"

Veronica followed Jonna's attention to the luminescent strings dangling from the ceiling, suddenly aglow in the gathering darkness of the deeper cave.

"Oh...yes. Those are part of the Sciaridae family, called arachnocampa luminosa. They're in the larval stage. They're omnivorous invertebrates. Quite an interesting example of bioluminescence." 

Jonna frowned. "Flying fuck, really? How many others have you inflicted your word-terrorism on? 

"What?"

"I didn't understand anything you just said."

"Oh." Veronica considered her words more carefully, realizing that she had been away from teaching so long, she forgot that she had to use different language for a layperson. "Sorry." She rephrased in her head, then amended, "They're glowworms. Two-winged insects in the larvae stage in the lifecycle--that's the newly hatched, wingless, often wormlike form of many insects before they change into their final form. Arachnocampa luminosa--Arachno means spider-like, which refers to the way glowworms catch flying insects like spiders do. Campa means larva and luminosa means light-producing."

Jonna nodded, poking the logs on the fire with a long stick. "Okay, that made more sense."

"You're familiar with fireflies?"

"Sure. I used to catch them in a jar when I was a kid."

"Well, that's the North American version of glow worms. In New Zealand and Australia, they attach themselves to things like wet cave ceilings, and create these little silky cocoons. There's a chemical reaction that takes place, makes them glow. This attracts other insects, and that's how they catch food. The insects get stuck on the little tendrils that hang down."

"Oh. Now see? That sounded like English, instead of scientific gobbledygook."

"Sorry. Habit, I guess."

"How did you ever make any friends?"

"I had plenty of friends," she defended. "They were just..."

"Brainiacs like you?"

She hesitated. "Well...yes."

"That doesn't count."

"Of course it counts. Friends are friends."

"Well all those friends can't help you now."

"Neither can yours."

And there it was. No matter how much they bickered or butted heads about what they did not have in common, one thing they shared. They were both trapped in the same prehistoric time and all they had was each other. And it didn't matter what words were used to describe it. The result was the same.

"Do you think we can use those for a light source, when things go dark?"

Veronica nodded. "Yes, as a matter of fact. Native peoples used them that way."

Jonna said quietly, "I wish science was a little easier to understand."

Veronica nodded. She'd heard the complaint before. Often, the scientific community forgot that the information they possessed was inaccessible to the average person, and that was largely because they spoke in their own exclusive language, out of reach to the general populace. "It would be helpful in educational circles, if scientists would speak in more commonly understood terms, you're right about that."

"Maybe that's why most people believe in God and are so religious." She poked at a glowing log and sparks scattered. "That stuff is at least explained a little. I mean 'Jesus loves you' is a lot easier to understand than arachno-do-flingy whatsit."

Veronica chuckled. "Good point."

Jonna smiled. "I mean, you lost me at arachnocampa."

She chuckled again. "Is that like 'you had me at hello'?"

Their eyes met across the dim distance between them. Jonna grinned. "You had me at hello, that night at Maidens."

Pressing her hands together, Veronica circled them against each other and then traced one of the lines on her palm with a finger. "About that...Jonna, I'm sorry. I was celebrating and let myself have a little too much alcohol."

"That could be said of everyone else there that night. It's a bar. People drink in bars."

"I'm usually a little more careful, though..."

"Yeah, can't be too careful. Look who you ended up kissing." Jonna tossed the stick into the flames.

"Stop that."

"What?"

"Acting like you're some kind of..."

"Stupid white trash?"

"That's not what I was going to say."

"No, you would have said something like illiterate buffoon." 

Did Veronica give that impression? Did she seem like a dyed-in-the-wool snob to other people who weren't scientists? "What I meant was, if I had been sober, I wouldn't have been kissing someone I didn't know. If you'd been a Harvard grad, you'd still be someone I didn't know."

Jonna had pulled her cell phone from her coat, and held it, stared at the home screen. "And I'm not the type you'd want to get to know, I'm pretty sure."

"Why do you say that?" Veronica adjusted two of the stones around the fire with her outstretched feet.

"We live in two different worlds, Doc."

"We live in the same world, under different circumstances. Maybe you just didn't have the opportunities I had, that's all."

"That's true. I didn't." Jonna dragged her backpack over and unzipped a pocket to get two granola bars. She tossed one to Veronica.

"Oh. Thanks." Veronica realized how hungry she was, but had a lifelong habit of ignoring things like hunger and thirst. Probably not a good idea, in this situation. She tore open the wrapper and crunched into it.

Maybe she should change the subject. Whenever they strayed into educational territory, or into the area that made them different, Jonna seemed to withdraw and chew on some bitterness that seemed embedded in her tongue. The wiser avenue would be to find the things they shared, rather than the things that made them different.

"So...I bet we like many of the same movies."

Jonna gave her a sidelong glance. "I doubt it."

"Oh come on. How about Indiana Jones?"

Jonna smiled. "Yeah. I really love that. All of them, really."

"See? We're not all that different."

Jonna put her phone in a zippered pocket of her pack and took a bite of her own granola bar. "And the obvious one...Jurassic Park."

Veronica laughed. "That was really awesome...I loved seeing all those creatures brought to life."

"I bet that was like a paleontologist's wet dream."

Veronica laughed. "You could say that, yes. And now, here I am, able to see them all in real life. After seeing the brachiosaur, looks like Steven Spielberg did a good job on that movie. I liked the book, too. Although Crichton used a generous amount of creative license with that."

"Which part?"

"Well, more than one, but the biggest one was probably the insect in amber and the extraction of dinosaur DNA."

"That was cool."

"Yeah, but scientifically, impossible."

"I wondered about that. Since we haven't seen any dinosaurs tooling around the city or in pet shops."

Veronica laughed. "Right. That's your first clue. If it was that easy, we'd have done it already, many times over. We know that DNA degrades over time--and we're talking thousands of years, here. So millions of years, with it preserved in amber or not, it just wouldn't be viable. You can't just plug the empty spots in the DNA with frog DNA. It doesn't work that way."

"What? You mean Hollywood has been lying to us?" Jonna smirked.

"I wish they'd included some of the other things in the book, though. Did you read the book?"

Jonna moistened her lips. "No. I...why read the book when the movie is right there, served up on a platter? Much faster."

"Oh, but reading a story is so much more pleasurable than having it fed to you, don't you think? You get to read the thoughts of the characters and the narrative from the author. Movies just give you the visuals and the dialogue. Books also allow you to use your own imagination, instead of depending on someone else's version of the images and tone."

Jonna pulled at her lower lip and stared into the fire. "Sure. I could have got it on audio, I guess. I just didn't read the book itself." She pulled her phone out again.

"Okay...well, what are some of your favorite books?"

Jonna thumbed the screen of her phone on. "Oh look, it's 6:27. I wonder if this is adjusted for the humongous time-zone change?"

Giggling, Veronica still noticed Jonna skirted her question. "So you don't want to talk about books, I see."

Jonna tossed the empty granola wrapper into the fire and zipped her phone into an outside pocket of her pack, and then pushed up to her feet. "We're going to need more wood for that fire. Limbs don't burn very long. I should do that before it gets completely dark." She headed for the cave exit.

Veronica recognized the signs. It had been a long time in the past, but she knew what Jonna's secret was.

Leaning over, she pulled the woman's pack over and unzipped it. Inside, she found a bank envelope, empty of cash, a monthly all-inclusive public transit pass, and a dog-eared copy of the children's classic, The Velveteen Rabbit. She knew why Jonna wouldn't have mentioned this book when she asked her.

In the back of the book, were several sheets of paper with repeated phrases and numbers. A phone number, an address, a social security number, and a name:

 

Jonna Clarke

Jonna Clarke

Jonna Clarke

 

In print, and in signature.

She closed the book with papers inside, and slid it back in the pack. Unzipping the outside pocket, she retrieved the cell phone and turned it on. 

Veronica opened the note app, and the current entry was

 

Jonna Clarke

Jonna Clarke

Jonna Clarke

 

Another note was what looked like a social security number, repeated on the screen several times, an address in a questionable part of town, again, over and over on the page, and below it, what looked like details of previous jobs, all typed in repeatedly. 

In a moment, she found and opened the contacts list and saw images for each entry, along with a phone number, but no other text information; no addresses, no emails, no text messages.

Lots of photos, though. Pictures of people at bus stops, birds perched on fences, squirrels in trees, clouds in the sky, sunsets. 

Near the bottom of the photo collection, she found several images that made her jaw drop. Jonna had been taking pictures of her. Several were at the museum, as Veronica worked in the basement or on a display. But one was of herself getting out of her car. It might have been last night. She was wearing that red blouse. So Jonna had been stalking her?

She sighed, looking at the photos. Jonna didn't seem the stalking type. She certainly didn't seem dangerous. So...a crush? Maybe she just had a crush.

Near the middle of the collection, Veronica found an image of a job application for the museum. It had been filled in, and some of the information matched the typed in notes.

In the voice recorder app, there were entries titled by date. She clicked one and listened to Jonna's voice give herself directions, recite the account number. The few she listened to after that were also account numbers and directions to various locations like the power company, cable company, check-cashing service, grocery store. 

On the home screen, she opened the audio book app. The most telling of all the items appeared: the cover of The Velveteen Rabbit. 

Sighing, Veronica stared at the phone for a moment before powering it down and replacing it. She zipped up the pack and put it back where Jonna had dropped it.
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What are your favorite books? She'd spent her whole life dodging questions like that. Seemed like so many women in the lesbian community belonged to book clubs, and everyone wanted to know what you were reading, and none of the books Jonna was familiar with would have impressed anyone. Except for audio books. But they were often hard to come by, and frequently turned out to be subjects Jonna didn't want to know about. But it went with the territory. Maybe she was a loser to only have movies and television shows left over to talk about. 

Jonna shoved her cold hands in her coat pockets while she scanned the ground for firewood and straight sticks to use for building a few weapons. If she only had something to cut with, she could make better fire logs. My pocketknife isn't going to cut it, pun intended. She was at the mercy of whatever the forest naturally provided.

Even though she had an encyclopedia of survival skills in her head, that information was untested. For a very long time she'd been interested in the subject. A natural extension of the other challenges she'd faced. She spent enough time feeling like she was out of the loop, so at every opportunity she'd try to learn something about taking care of herself. Solving problems. 

Often, she'd be fascinated with how a person could survive in the wilderness if they only knew a few things about how to use the materials around them. She hardly ever forgot anything she saw on documentaries or videos. As a city girl, she'd never had the chance to try it all out. Until now. It was time to put her memory to the test.

She saw an old pine tree, and her mind shifted to the instructional videos she'd seen. She needed what that tree had to offer. She located a dried clump on one side of the trunk that looked like wood, but she knew it was really dried resin. Using her Swiss Army knife, Jonna chipped a handful of it away and wrapped it in a large green leaf she'd pulled off a bush, folded it up and shoved it in her front pocket. Then she found a small sapling and used the saw blade to cut it down, and added several smaller saplings to the collection while she was at it. Her eyes continued to sweep around on the ground for small pieces of fallen limbs to use for kindling. 

Dusk was shrouding her vision by the time she had all she could carry. A crackling sound drew her eyes to some dark form undulating across the ground. She didn't even want to know what that was. But it was about the size of a thrown piece of tire rubber, often found on the side of highways. She hurried back, suddenly aware that she had left her pack in the cave. Right there within reach of Dr. Veronica Hill. She hoped there was a limit to her nosiness.

Spooky creaking sounds from the brush made her pause. Jurassic crickets? She wondered if those bugs were maybe the size of house cats. A feral howling lifted the hairs on the back of her neck, making her walk just a little faster toward the mouth of the cave.

Inside again, she dumped the wood next to the fire and added the end of the largest limb to the flames, casting a glance at her pack, still leaning against the wall. She pulled a package of gum from her pocket and looked at it. "You're going to have to help me pick out something we can use as a food source, here."

Veronica squinted at her as if she didn't understand.

"Unless you think we can live on this stick of Juicy Fruit." She held up the yellow package for Veronica to see. "I'll arm-wrestle you for it."

"Oh. Well, of course, there are plenty of food sources. We just have to be careful to choose safe things. I think I can identify enough plants and such to keep us from starving."

"I'm talking about meat."

"Meat?"

"You're familiar with carnivores. That's what I am. There's bound to be something edible here we can--" she pointed at the fire. "Roast."

Dr. Hill's features smoothed in understanding and she sighed. "Well...yes, if we can manage to catch it. You don't have to outsmart a plant."

Jonna wondered if she was capable of using all that information she had waiting in her brain. "Look, let me worry about that. I think I can keep us alive, but you have to figure out how the fuck to get us out of here."

"I don't know how I'm going to do that. I'm not a physicist. Nor the architect of time-travel devices."

Not what I wanted to hear. "Then we're fucked."

"Well, hopefully not. I just don't know...we can't very well diddle with the dials and hope we just accidentally get back home."

"It might come to that." 

The professor eyed her curiously, as Jonna reached for one of the longer sapling pieces she'd cut down, drew it into her lap. 

Tugging out the hem of her T-shirt, Jonna used her knife to make a hole and then tore the bottom hem off her shirt, yanked out the stitching and set it aside. Then she cut a smooth tapered edge to each end of one of the larger lengths of sapling, adding notches to both. Mashing tree sap onto a twig, she held it over the fire for a few seconds and then smeared the gelatinous blob on the end notch of the sapling. Knotting one end of her shirt hem, she pushed it into the notch, and then twisted the fabric into a tight string, attaching the other end to the bowed sapling, and applying sap to that end as well. Wrapping the thread from her hem around each end, she applied more sap. 

Now she had a bow.

She bent to sharpening the smaller sapling pieces for arrows, hardening the tips by charring them in the fire.

Veronica shook her head in wonder. "Oh my god. You're Tarzan."

Not as dumb as you thought, huh, professor? Jonna smiled, and kept working.

"So you've hunted with a bow and arrow?"

"Nope."

"Then how did you learn to do that?"

"I didn't. I mean, this is the first time I've ever made one."

"How did you know how to do it?"

"I remember almost everything. It just sticks in my head. I've watched lots of shows and videos about wilderness survival. Of course, none of them were about survival in the Lost World."

"I don't think that matters," Veronica said, still obviously surprised that Jonna could do more than stand around with her hands in her pockets. "When you say you remember everything...do you mean you have a photographic memory?"

"Yeah. Pretty much. Most things stick." She rubbed the spear tip against a stone. "Except big words, like the ones you use. Mostly, ideas and images and instructions. Stuff like that." Picking up a stiff green leaf, she halved it and used sap to attach it to the dull end of the arrow, using thread from her shirt sleeves to bind it around the shaft as fletching. 

"Now with this, I can kill a very tiny T. rex. Like, a baby."

Veronica laughed. "If they existed in the Jurassic, they'd probably too tough to chew. Maybe we can find an archaeopteryx."

"An Arky-what?"

"Archaeopteryx. It's a transitional form. The missing link, if you will, between dinosaurs and birds." She held her hands out to the fire.

"Well now, birds. If it's a bird, then that would be cool. I can also use the feathers as proper fletching for these arrows. Maybe we can look for one of those Arky-whatsits tomorrow."

She took out her water bottle and had a sip, handing it to the professor, before going back to the arrow-making. Just as she laid the edge of the knife blade to the tip of the stick to sharpen it, the professor said, "You can't read, can you?"

Jonna paused. Crap. Time to lie, just a little, but not much. "Of course I can read."

"What grade level?"

Frowning, Jonna avoided meeting the professor's searching gaze. "Why are you asking me that?"

"Because I recognize the signs."

Sighing, Jonna whittled at the stick. "What difference does it make? You gonna start a book club, here?"

"Jonna."

"What?"

"It's okay if you can't read. I'm not judging you."

"Of course you're judging me."

"I'm not. I know how hard it is to get by when you can't read."

"How could you possibly know how hard it is?" Oops. She showed her hand.

"There are large numbers of functionally illiterate people--"

"I'm not illiterate!" Jonna shouted suddenly. "I fucking hate that word. It's the same as saying stupid. And I'm not stupid, goddammit."

The professor held her palms out in a calming gesture. "I never said you were stupid, Jonna. I'm sorry. That's just what the term means: that you can function, but you can't read."

"I'm learning! I've been teaching myself. But I watch all kinds of things--documentaries and science programs and other stuff. And I listen to books. Audio books. I use my phone for that a lot. Sometimes I listen to a book and follow along with the paper book, so I can maybe recognize the words next time."

"I think that's great, Jonna. Really."

"No you don't. You think you're stuck in dinosaur land with an imbecile." She pushed up and wanted nothing more than to leave. But where would she go? Straight into the jaws of some feathered raptor?

"Jonna, please calm down. Let me explain."

Jonna clenched her jaw, grinding her teeth together. The professor moved over to the spot where Jonna was making arrows and sat down, patting the ground next to her. "Come sit. I want to tell you something..."

Jonna reluctantly sat down next to her, picking up a fresh stick to make another arrow. She sharpened one end with her knife, silently, as Veronica cleared her throat.

Veronica put her arms around her propped up knees and looked into the flickering fire. "When I was young, I was dyslexic. The words got jumbled up and I couldn't make sense of them. I got way behind in school because of it. My parents didn't think it was all that important. They were pot-smoking hippies. We lived in the Ozarks. But when I found a fossil once in the woods, I wanted to understand what it was. I was fascinated. So I decided I had to learn to read."

Jonna applied sap to the arrow and held it to the fire as the professor continued.

"My parents couldn't help me, so I found a teacher at school who would. She helped me work past the dyslexia and I just started to devour all this information. I read everything I could get my hands on about general science, fossils and archaeology and paleontology. And that's how it began. Eventually, I went to college on a scholarship and got some field experience on various digs while getting my degrees...and...well...here I am..."

"Walking with the Dinosaurs," Jonna cracked. Okay, so maybe they weren't so different after all. 

"I could help you learn to read."

"I can read...a little." Jonna continued her work on the arrow.

"But I mean, read better. Read at the level you should. There's so much out there you're missing out on, Jonna. If you could read well, there's no limit to what you could accomplish. It's obvious you're very smart."

Wow. She thinks I'm smart? "I know it's limited me." Jonna set the arrow down and started on the other large piece of sapling. This one was going to be a spear. She still couldn't bear to look at Dr. Veronica Hill. "It's why I can only get crap jobs."

"Well, I meant what I said. I'll help you."

"I'll take you up on that if you get us out of here. No point in doing it here. I mean, what am I going to read here? I didn't see any advertisements on the sides of those stego-buses."

Veronica laughed.
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The evening crept by as Jonna fashioned the spear and another arrow. She used the backside pocket of her pack as a quiver for the arrows, and leaned the spear against the wall. 

Finally, it was time for sleep. They took separate spaces around the fire, their feet almost touching as they lay on the unforgiving floor of the cave.

Veronica groaned. "I would love to have a pillow right now."

"Use that rock."

"It's not exactly pillow-material."

"But you spent thousands of dollars going to school so that you could be intimate with rocks. I thought you'd be excited."

Veronica gave a half-humorous laugh. "Touché."

"If we had more daylight, I might be able to make us some mats to sleep on. But that would take some time and I'd have to gather lots of stuff outside to do it."

"It's okay," the professor said. "I've slept on the cold hard ground a few times. It won't kill me." She shifted closer to the fire, shoved the dangling limb farther into the flame, as inches of it had been burned away. She stretched out on the ground again.

Jonna looked at the reclining form of the professor, and fought an overwhelming urge to just fall on top of her and kiss her.

"What?" Veronica said, looking at her curiously.

"Nothing. I've never slept on the ground. But I guess there's a first time for everything." She tried to ignore the hard surface beneath her, focusing on how heavy her body suddenly felt. It had been an exhausting day, even though she hadn't done much more physically than she usually did in her job. Still, her brain was tired. She had no idea what time it was. Dark-thirty, her mind offered.

As she listened to the professor's breaths becoming more regulated, a whisper beneath the crackle of the fire, Jonna thought about home. Thought about how nice her own bed would be right now. Or her recliner. Neither were high quality, but both were better than this cave floor. The ground felt like an iceberg, and it was already trying to seep into her skin and settle in her bones.

At some point she slipped into dreams of shooting bows and arrows, but was awakened when she felt Veronica move over next to her and cuddle up close. 

"It's cold," Veronica mumbled, before drifting back to sleep.

Jonna had trouble falling asleep after that. All she could think about was how good Dr. Veronica Hill felt mashed up next to her, one arm draped over Jonna's chest. 
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By morning, the fire had been reduced to tiny coals, warm, but not hot. Veronica pushed up from Jonna, drawing her coat around herself. Sunshine already streamed from the portal in the ceiling. The professor went over to it, standing in its warm, brilliant illumination, stretching out the kinks in her back. This was definitely the last time she wanted to sleep directly on the ground. 

Jonna sat up and reached for the almost-empty water bottle. "I should go get us more water."

Jonna reminded her of someone. Some actress she'd seen on television. The shoulder-length straight blonde hair, the full lips and round, curious eyes. But she couldn't place her. Sexy, really. She noted that Jonna was avoiding looking at her. "Did it bother you that I cuddled up next to you last night?"

"Depends on your definition of bothered."

Veronica grinned. "Well, it was purely for comfort. I was freezing. And I don't want to sleep on the ground again."

"I don't either." Jonna pushed herself to her feet and groaned, pressing on her back, rubbing her neck. "I'll get us some kind of bedding material when I get water and wood."

Still standing in the light, Veronica turned toward Jonna. "Listen. Maybe we ought to find a better location. We really need to be closer to the water source."

"Yeah, but it's safer in a cave, right?"

"Theoretically, yes, but there are caves all over the place. Or at least there were in our time." The professor crossed to the smoldering fire and added the last bit of branch to keep it alive. "Maybe we can find one nearer to food, as well."

"Yeah, about that. I need to find something for us to eat today." Jonna pointed at the spear, the bow and the arrows on the floor of the cave. 

Veronica looked at them with a smile. "That's an impressive skill you have."

Jonna shrugged. "I don't know if it's a skill, yet. They might not work so well. I'm just glad I could remember how to make them from those videos."

As Jonna lifted her pack to one shoulder, Veronica said, "Why don't we do this all at once? Find another camp site near water and food."

"Sounds like a plan," Jonna said.

 




 

[image:  ]Chapter 13

Jurassic

 

 

 

Jonna used the spear as a walking stick, and had the arrows poking out of her pack behind her head, with the bow draped over her shoulders. She wanted a chance to practice with them before they were actually needed to hunt or defend them from something. Maybe after they found a new campsite, she could make targets.

Maybe a half hour had passed before they came to a clearing, guarded by two large boulders. Veronica darted over to examine the moss on the rocks, and actually climbed up the back side of the rock, squatting down on top to peer at the green lacey stuff growing there. 

Jonna rolled her eyes and sighed, looking about again in case there might be anything else edible. Like a cheeseburger. 

A shadow crossing over the ground drew her eyes upward, and she was mesmerized for just a second as the giant winged lizard banked in the air, its long beak full of overlapping fangs. It was something out of a horror movie. Fangs just didn't belong in a bird's beak. Now, it swooped toward the ground.

Jonna looked over at the professor, still squatted atop the boulder. 

Fuck. 

Impulsively, Jonna took a few sprinting steps in that direction, slamming a hand down at the back of the Aussie coat, and jerking Veronica off the rock, where she landed on the ground with Jonna as a cushion, while the massive beast screaked and scraped its tiny ugly feet across the top of the boulder and was aloft again on wings that looked more like a small hang glider.

Veronica's labored breathing pushed at Jonna's chest as she lay on top of her, but she didn't shove her off. The professor finally rolled over onto her hands and knees and looked at Jonna, her face a combination of fear and relief.

"You're welcome," Jonna said. 

As the professor surveyed the sky, Jonna stood up and repositioned her pack, checked to see if she'd damaged the bow and arrows. They were all fine. Doctor Bones really needs to pay more attention. But Jonna figured she couldn't help it. When the professor looked around she saw this treasure trove of information and interesting specimens, it was like being a kid in a candy store. But if Jonna hadn't snatched her off the rock, she might have been clenched in that giant flying reptile beak. Jonna didn't think the monster was big enough to actually cart the professor away, but if it had only tried to, the damage would have been done. And there were no trauma surgeons here.

Finally, Veronica turned to face Jonna. "Thank you...for that..."

Jonna nodded. "I swear, you need a bodyguard."

"You're hired."

Jonna smiled and motioned with her head that they should keep walking. They continued their trek.

It wasn't long before Jonna heard the trickling of water. The stream was up ahead. She rounded the boulder toward it, but froze in her tracks, one arm going out protectively to prevent Veronica from going any farther.

"What?" the professor whispered.

Lifting a hand, Jonna pointed downstream.

Crouching behind a nearby bush, Jonna and Veronica exchanged glances. 

An evil-looking dinosaur, the color of rust, with black stripes circling its tail. Each back foot had three toes, with talons, and its arms were longer than she expected them to be. Through blade-like teeth, it drank at the water's edge.

The creature was around ten feet long, and she guessed its weight at 350 to 400 pounds. About the size of a Welsh pony.

"Small, as theropods go," Veronica whispered.

"Big enough," Jonna whispered back. 

The beast bent to the stream and sucked water like a horse, but flung its head back to swallow, like a bird.

"I thought you said raptors had feathers."

"We believe some do, but this one was miscategorized and we think it's more closely related to allosaurs, rather than the dromaeosaurid, or raptor family. They thought it was a raptor because of the giant claw they found, but it was later discovered that the giant claw was on its hands, not its feet. But they kept the raptor name. It was also supposed to be only in Japan, so this is interesting." 

Veronica stared at the creature like it was a double-dip ice cream cone. "They really were smaller than the other allosaurid theropods. It's called a fukuiraptor."

"A Fuck-You Raptor. Got it," Jonna whispered back. She looked down at her paltry spear. Using it for protection against this particular beast would be like poking an elephant with a toothpick. "I used to be afraid of pit bulls. Now that seems silly."

Veronica gave a breathy chuckle beside her.

Jonna took in the dark red, coppery coloring and black stripes of the beast. "I thought they would be green like a lizard."

"Yes, we are pretty sure that raptors and many other animals of this time were all kinds of colors."

"How can you tell what color something is by looking at a fossil?"

"Well, we did know that birds and reptiles can see a wide spectrum of color, and they are related to dinosaurs. So they most likely could also see in color, since those pigments were used to attract attention in mating, or for camouflage." She folded a lock of hair behind her ear and took her notebook out, continued to stare at the creature. "And modern animals that are colorful also see in color. Scientists also found fossilized feathers with certain raptors in China, and in those were melanosomes, which are minute structures inside cells that produce melanin. We know that melanin produces colors in animal fur and in human hair. And certain shapes of these produce certain colors in feathers and in reptilian skin. So it was really an extrapolation, but with a high degree of certainty."

Jonna understood some of that little speech, but the rest of it just sounded like more scientific babble. 

After watching the scary upright lizard for a few moments, Jonna noticed that Veronica was scribbling in her little skinny notebook, and wondered if sometimes she thought she was looking at a specimen behind bullet-proof glass. "You do realize we're not looking at a dead fossil, right?"

"What do you mean?"

"Did I not just snatch you from the jaws of a giant flying lizard? I mean, we might need to get the hell outta Dodge before this thing wanders too close and has us for lunch."

Veronica nodded, putting her notebook and pen in her pocket, and they turned quietly, but both immediately froze.

There was another one. And he was only a few feet away, staring right at them.

"Fuck..." Jonna whispered.

Veronica grabbed Jonna's hand slowly, whispering, "This would not be a good time to run."

"This is a perfect time to run," Jonna whispered.

"You have to stay right where you are and don't move."

The Fuck-You Raptor examined them curiously, stepping forward on weirdly kangaroo-like legs with short feet, its toenails digging into the dirt with each step. He came close enough so that they could see the killer-claw on its arms, and smell the rancid breath as it sniffed them, cocked its head, and then, after a long moment, turned and walked away.

They watched his retreating steps, and Jonna whispered. "Now? Can I run now?" She took one step and knew her legs were not taking her anywhere at that moment. She felt Veronica pull her back.

"No," Veronica said on a released breath. "Don't draw attention to us."

The raptor disappeared into the jungle, Jonna put her back to the boulder, sliding to the ground, trying to focus on breathing again, her hands clenching the spear that had yet to see combat. Combat, schmombat. The goal right now was to convince her heart not to rip through her chest and run screaming into the forest without her.

Veronica sat down beside her, close enough so that their shoulders were touching. Jonna tried to focus on that sensation, instead of the gymnastics of her pulse.

"I'm glad my theory was right."

"What theory?" Jonna swallowed, failing to find moisture in her mouth.

"Well, we're not familiar to them, here," she said with a trembling voice. "We don't smell like anything they identify with food. They're not mean animals, they're just carnivores and they have to eat. It's just nature at work. But when we didn't seem to be food, and didn't seem to be a threat, there was no reason to give us a second glance. Remember the brachiosaur? He looked a little bored, even though we were sitting on his tail."

"So, you think that will work with all the predators?"

"Probably. I don't think we ought to make a point to try it again, but it seems to hold up under...a field test." She made a laughing sound.

"How did you even have time to think about it?"

"I didn't. It was a sort of knee-jerk response, from my work. An educated guess."

"Well I'm thankful for your education. My first impulse was to run."

"Perfectly natural. Fight or flight response. Just like you did with the brachiosaur." 

Jonna could have done without a reminder of her cowardice. She released another deep breath through tight lips. "At least it wasn't a T. rex."

"Don't think you're going to see one of those, if I've calculated the time period correctly. They didn't come along until the Cretaceous, contrary to the information in the Jurassic Park movie."

"I guess that's supposed to make me feel better?"

"Well, it's one less huge terrible carnivore to worry about, at least."

Jonna shook her head. "I will never believe another movie again."

Eventually, they regained the use of their legs and walked quietly back the way they had come, to circle around the stream from another direction.

Jonna thought about the stalactite weapon in her pocket. She hadn't even considered using it to start hand-to-hand combat with the Fuck-You Raptor. A weapon doesn't do you much good if you don't remember you have it, she thought. This was totally not her natural habitat. "Any new ideas about the Flintstones radio?"

"I have the same information you have, and I don't know anything about the physics of time-travel, Jonna."

Jeez-Louise. "Every time I ask you about this you go all Star Trek on my ass, like Dammit Jim, I'm a doctor, not a physicist!"

Veronica stopped and put her hands on her hips. "Well it's true, Jonna! This is not my area of expertise. And you may just have to accept the possibility that we're stuck here. Forever. Whether you bloody-well like it or not!"

Jonna leaned back. That was a little harsh. She didn't need the professor yelling at her, when it was her damn artifact that got them into this mess to begin with. 

Well she could just fuck-off.

Jonna shouldered past the professor, and started walking again, leaving Veronica behind.
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The woman was hiking too fast, and it left little time for Veronica to examine the flora and fauna and make any notes about it. She had taken a moment to jot notes about the Fuck-You Raptor, as she walked. Damn it. Fukuiraptor. Jonna's colloquialisms were rubbing off on her.

Finally, she caught up to Jonna's marching progress, but only because Jonna had stopped on a rise to peer out over a sprawling plane surrounded by rolling hills.

Catching her breath, the professor stopped beside her. "What are you looking for?"

"The Golden Arches. I think they're running a special on Fuck-You-Raptor burgers. I could make my own but I'd need a gun big enough to bring one of those puppies down, and I don't have that. And even if I did, I'd need a honkering big freezer to store all that meat in and I don't think there's an appliance store anywhere nearby--unless you've seen one? Have you seen one?"

She was just spewing frustration, now. "Look, Jonna, I know you're not happy about being here, but we have to make the best of it."

"I don't have to do jack-shit, Doc. Your stupid Flintstones radio jerked me back to the age of dinosaurs!"

Veronica felt the heat on her own face. "Now wait just a minute. I know you're upset, but if you take a moment to think about it, we wouldn't be here if you hadn't touched it! After I explicitly told you not to!" She paused to take a breath, feeling a rush of anger that made her wonder if she was going to start screaming. "You were toying with things you know nothing about. So get off your high horse."

Jonna stared at her, chest heaving, jaw set firm. She swallowed and looked down at the mottled ground of the rise under her feet, blinked a few times, and when she looked back up at the Jurassic skyline, there were tears in her eyes.

Veronica's shoulders slumped. "I'm sorry. I didn't mean to be so harsh."

"No...you're right..." Jonna dropped onto the ground, her arms on her knees. "It's my fault we're here. You did tell me to leave the artifact alone. I was curious. I've always been curious..."

Professor Hill studied the undulant terrain before them; it seemed the size of four football fields, ending in another line of trees and ferns. "Well far be it for me to discourage curiosity." She sat down next to her. "It's why I became a paleontologist." She plucked a pebble from the ground and turned it over in her hand. Rough, dappled tones of beige. Limestone. "I was curious, too. About where we came from. Where all these creatures on earth started, and what they were like so long ago."

"Is that why you don't want to leave?

Veronica looked over at her. "I never said--"

"No," Jonna said gently. "You never said you didn't want to leave. But I can tell. Your eyes light up when you talk about the animals here. The plants. I know it must be a real thrill for you to see things live and in full blown Technicolor, when all you had before were bones and fossils. I get that. But we're not cut out to be here, Veronica. We aren't meant to be in this place."

Veronica was taken aback by Jonna's discernment; her level of understanding, even though she seemed to be out of Veronica's intellectual loop. Maybe this woman was closer to the loop than she imagined. 

Without thinking, the professor reached out and took Jonna's hand. 

Jonna looked down at their linked fingers and up at Veronica. The professor could tell that Jonna's anger had gone. Veronica felt bonded with this woman, suddenly. Wanted to hug her. It wasn't sexual, it was something else. They were trapped together in an impossible situation. They were, literally, the only two humans on earth at this moment. It might as well have been the apocalypse. They needed each other. They would not survive unless they formed an impenetrable alliance.
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Stress can do weird things to you. It can make you uncooperative. It can make you yell at a person you only want to kiss. Jonna would have to try harder to keep it together. The two of them needed each other if they were going to survive.

They walked along, Jonna shifting her gaze from her feet to the landscape in front of them. "Wow. Look at that tree."

Veronica turned away from the tiny lizard that seemed to be following them.

The conifer must have stretched up some one hundred fifty feet, as if it sought to touch the moon. 

"Oh, that's a Monkey Puzzle tree. They still exist in the modern world." 

The trunk was too big to get her arms around, or Veronica might have hugged it, Jonna guessed. Although that might be a bad idea, if the spiky look of it was any indication.

Uniformly spaced bands circled the trunk, with knotholes dotting the bands like the orbits of planets. Extending horizontally, ten feet up, triangular green spikes spiraled all around the limbs as thick as a human arm, giving the tree an almost plastic nature, as if it were not a real tree at all.  

Jonna pointed at the giant furry orbs attached to the branches like ornaments on a Dr. Seuss Christmas tree. "What the fuck are those?" 

"Seed pods."

"They look like Grinch Testicles."

Veronica winced and laughed without restraint. "Yes I guess they do. Weirdly, the females have those globe-shaped cones, and the males have cones shaped like cucumbers."

"Of course they do," Jonna said.

She laughed. "But those pods have nuts."

"Really?" Jonna smirked. "Nuts? I guess I was right, then."

Still smiling, she said, "Well, we call them nuts, but really, they're seeds."

Jonna looked down at the ground and around behind the tree was a fallen pod. She stepped over and picked it up. Twice the size of a coconut. Well, maybe not. Didn't coconuts have a huge outer shell around the little shells they offered in the grocery store?

She used a rock to crack it open, and pulled out a few of the seeds, peeling back the onion-like skin to expose what was the size of Brazil nuts, but looked like small white radishes.

Veronica came over for a closer look. "Araucaria araucana," Veronica offered, in her usual indecipherable language.

"Blah blah. If I eat these will I start foaming at the mouth and keel over?"

"No." 

Jonna popped one of them in her mouth and Veronica added, "But it is a paralytic."

"Paralytic?" Jonna stopped chewing. "As in paralyzed?"

"It won't last long, though."

Jonna sensed her tongue going numb. And her fingers were tingling. She stood completely still, staring at the professor, a bit of white pulp clinging to her bottom lip, her eyes wide with horror.

"Jonna. I'm kidding."

Jonna slumped her shoulders. "Hahahah. Ten thousand comedians out of work and you're trying to be funny. I'm the funny one. So stop it right now."

Veronica smiled as Jonna began to wiggle out the rest of the nuts and shove them in her coat pocket. "I could use a shopping bag..." she grumbled. 

"That, I can do." Veronica rifled in her pocket and found the spare zippy bag. She handed it to Jonna. "Left over from the last dig."

She eyed Veronica. "Maybe we ought to be taking inventory again on your coat. Is it like the one Dr. Who wears?"

Veronica huffed. "I wish. He had everything he needed in his." 

She went back to studying the trunk of the tree, rather than helping Jonna gather the nuts. I swear, Jonna thought. She'd die of starvation while looking at bugs and leaves.

Speaking of leaves, the ones on the Monkey Puzzle tree branches were razor sharp. "I'm glad I didn't have to climb that fucker."

"Yeah. That's how it got its name. Someone commented that a monkey would have hard time figuring out how to climb that." 

Jonna thought one of those branches might make a decent weapon. A Monkey Puzzle Sword. Or...what was that medieval weapon? A Mace? Like that. She cut the lowest one off and poked it carefully in the top of her pack, where it stood out like an organic alien antenna. 

"You think one nut is enough?" Veronica asked.

Jonna smirked. "Most men wouldn't swear to it." She picked up another one. "But two is better." She poked the pod inside her pack. "I only have so much room in here."

Another few minutes of walking brought them to a strange and monstrous plant. She turned to Veronica. "I have a feeling I'm going to be saying this several times a day--but what the fuck is that?"

Veronica advanced on the mass of tangled leaves. It was almost as wide as a large trampoline.

"Welwitschia mirabilis..." Veronica muttered in an awe-stricken voice.

Jonna glanced at her. "Come again?"

"Welwitschia mirabilis...also called Tumbo."

"Tumbo looks like a giant corn husk."

Veronica gave a breathy sound of amusement. "I never thought of that, but you're right." She squatted down and touched the wide leaf that was big enough to make a slide out of. Jonna watched her hands caress the plant, and was jealous. She wondered how those hands would feel on her bare skin, stroking, teasing.

"But the upside is," the professor said. "It also has edible parts."

Yeah, so do I, Jonna thought, careful not to blurt out everything she was thinking.

Lifting the leaves, Veronica pointed to the base of the plant. "The core of the plant has a cabbage-like clump. Tastes a little like onion," Veronica said.

Jonna thought about that for a moment. "I could braid those long leaves and make sleeping mats, and a carrier for firewood." 

"That's a brilliant idea." She looked back at Jonna "Why are you frowning at me? I'm not being facetious."

"I'm not used to being accused of brilliance."

"I think you underestimate yourself."

As Veronica began harvesting a section of the core in the mirabilis plant, Jonna gathered strands of the long, corn husk-like leaves, rolling them into a tight ring and shoving them into her now-bulging pack. "I guess I'll be coming back to get more of these leaves."

Around an outcropping of gigantic boulders, they stopped when they saw the pool. It looked like blue Kool-Aid. "Wow," Jonna whispered.

"It's beautiful..." Veronica stepped forward, and felt Jonna's hand on her arm.

"Careful. Remember what you said about watering holes."

Veronica stepped back. "Right." 

Scanning the region around the pool, they found it free of wild visitors. For now. 

Jonna walked cautiously toward the edge of the blue water, looking down into it. It was so clear, she could see the bottom; see skittering little things moving about. Following the water's edge, she removed her pack and stepped onto a rock perched in the water, and over to a slightly enclosed miniature bay. There, the water was only a few feet deep, revealing the bright blue crustaceans congregating on the bottom near the embedded rocks. "Aren't these lobsters?" 

Veronica moved up behind her and looked down. "Yep. They haven't changed much in all these millions of years. Although the blue ones only show up once in 5 or 10 million found."

Jonna turned and tracked back across the natural stepping stones, heading for the line of trees. Searching the ground for the right limb, she brought it over, pausing at the edge of the pool to clean it up with her knife. Then she traversed the rocks again to join Veronica, who was still standing over the lobsters.

Jonna held up the forked stick and smiled before stepping down into the water quietly, until she was close enough to the huge blue crustaceans. Timing it just right, she drove the fork of the stick down over the back of a lobster. She looked up at Veronica with a grin. "Now, how do I pick it up?"

"Oh, they're not poisonous or anything. You just have to avoid getting pinched." Veronica gave her a helpful illustration with her fingers.

Jonna pulled a funny face. 

"Here--" Veronica stepped down with her and bent to plunge her hand in, grabbing the crustacean by the back and pulling it out after Jonna released the stick. She held the wriggling thing up toward Jonna, who leaned back. 

"These things always seem so alien," Jonna said. "Like they should be on another planet. But everyone says they're so good."

"Oh, you've never had lobster?"

Jonna shook her head. "Could never really afford it. I was afraid I'd spend twenty-five or thirty dollars on it and not like it, and that would be half my food budget gone for the week."

"Well. Now you can afford it..."

"Yeah, the best price is always free. We have an all-you-can-eat lobster buffet over here." 

As they stepped back across the rocks to the water's edge, Jonna asked, "So, how do you kill these things?"

Veronica turned the lobster toward her, its seeking claw pinching at air, its beady eyes bulging, moving to and fro. "Man, this guy is heavy." She set it down on the ground and placed a booted foot securely on its back. "Well, restaurant cooks just drop them in boiling water."

"I wondered if that was true. They actually drop them in boiling water while they're still alive?"

Veronica gave that a moment's thought. "Well, yes."

"That seems so cruel."

"It does, doesn't it? But general consensus is that they don't feel pain, since they don't have a central nervous system, they just have nerve tissue throughout their bodies. They don't have the same nerve pathways, nor a real brain which has receptors that process the stimuli and converts it to a perception of pain. So reactions we see are merely nerve impulses, knee-jerk reactions, really. We just believe it's pain because we relate it too much to ourselves. That's called anthropomorphism: applying human form or characteristics to non-human forms."

"You mean like what people do with God?"

"Yes, exactly like that; of course, that's assuming the existence of a god."

"Right."

Staring at the wriggly crustacean beneath Veronica's foot, Jonna said, "What about all that stuff about them screaming after they're dunked in the boiling water?"

"That's a myth. How could they scream? They don't have lungs or vocal cords or even a throat. That sound is the sound of heated air, which expands and then escapes around the shells."

"Like blowing on a blade of grass to make it whistle?"

"Exactly. Now, do we know with 100 percent certainty that they don't feel pain? No. But all indications are that they don't experience pain in the way we understand pain, because they can't process stimuli like we do. They're very simple creatures."

"Interesting..." Jonna sighed, and looked around,  checking for any suddenly appearing wildlife. "So, how are we going to kill it?"

Veronica shrugged. "As humanely as possibly, just in case." She held out her hand. "Give me your knife."

Jonna winced, but pulled it out of her pocket.

Veronica took it, slid her foot back a bit, and unfolded the blade. She grabbed a nearby stone, placed the tip of the blade on the spot between the lobster's black eyes, and in one swift movement, brought the stone down on the butt end of the knife and the shell cracked open. Standing up, she removed her foot. The crustacean was still.

Jonna knew she must look a little green. Her stomach churned, half with disgust, half with hunger.

"That bothered you."

"Well, yeah..."

"But we have to eat, right?"

"Right." Jonna looked down at its lifeless form. "So...how are we gonna boil it without a pot?" Jonna looked around warily, searching for any uninvited raptor-company.

"Good question. I'm not quite sure."

Jonna stepped over and picked the lobster up and shoved it in the outside knitted pocket of her backpack. "It's usually cooked right in its shell, right?"

Veronica nodded, handing Jonna's Swiss army knife back to her.

"Then maybe we can build a hot fire and just nestle it in the coals," she said, returning the knife to her pocket. "It's bound to cook through eventually."

Veronica smiled. "That's good thinking. I suppose it's the only choice we have."

Jonna shrugged back into her pack, and they headed downstream, still watchful for any potential danger.

Following the course of the stream further, Veronica paused.. "Can you hear that? A swishing sound. It sounds like...the seashore." 

"A swishing seashore sound. Say that three times fast."

"That-that-that," Veronica cracked. 

Jonna's face smoothed with delight. "Ahhh, look at you, you made a funny."

Veronica cocked an ear in both directions. "It has to be at one end of the stream, since all rivers and streams eventually end up in the ocean..."

Jonna pulled out her phone with mock-seriousness. "Let me just pull us up on Google maps...oh, damn, GPS isn't working..." She held the phone out comically, waving it in all directions, up high. "No signal at all. I'm going to have words with my cell phone provider, I tell you that."

Veronica laughed. 

Continuing, they eased around another outcropping of rocks, climbing a fern-dotted rise. At the top they were greeted with a view of white sand, strewn with red squiggles of something slippery-looking, a few bits of driftwood here and there. A Jurassic beach, with water lapping at the pristine shore.

"Wow..." Jonna whispered.

The professor checked the location of the sun. "Let's see...west...that's probably the Tethys sea. Hard to know for sure, because I don't know exactly when we are...the tectonic plates shifted a lot around this time. I'm not sure if the New Zealand landmass is still connected to Australia and Antarctica...I suspect they are, since I think the two islands of New Zealand emerged after that, and I'm pretty damn sure we're in New Zealand."

Jonna was silent, just staring out over the endless surface of the sea, hypnotized.

"Haven't you ever seen the ocean or been on a beach before?"

"No." She took a few steps forward, feeling the give of sand under her boots. "I've been landlocked all my life. Always wanted to see a beach. Again, I had to travel back in time to do that too." 

They loped down the hill and stood on the sand at the bottom. Jonna squatted down and picked up a handful of sand, let it trickle through her fingers. Mesmerized, she walked down the beach to the shore, her face upturned to the sunlight, just standing there listening to the gentle lapping of the tide. Finally, she scanned the horizon but could find no other landmasses in the water spread out in front of her. The beautiful turquoise ocean seemed to go on forever. The horizon could have been just out of sight, or a million miles away. 

Surveying the beach, she saw a giant mussel half-buried, and picked it up. It was the size of a dinner plate. Maybe that's what we could use it for, she thought. She stuck the shell into her pack, where it clunked against the Monkey Puzzle tree pod.

Veronica moved up next to her and handed her a frilly strand of something red.

"Once again, what the fuck is that?"

"Karengo. Red seaweed. It's edible too. And very nutritious."

"Every little bit helps." Jonna turned her back and quirked a thumb behind her. "Stick it in that netting with the lobster. We'll use it as garnish."

Pulling her attention away from the ocean, she studied the promontory fingering into the surf. "Look." She pointed. "Isn't that a cave in the side of the cliff?"

Veronica nodded. "Might be. Looks like we can get to it from those ledges along the side."

Jonna met her eyes. "I say we check it out."
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Moving across the sand, Veronica followed Jonna along the cliff face on a natural path chipped out of the side by wind and surf. The cave opening itself was some forty feet or more from the surface of the water.

An Anhanguera blittersdorffi pterosaur circled the shoreline from above--the same species that had earlier tried to clamp onto her while she examined the boulder--they climbed carefully until they reached the small opening. 

Jonna set her spear against the rocks and pulled out her phone, tapping into the flashlight app. "My battery is half-gone. I'll have to make us some torches after this."

She turned. "You know how to make torches?"

"Sure. The sap from any of those pine trees, and some dry fibers from plants, and a stick."

This woman is a constant surprise. As Jonna aimed the light into the opening, Veronica said, "It's an alcove." 

The opening was large enough for the pterosaurs to use as a nesting place, which was unfortunate. They might have to defend their territory. She was a bit surprised the pterosaurs hadn't claimed it. The professor kept a wary eye on those circling the sky down the expanse of shoreline, in case one of them decided to fight them for the spot. It wouldn't do to lose their balance and fall onto the tide-washed rocks below.

"What's the difference between an alcove and a cave?"

"An alcove is a recessed area that usually has no other exit. I can see the wall back there. This is probably just a hole in the side of this cape."

"Hell of a lot safer than the cave, then. And cozier. Just big enough to camp in. Like the size of a large living room." Jonna stepped farther inside. The room was tall enough to stand in, as well. A slight curve in the wall led to a smaller alcove. As her light swept over it she said, "What's that?"

Veronica looked at the spot illuminated by the flashlight app on Jonna's phone.

A large, lumpy object on the ground. It was unclear what it was. 

Cautiously, Jonna led the way into the alcove.

Veronica feared at first it was an animal, catching a nap, but as they moved closer, they saw it was not breathing. Closer scrutiny revealed that it was a very large, military-style rucksack. 

Jonna huffed her surprise. "What the hell is a backpack doing here?" 

Someone else has been here. To this time.

Veronica hurried over and stood staring down at it. "We have to find out who this belongs to."

"I say we keep it and get out of here."

"What if they need it to survive?"

"We can hide the artifact somewhere and you can carry my pack. Survival of the fittest, right? I'm fit enough to carry that."

"Actually, that's not what the phrase means. Survival of the fittest isn't about who's the strongest, it's about who can adapt."

"Well anyone who would leave this pack here, is either stupid or dead, so maybe we should adapt by taking that pack and running. It's a...raptor-eat-raptor world. We have to survive."

Veronica sighed. "Jonna..."

"Hey. The rules have changed. We're in a prehistoric theme-park with fuck-all to help us survive, and we don't know if you'll ever figure out how that artifact works to get us home."

The professor could see her point. She squatted down and looked at the outside of the Army-green fabric. It was worn, but still serviceable. Rucksacks were a popular choice for paleontologists, since they were designed for soldiers in the field. They were also a lot cheaper to buy; usually plentiful at Army surplus stores. "I had a pack just like this, years ago."

A small tag at the back was marked with letters. She pulled the pack closer to read them. The doctor sat back on her haunches and stared at it.

Jonna swung the torch so the light flickered over Veronica's face. "What's wrong?" 

"Those initials. On the pack."

The light went back to the pack. "What? Someone you know?"

"Yes. Someone I used to know."

Jonna squatted and turned the tag toward herself and the light. "MIT...? Isn't that a college?" 

"Yes, but no. MIT was one of the graduate students. They called her Mit. Because of her initials. Melanie-something-Todd." Veronica nodded almost mechanically, and stared at the pack. "It's obviously hers. Things can get mixed up when you're in the field and everyone has their initials on everything. But--"

"But what? You're saying that this Mit-person is here, somewhere?"

"Well, normally, I'd say yes, but--"

"What?"

"She died in 2008."

Jonna looked at the backpack again. "Then...why is her pack here?"

"I'm not sure."

"If she's here, somehow, why haven't we seen her?"

Veronica sighed and looked over her shoulder toward the cave opening. "There's lot of real estate here. It's possible we just haven't seen her because she's somewhere else."

Jonna released a breath and looked at the green canvas bag and then back at Veronica. "How did she manage to get zapped, too?"

"I don't know. Maybe she didn't. Maybe just her pack did."

Jonna thought it over. "Why didn't this pack land in the cave like we did?"

"I don't know that either." Veronica was silent, studying the pack like it was a dinosaur skeleton.

"So, are you gonna open it?"

"It's not mine..."

"Vee! We're stranded. And since the pack is here and she's not, she's either still dead there, or freshly dead here--like in the stomach of a dinosaur."

Veronica winced at Jonna's words. A resolute sigh, and the professor rocked over to her knees, first untying the rolled foam sleeping mat attached to the bottom end of the pack, and tossing it to Jonna. Then she untied the cord and folded the flap open. One by one, she pulled out the items inside. 

A rolled canvas tool caddy, with all the basic paleontologist's tools for use on a dig. All the same ones Veronica always carried, and in the same type of rolled canvas sheath.

In the collection were also several candles of various sizes, a small canteen of water, a zippy bag of granola and protein bars, a jar of peanut butter and some crackers.

Jonna removed her backpack and snatched the crackers and peanut butter from Veronica's hands. "Fuckin'-A. I'm so hungry." She tore open the tube of Ritz crackers and grabbed a plastic picnic spoon from another zippy bag to dig out the peanut butter, slapping a glob of it on her tongue. "Oh, this is so good..." She crunched on the crackers.

Still, Veronica was pulling items from the bag. Another stainless steel canteen with a wide mouth that could be heated over a fire or in the coals, with a lid that doubled as a cup; a water bladder, two silver space-style thermal blankets, folded down to the size of a fat wallet; two extra T-shirts, socks and underwear, several bandannas, a bar of organic coconut soap, a wide-brimmed hat, butane lighters, a first aid kit, and duct tape. 

Veronica paused with satisfaction when she pulled out the sachets of instant coffee. Cappuccino flavored. Her favorite. She'd found them at a little shop during her first dig in New Zealand. Melanie had been with her on that day, and had also bought some. They only needed hot water to make. Very handy to have in the field. Her colleagues had often bribed her with other items just to share some of that cappuccino. 

Also in the pack was a large zippy bag of tampons. She almost smiled. Not something most people would even think about, but you'd certainly wish you had, if you were bleeding. Fortunately, she'd found the pack of another female. She always brought them on a dig, just in case, too. She'd be trading her cashmere pads for the tampons in a few minutes, that was for sure.

The bag also held a canvas tote--a strip of cloth with handles on either end. They used them to carry fossils. "We can use these to carry firewood, Jonna."

Jonna nodded, still busy with the peanut butter.

Beneath the canvas totes, were various snacks, like nuts and beef jerky, a hunting knife, hatchet, butane lighters and matches. Beneath that were various bags, plastic and cloth, and a fly-fishing vest; the numerous pockets of which came in quite handy in field work. Veronica could put that on under her coat, as much for added warmth as for utility. 

At the bottom of the pack, was a metal can of shaving cream. She'd had the same in hers at different times, but stopped carrying it because it was largely to avoid embarrassment in intimate situations. Since she rarely had those in the field, she stopped caring about whether she was clean-shaven all over. But Melanie apparently had to think about that--another obvious clue that she had been involved sexually with Dr. Craig. "Guess this isn't going to be useful, really."

Jonna looked up. "Shaving cream? Yes it is. I can clean my dirty hands."

"Really?"

"Yep."

Veronica tossed the can to her.

"You can also use it to clean chrome, keep mirrors and windows from fogging up, stop a squeaky hinge. Maybe other things, too." Jonna pressed the button on top of the can and nothing happened. She looked more closely at the can, then pulled on either end and the metal casing slid up to allow a stash of cash to fall out onto her lap. "And, apparently, you can also use it to hide money."

Veronica smiled. "That was clever of Melanie."

Jonna put the money back in and closed the can, tossing it to the professor to put back in the bag. "Hang onto that. We might be able to bribe a raptor not to eat us."

The rucksack had almost all the things Veronica always had on hand, but then again, so did many of the other people on a dig. 

In one of the outside pockets, Veronica found a cell phone. "This isn't going to help us much. Most of us had an extra one of these for emergencies, as a backup. A burner phone."

"And I watch a lot of television, so I know what a burner phone is. So Melanie was a criminal."

Veronica grinned at her. In the adjacent pocket, she drew out a package of condoms.

Jonna snickered. "And because I watch a lot of television, I also know what those are. Easy to tell that pack belongs to a straight girl."

Veronica smiled. 

"So you bone-doctors get boned on the job."

"Doesn't everyone?"

"Well I've never had sex on the job. But then again, mop buckets aren't sexy and janitors don't get many offers." Jonna waited while the professor replaced the condoms. "Who was she playing hide the sausage with?"

Veronica gasped. "Jonna."

"Well?"

"I didn't know her very well, but it was pretty commonly known that she was sleeping with Dr. Craig. He was in charge of the dig."

"So, Melanie was sleeping her way to the top?"

"Maybe. The politics of academia. It happens."

Jonna became suddenly serious. "You didn't...have to...you didn't--"

"Oh! No, Jonna. I was not one of those who slept my way to the top. I got where I am the old fashioned way. Hard work." Why did Jonna seem so relieved by her answer? It wasn't like they were in a relationship. Maybe it was more about the idea of her sleeping with a man. Who knew? 

Veronica couldn't help but recall that she had been extended the same opportunity by Dr. Craig, right after she'd stumbled onto Pitfall Cave. She had also been surprised that turning him down didn't get her booted to the curb. Instead, Craig invited her to stay on the dig. Maybe he respected her for saying no. Or maybe he had other motivations. Maybe his ego was stroked by the fact that Melanie Todd had said yes to his offer, and he simply wanted Veronica's skills as a paleontologist on site. No way to tell at this point.

Jonna was looking at the folded space blankets. "Aren't these space-blankets?"

"Yes. Thermal blankets, made of Mylar. NASA develop them for use in the space shuttle. They're easy to carry because they're thin, but they keep body heat in really well."

Jonna nodded appreciatively.

Veronica looked back down at the pack. Another thought occurred to her. Where was the time traveler? The one who had been in possession of the artifact before it wound up in the dirt of that cave floor? Had there been a time traveler among the student volunteers on that dig? What better way to access a device hidden in ancient dirt, that would allow them to move through space-time? Was it Melanie? 

"What are you thinking so hard?"

"Just wondering if Melanie might be a time-traveler."

Jonna moved the sticky peanut butter around in her mouth so she could speak. "Well, did she seem all time-traveler-y?"

Laughing, the professor said, "No. But then, how would anyone know what a time traveler was like?"

Jonna put the lid back on the peanut butter. "Yeah, I don't recall any of them being guests on Ellen."

It was more likely, Veronica thought, that Melanie had merely stumbled upon the device somehow, just as she had. But that would have been in 2008, and Veronica had found the artifact in 2014.

Too many unanswered questions. For now, it was enough that they had the supplies they needed to survive. She thought about her notebook; she could document this excursion, but she wasn't sure what she was going to do with that documentation, since no one would believe she time-traveled back to the Jurassic. But if she played her cards right, the access to a time-travel device could be a career-maker, provided she could figure out how to work it to her advantage, and also get back to her own time at some point to enjoy the spoils of success.

Jonna extended the cracker package to Veronica, who took it and plucked one out. "I'm going to go get us some firewood." She leaned in and grabbed the canvas tote and the construction belt, and slid the hatchet and one of the hunting knives in two of the loops, then wadded up a bag in one of the pockets. Veronica looked at her, standing there like she was about to do Jurassic home renovations, and grinned. 

Jonna said in an Arnold Schwarzenegger voice, "I'll be back." She turned and stepped out of the alcove. 

Veronica grinned after her, and leaned back against the wall. Her stomach growled, so she opened a beef jerky package. She noticed Jonna had left her pack, the bow and arrows and the spear; even the Monkey Puzzle sword. Maybe she felt a hatchet and a knife were sufficient for protection. Hopefully, she wouldn't have to engage in any hand-to-hand combat. 

After eating one of the jerky strips, Veronica emptied her pockets of the various edibles they had gathered along the way, and carefully pulled the Monkey Puzzle branch from the back of the pack and set it aside until Jonna could figure out what to do with it. She also removed the seed pods from the tree, and the leaves from the Tonga plant. In the netting on the outside of Jonna's pack, the lobster nestled. Lobster for dinner. Maybe with Monkey Puzzle nuts on the side and some seaweed garnish. Yum. 

They would be needing that firepit.

She grabbed the feminine hygiene items she needed, along with the other canvas bag to haul up some rocks. They could heat water in the fireproof thermos and have some of the cappuccino while they waited for the lobster to cook. But she would have snorted that cappuccino if it came down to it. Still, she had been on camping trips that were more problematic than this one. So far. Maybe they were about to meet some bigger challenges. Especially if the darkness of winter caught up to them before she figured out how to get them home. There was still time, before they had to deal with that, though. Months. This part of the world didn't see winter until June, July and August.

Emerging from the mouth of the alcove, she saw Jonna down below, making her way across the beach, her footsteps leaving a trail along the sand behind her.
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Down on the beach, Veronica caught herself looking for a private place to take care of exchanging her makeshift pad for a tampon. She realized that there was little reason to be modest, since there were no other humans to see her. Except maybe Melanie, if she had been lucky enough to survive. Still, she could try to spare Jonna the view of that personal care duty. 

She headed for the outcropping of rocks by the forest edge, thinking about how much she was looking forward to menopause, when she didn't have to deal with this monthly hemorrhage at all. That was quite a few years in the future, though. Hopefully, she wouldn't still be here when she got her first hot flash. 

After taking care of womanly business, Veronica gathered rocks, distracted by the nature of each one, as well as the surrounding plants and bugs, as usual. Finally, the canvas tote was full, so she headed back.

As she traversed the beach toward the cliffside trail to the alcove, her eyes strayed to some prints leading down the beach. Opposite direction from Jonna. Could be some bipedal beast. At least it was moving away from Jonna.

She set the canvas bag of rocks down to stroll over to have a closer look.

It didn't take a paleontologist to identify them. They were not the prints of a bipedal dinosaur, or even a pterosaur that landed to hobble around on feet and wingtips. They were distinctly human. And neither Veronica nor Jonna had walked in this direction. That meant it could have been someone inexplicably transported with Melanie's rucksack, or Melanie herself. Melanie, who was supposed to be dead.

Whoever this was, did they know Veronica and Jonna were here? Were they looking for them? Or for anyone?

The tracks were too small to belong to a man, but could belong to a younger person. The prints were sort of dainty, the footwear smooth on the bottom, like slippers or loafers.

With a glance over her shoulder toward Jonna's location, Veronica followed the prints, wondering why this person would have left Melanie's rucksack in the alcove and wandered around. It made no sense. 

She thought of Melanie. It was a shame she had died so young. Veronica had liked her. The young woman had seemed quite intelligent; only a year away from her PhD. Well, in 2008, anyway. Before she...died.

Veronica shivered, but probably not from the cold. 

The professor followed the tracks around a bend, where the footprints stopped. Moving closer, she examined them. Two prints, side by side, with none leading away. A swath of dark sand several yards long covered the prints where they had stopped abruptly.

The professor squatted down and pinched the black sand in her fingers, rubbing it between them. What is this? She sniffed the grains. The scent--charcoal?

It would be very dangerous for Melanie to be out here alone after dark. Especially if she was dazed by the time-travel. It could have affected her differently. Scanning the area around her, she could see no sign of Melanie. It was as if a tractor beam had sucked her up into a spaceship. 

She decided to go get Jonna to help her search more thoroughly.
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In this place, it was wise to be careful. Jonna could make all kinds of other tools and weapons. She felt so much better with a hatchet dangling from the loop on the construction belt. I'm feeling so butch. I killed a Jurassic lobster today. Well, Veronica killed it. But I caught it. If she'd had a package between her legs at that moment, she might have sniffed and rearranged it. She smiled to herself. 

Jonna's first stop had been the giant corn husk plant; she'd liberated most of its long leaves. Hopefully that wasn't the only Jurassic corn plant to be had. She might need those leaf fibers for other things. She could weave them a hammock, but there would be nothing to attach it to in the alcove. 

Passing the Kool-Aid Pool, now, Jonna thought about the construction of a crude sleeping mat to go under the foam. Not the Comfort Inn, but better than just the foam mat, or sleeping directly on the floor of the cave. Or Alcove. Whatever.

She detoured over to the forest and found a good armload of firewood, and put it in one of the canvas bags before heading back, stepping cautiously through the trees, watchful for any sign of danger, pausing once to let another mega-dragonfly buzz past her. Gathering firewood seemed a simple enough task, but not when a Fuck-You Raptor might jump out at any moment. At least the trees blocked the dive-bombing of the pterodactyls. No, Ptero-s...pteron-o-...Shit. Flying lizards.

Why could she remember things like how to make a spears and a bow and arrows, but not the name of those ugly sky-monsters?

As she crossed the boundary of forest onto the squishy sand of the beach, she heard Veronica.

"Jonna!"

She could see her there, waving her arms like she was flagging down a taxi. And where would you like me to take you, miss? I'll turn off the meter...driving a taxi might be fun. Too bad I can't read street signs. And too bad I'm not in a place with streets and signs...

Veronica was waving at her, still. What was she doing way down there?

When they met in the middle of the beach, Veronica told her she'd found footprints, but they just abruptly ended, right in the middle of the sand.

"How's that even possible? Did we miss the Rapture?"

Veronica grinned briefly. "I don't know what happened, but the sand was black around the place where those footsteps ended."

She set the canvas bag down in the sand. "The Rapture, just like I said."

"Jonna! This is serious. She might be out here somewhere, injured. We have to go try and find her."

"Okay, okay." Jonna set the canvas bag down and followed Veronica down the shoreline, staying a few steps behind so she could get a good view of the woman's backside. Yes, lead, and I shall follow, she thought.

After a few minutes of walking, she saw the spot Veronica was talking about. Two stopped footprints, side by side, and then nothing around them but a stripe of black sand coming from the other side. "What the hell?"

"I know," Veronica said. "It's strange, isn't it?"

Jonna considered the possibilities. "Maybe they got struck by lightning?"

Veronica looked up at the sky. "That's a clever answer. But no storms since we've been here. And a lightning strike wouldn't reduce them to soot. There would be a body.

Jonna stared at the black sand. It looked burned. "I've got it!" she said.

"What?"she asked hopefully.

"Spontaneous Human Combustion."

Veronica rolled her eyes on a sigh and smacked Jonna on the arm.
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They had looked for whomever was walking around out there as long as they dared, as dusk crept in.

Back at the alcove, Jonna prepped the lobster for cooking, stirring up the embers until they were hot, and nestling the crustacean into them snugly. 

Earlier, they had explored all over the area where the black sand and footprints were, but hadn't seen hide nor hair of the other person. Jonna suspected they had just been dinosaur-kibbles. But even if a big, tall beast had snatched them off the ground, there would be footprints of the animal that did it around the other tracks. And there weren't any. They talked about whether or not it could be Melanie, but it would mean she had got zapped from 2008, before she died. How did that work? And of course, she'd have to have access to an artifact to do that. Jonna was just as stumped as the professor about what had happened to the dead grad student.

Jonna poked a stick at the coals to keep them burning hot. She had a headache. Maybe from thinking about Melanie too long. Or maybe because her hair was still wet and cold from the dip in the ocean with the coconut soap. It felt good to rinse the grime off. She was only a little disappointed that the professor hadn't seen the need to strip naked for their bath.

Two feet parked next to her, and Jonna looked up at the two thermos lids of coffee Veronica held. Speak of the devil. 

"Hey." After a thankful sip, Jonna unrolled the foam mat. Since the professor was a cuddle-bug, she was glad there was only one. Because, you know, it was practical to share body heat.
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Bellies full of coal-roasted lobster, they sat in front of the fire near the mouth of the alcove, having another cup of cappuccino, listening to the ocean waves breaking on the beach below, and gazed out from their perch to the moonlight, the reflection zig-zagging light on the water.

Up the expanse of beach Veronica could hear the night sounds of creatures roaming the forest. Primitive calls and answers. Growls. Clicking. Odd chirping that sounded birdlike. A few times, a distant roar or two. Veronica couldn't help but think about Melanie. If she was out there somewhere, alone. She strained to discern a human voice amid the symphony of primeval voices. But to hear it, it would have to be screaming, and she certainly didn't want that.

Gazing at the swollen moon, Veronica had a moment of contentment. It wasn't so bad, here.

Jonna said, "It's weird to realize that this is the same moon we saw millions of years after this. Well, in our past, but in the future...Jeez, that's confusing. Anyway, It's hard to wrap my head around the fact that anything could exist that long."

"It makes me feel small," Veronica said. "But also very, very lucky. To have evolved at all. To have existed for thousands of years, ourselves."

"Well, if you and I are going to exist for much longer, we have to make sure we can get food and water and firewood."

"That's true," Veronica said. "Sometimes I forget to think about the basics."

Jonna looked at her with a half-smile. "I know." She tossed a few pine cones on the fire, and used her foot to slide the fat branch farther into the flames. 

Veronica leaned against her and slid her hand onto the inside of Jonna's elbow, resting it there. 

Blue lobster shells lay in pieces amid the coals, barren of the succulent meat inside. "That lobster was yummy, by the way," Veronica said, sipping her cappuccino. 

"Yeah. And it's funny that I had to travel millions of years in the past in order to finally eat lobster."

"I can't believe you never had it."

"It seemed irresponsible for me to spend that much on one meal. I was barely getting by as it was."

"Well, this land is full of food sources. We can learn how to get by, until..."

"Until you figure out how to get us back."

It was not a question, but a statement. Either Jonna had great faith in the professor's abilities, or she was trying to convince herself it was true. "If I can. You know I will, if I can. But I'm afraid it will just have to be a guess. Although..." She glanced back at the army surplus pack. "I have to wonder if the person who built the artifact will contact us somehow."

"You mean come get us?"

"Yes. Obviously, someone managed to travel here before us from whatever time, and leave the artifact to begin with."

The flickering from the flames danced around Jonna's cheeks. "Are you thinking it might be some kind of alien technology?"

"The thought crossed my mind. And I'm not sure I believe all of that. There isn't much empirical evidence for it. The artifact doesn't look alien, anyway. It looks like a human made it. The technology might be advanced, but the design seems human."

"So maybe it's just some human from the future who discovered how to time-travel."

Veronica nodded. "That's what I think. But I'm not sure why it's made of stone."

"Maybe that time-traveler needed it to match the time-period for some reason. And maybe they got trapped here," Jonna said. "And eventually died, either by a predator, or starvation, or the cold."

"That's what I'm trying not to think."
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They'd slept in each other's arms again, and truthfully, it had been comforting to have Jonna's arms around her, feel the rhythmic rise and fall of her chest. This time they had been spared the numbing cold of the ground. The silver space-blanket and the foam mat had helped, and the alcove was smaller, so that the fire was able to warm the chamber enough to be tolerable. It wasn't going to stay that way long, if the fire wasn't stoked. 

Veronica pulled out of Jonna's embrace and added another chunk of rotted wood along with a branch, stirring the embers up.

Jonna yawned with sound effects, and the professor sat down and looked over at her. "You look like a koala bear."

Jonna sniffed, failing to lift her sleepy eyelids enough to seem awake. "I'm not sure if that's a compliment or not."

"It is. Koalas are cuddly and cute."

Jonna gave a derisive huff and got to her feet, moving outside on the ledge to stand in the morning sunlight, stretching and yawning.

Veronica put the thermos in the coals to heat water for coffee. They only had enough water for a cup each, and would have to fetch more from the Kool-Aid pool, as Jonna called it.

More than once, through the prehistoric night, Veronica had felt Jonna's fingers stroke her hair, brush her cheek. Each time, the motion had been punctuated by a sigh. She knew that Jonna had feelings for her; she just wasn't sure how many or what kind. And the more time they spent together, the more Veronica realized she cared about Jonna.

Veronica joined her on the ledge, stretching her own muscles and allowing a yawn, as she soaked up the warm rays of the sun on her face. If she didn't know better, she would think they were on some wilderness retreat. A vacation, even. 

She made a pivot into Jonna's arms. "Thanks for keeping me warm."

Jonna pulled her closer. "It's a dirty job, but someone's got to do it."

Veronica felt herself smile. She lifted her head to search Jonna's eyes. She could feel her warm breath like a whisper on her lips. She closed her eyes and swayed closer, their lips touching softly for the barest instant before a shrieking tore their attention away. 

They both jerked their heads to find the source of the terrible noise. 

The mass of it blinked across the sun for a moment, and the two of them were plunged into shadow, as it moved closer, swooping toward them, growing impossibly large. 

Thin lizard-body, long tail, four legs. The creature was aloft on what looked like massive bat wings. Its long snout opened as it shrieked its approach again. Not a pterosaur. Something else entirely. And it was coming toward them.

Veronica stared at it with wonder. "Oh my god...it's a..."

"Dragon!" Jonna squeaked, stunned, and scrambled back, her hand reaching for the bow and arrows at the mouth of the alcove. Quickly, she notched an arrow, as the fantastic creature landed on the edge of the cliff in front of them. Releasing the arrow, she saw it swish the 15 feet in between to land in the beast's chest. The creature screeched like an air horn, one front foot clawing at the thin projectile. 

As Jonna tore her eyes away to reach for another arrow, a yelp sent her attention back, as the great winged behemoth clamped its elongated snout onto Veronica's ankle. The professor had not even tried to escape, she had just stood there and let it attack her. Now, she had latched onto a jutting fragment of rock by the cliff face. 

Jonna sent another arrow into the beast, but it continued to tug at Veronica, who was fast losing her grip on the rock. 

Great wings blasted air toward Jonna like an industrial fan, lifting her hair from around her face. As Veronica slid toward the edge, Jonna dropped the bow and arrow and fell onto Veronica's other arm, pulling her toward the mouth of the alcove as the giant sky-monster tugged her toward the edge. If they could just get inside, the thing was too big to follow. It would never fit through the opening. She strained against the tugging dragon, suddenly aware of its strength, horrified by her comparative weakness.

Veronica's fingers slipped and she dug her fingernails into the earth, sliding with sickening speed closer to the edge as the great beast pulled Veronica to the precipice, and Jonna strained to keep her on the ledge. 

In a fit of rage, the dragon let go long enough to clamp its jaws onto Veronica's midsection, with a sickening suction sound before letting go, it's great wings keeping it perched on the edge of the cliff. 

Oozing red spread across Veronica's shirt. 

Jonna's stomach lurched and she thought she would be sick. But she had to save Veronica. The professor rolled to her stomach and clawed at the dirt. The great reptile took hold of the professor's leg again, and finally, Jonna was flat against the ledge, her arms over the side, still clinging, white-knuckled, to Veronica's arm, as the great wings buffeted air into Jonna's face, and billowed the fabric of Veronica's coat. 

The fear in the professor's eyes gave way to acceptance. She shook her head at Jonna, as Jonna struggled to keep from being jerked over the edge. The monster was not letting go of his prize, and Veronica knew it. She let go of Jonna's arm with one hand and wrenched her other wrist free of her grasp. 

Jonna screamed, "Noooooooo!" as she watched the ugly beast swoop away, with Veronica dangling from its snout, its front feet coming up to clench her like she was a rabbit plucked from a field, its massive wings pumping madly at the air for lift. One arrow broke free from its place embedded in the belly of the monster. There was no time to shoot again, she didn't dare try, for fear of hitting Veronica. But no. She'd only had two arrows. 

"Vee!" A sick, lurching horror bubbled in Jonna's chest as she watched the evil thing swooping away with Veronica in its talons. But it seemed to be veering too fast toward the beach and Jonna realized that the arrows had done some damage, after all. The terrible flying demon was having trouble staying aloft, and was bleeding just as much as Veronica was. 

If it dropped Veronica over those rocks below, she was a goner. But the beast was soon over the water, heading toward the beach, perhaps anticipating a need for solid ground. 

The monster gave another ear-splitting shriek and banked toward shore, flying low to the ocean surface.

Helplessly, she watched for endless seconds, pins and needles pricking her skin, pulse slamming in her throat, sweat beading on her temples, her throat dry. 

The dragon released its prey, and the rag-doll form of Veronica Hill flailed down into the sea, her Aussie coat tails billowing behind her like canvas wings. She disappeared beneath the surface, and came up again seconds later, gulping air, and easing to her back, her face toward the sky.

The dragon, meanwhile, had headed inland, but made it only as far as the tide-line before faltering and spiraling down with a wet thud on the gripping sand, the surf pooling around it before receding once again.

Jonna stepped over the bow and scrambled down the rock wall path, faster than she should have, almost careening into the beach sand herself. Her arms protected only by the long-sleeved khaki shirt, her jacket still in the alcove.

At the bottom finally, she ran like an Olympic sprinter toward the surf, jumping over the lifeless form of the dragon, landing in the water and diving forward, her arms pumping at the water fiercely. When she lifted her head to take breaths, she checked the professor's location, making sure to head straight for her.

Straining against the pull of the incoming tide, Jonna's muscles burned, her brain sent signals to cease and desist, but there was no way she was going to let Veronica drown.

By the time she reached the professor, Jonna could hardly catch her breath, and her legs and arms felt like lead. She sloughed the Aussie coat off her, so it wouldn't drag them down, and draped an arm over Veronica's shoulder and crooked her hand under the opposite armpit, and began stroking with one weary arm toward shore.

"Jonna..." Veronica sputtered. "It's no use..."

"Shut up! I'm not letting you die here."

Veronica said weakly, "Jonna--it's too late for me, you have to...get out of the water...the blood..."

Suddenly Jonna knew what she meant. Blood. Veronica's wounds were like a beacon for any hungry beast in the depths below. She should have dragged Veronica into the cave, instead of reaching for her bow and arrows. If she'd got Veronica inside, they would both be safe, now. Stupid! Stupid! Stupid! Had her hands been free, Jonna would have been banging herself in the head.

Keep swimming. Just keep swimming. She'd watched enough medical shows to have some idea what to do. She just had to get Veronica to the beach. Just had to keep swimming.

Veronica made a sick sound of dread, and Jonna looked back, her eyes soon fixed on the dark form moving toward them. Fuck. Fuck. Fuck. She twisted her neck toward shore. Not far, now. Not far. Keep swimming. Keep going.

A glimpse back at the huge sea-beast revealed a terrifying creature, like some deformed crocodile the size of a city bus. She could see its hideous mouth opening in anticipation of a meal; a mouth as big as a Volkswagen, but a Volkswagen with teeth. Sharp, fanglike teeth the size of those stalactites in the cave.

Jonna willed her limbs to keep pumping, though she was sure she could not keep going. No! She was strong. She had always been strong. She could do this.

When she looked back, the great beast had stopped its advance toward them, and in a few more seconds, Jonna realized why. One of her paddling feet touched sand. 

She stopped and stood in the water, waist-high. She'd made it to the shallows before the monster could reach them. It's very size had saved them both from being swallowed whole.

Now, Jonna draped Veronica's arm over her shoulder and with the other, half carried, half dragged the woman out of the incoming surf, which shoved them down several times before they landed in a sodden heap on the sucking sand. The monstrous carcass of the dragon was on display only a few feet away, still being gently shrouded by the tide as it ebbed and flowed. 

Jonna fought to regain her breath, and Veronica huffed next to her, but lay limp, her face pale, almost the color of the chalky cliff face of the alcove.

Forcing herself to roll over, she got to her knees over Veronica. The wound in her stomach was now oozing an eerie pink. Diluted by the water. Jonna pulled the T-shirt material away and examined the wound. It looked like a giant bear trap had clamped onto her skin. If the fangs of that dragon had punctured any of her organs, she was done-for. 

Jonna looked up at Veronica, and leaned over her, one hand on her cheek. "Vee?"

The professor's eyelids opened slowly, as if they were made of stone.

What could Jonna say to her? You're going to be fine. It's just a scratch?

Veronica took a tremulous breath and swallowed, coughed up water and pink blood and winced in pain. She tried to smile at Jonna, but her face twisted in a grimace. Weakly, she lifted a hand and pressed it to Jonna's cheek.

Tears pushed out of Jonna's eyes and trailed down her already-wet cheeks, dropping onto Veronica's cheeks. "Don't leave me, Vee..."

The professor sighed. "My hero...." Her head turned to one side and Jonna realized she was looking at the dragon lying next to her on the beach. "Magnificent..." she murmured, before her eyes closed. "Vee?" Fearfully, Jonna reached to check her carotid pulse. Weak. But there. She was unconscious.

There were no paramedics. No ambulances. No doctors. Jonna could do nothing to save her. The wound was too severe.

She was going to be here in this ancient landscape with all its terrible monsters, alone. And even worse, without Veronica. As renewed tears made their way down her cheeks she looked at the professor. It wasn't just about being alone. It was about her. Veronica Hill. This loss was more than fear of loneliness.

My hero. The professor's words echoed in her head. Fuck that. Heroes didn't let their loved ones die.

She sat back on her heels in the grasping surf.

No.

She would not let this happen.

Heaving Veronica's limp body into a firefighter's carry, Jonna made her way up the beach, the resistance of the wet sand making her doubt the limits of her ability. The short break had done little to relieve her burning, aching muscles. But she felt the adrenaline pumping through her now. She had to save Veronica, and there was only one chance to do it.

Stumbling through the forest on the path they had taken here, Jonna scraped every granule of strength she had to keep going. The adrenaline pumping through her was the only thing that made it possible for her to continue. That, and the warm, slick sensation of Veronica's blood, pooling against Jonna's shoulder blades. 

Past the corn husk plant. Past the Monkey Puzzle Tree and onto the game trail. Past two Fuck-You Raptors feeding on the corpse of something she could not identify. 

The raptors lifted their heads to watch her as she slogged by, their eyes intent for a moment. She hoped the blood of the carcass they were feeding on would mask the smell of blood on the professor. They bent back to their carnage, ignoring her as she passed.

Jonna's body heat created steam against her sodden clothes; but the breeze cooled the fabric of her shirt, and seeped down into her skin. Fresh tears sprang from her eyes as she forced herself on. "Stay with me, Vee...stay with me..." she whispered. 

Ignoring the slapping limbs hitting her in the head and face as she passed, she kept going, willing more energy into her shaking legs and shoulders. At about the time she feared she'd taken a wrong turn, she saw the small opening of the cave. A surge of strength rewarded her and she quickened her pace.

Angling herself to get Veronica and herself inside, she hurried to the pitfall chamber, her vision blasted by the brilliant ray of sunlight coming in from above, illuminating the ground where the artifact lay buried.

Gently, she lowered Veronica to the ground, checking her carotid pulse again. Shallow. But still beating.

Jonna swiped away the soil from the face of the triangle stone, looking down at the knobs, her breath heaving in and out of burning lungs.

Which one? Which one? She realized with horror, looking down at the knobs and buttons that she had to choose correctly. What if she pushed one that sent them forward in time? Veronica would be dead. She had to get them in the past. 

She couldn't think clearly. Taking a deep breath, she forced herself to focus.

She closed her eyes a moment to visualize the settings she'd made before, in the basement of the museum. Opening her eyes, she studied the artifact. She needed to go backward. The knob at the top had three selections, and it was turned to the left position, and they went into the past. Three positions. Past, present and future. And it was currently still on past.

Visualizing the configuration of the artifact in the basement again, she remembered that the third button on the panel of twelve, was pushed down. Twelve, like twelve months. And it was October, the 3rd month. When she looked down at the artifact, she saw that the third button was already depressed. 

One thing she had learned to read was a calendar. Staring at the knobs and buttons near the bottom, she then closed her eyes and a calendar came up in her mind's eye. There were 31 days in some months. Like October. What day is it? In the museum, it was...October the...29th. They'd been here three days, so Jonna counted the day buttons backward from the end and saw that the third button from the end of the panel of 31 buttons was also depressed. The 29th was selected.

Beside her on the ground, Veronica coughed and a trickle of blood oozed from the corner of her mouth.

Fuck. Organ damage. She wasn't going to last much longer.

Her eyes back on the stone artifact, Jonna knew she'd have to trust her instincts and her memory. The settings on this artifact were the same as the settings she'd made on the artifact in the basement. Since they were millions of years in the past, she might assume that the setting it was on, represented millions. So the Star of David symbol on the second panel had five positions. If she started with the knob turned to the left on the star, and counted backward, counter-clockwise, only certain numbers would make sense. One million, one thousand, one hundred, ten, and one. The position at the top must then be neutral, or zero, in  case you didn't need those other ones.

It fit the configuration of the Star of David.

So to go one million years in the past, the one million position was selected, which made the knob below on the next panel the other increments of time. There were two knobs there, with 50 tics around each. It was already set to around 40 or 45, maybe 50. That would match Veronica's estimation that they were 150 million years in the past.

Jonna switched that knob to the top, zero, from its left side position of what was probably one million years, and the other knob to what she hoped was also zero or a neutral position. Now, she would hopefully just jump back the number of days she specified at the bottom. 

There was no time to think about it any longer. The settings were the same, except for the increment of years. She left the past knob where it was, and also the day-setting, which was probably on the 29th of October. This was the day they arrived, and that's where she wanted to go now.

Gathering Veronica into her lap and holding her close, her hand hung trembling over the activation slider. Swallowing, and taking one last look at the dying woman in her arms, oozing warm blood all over Jonna's chest, as she held her tight, she pushed the slider upward with one trembling, bloody hand, heard the telling click as it stopped at the top.

Light. 

Compression.

Darkness.
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Something terrible had happened. 

She knew that, even though the warmth on her cheek was soothing. She didn't want to open her eyes. She wanted to just exist in this warmth and not face what could be true. She could be dead. But she didn't know why. No one knew, after all, what death was like. No one had honestly ever come back to tell about it in any way that could be considered empirical evidence of an afterlife. She focused on her body. Her skin. There was something soft beneath her. Softer than the ground, surely. 

It was moving. Up and down. Breathing.

Opening her eyes, she saw the hand clenching hers against her chest. Lifting her head, she looked down at Jonna.

With a jerk, Jonna's eyes came open. She struggled out from under Veronica and looked down at the professor's stomach. 

Veronica placed a hand there where she had been bleeding. Her shirt was no longer torn, or even wet.

Jonna looked her over. "You're okay..."

Then Veronica remembered. In a flash, like gigabytes of data being downloaded from the Internet onto the computer of her brain. 

The dragon. The pain. Jonna's eyes at the ledge of the alcove. The ocean. The impact. Inhaling water. Sputtering. The beast in the water. The beach. Jonna carrying her...

Veronica looked over at this woman who seemed so relieved she might hyperventilate. They both sat for a few silent moments, just staring into each other's eyes, and remembering. Processing the harsh truth of it, yet realizing the glorious fortune that had allowed them to survive. Finally, the shock-spell had eased, and they looked around them. 

Pitfall Cave. They both looked up into the streaming sunlight from the ceiling portal.

Releasing a long, trembling breath, the professor said, "You did it. You saved me." 

Jonna inhaled like she'd been underwater to long, and scratched her hands through her hair. "I guess you'd do the same for me." She seemed to think a moment. "You would, right?"

"Of course, Jonna, if I could. But I don't think I could have carried you."

Jonna stood, offering the professor a hand up. "I'm not sure I know how to feel about that."

Pulling her into a hug again, Veronica said, "You should feel lucky it was me who got injured. If it had been the other way around..."

"I'm gonna go with the feeling lucky part. I also could have sent us into oblivion."

"But you did it. You made the right choice." Veronica scrutinized Jonna. "You must be exhausted. Swimming out to get me and then carrying me all that way."

"Actually, no, it feels like, physically, it never happened."

"Well I guess that would make sense." She looked down at her stomach. "I mean, I'm not injured at all. And we were sent back to before that even happened. So it really didn't happen. Sort of."

Jonna sighed, brushing debris from her pant leg. "I guess that means the kiss never happened."

Oh the kiss. The kiss that had barely begun. "Yes, it seems that kiss was rudely interrupted by a dragon."

"I hate when that happens," Jonna smiled.

Veronica moved over to her, wrapping her arms around Jonna's shoulders. "I guess that means you'll have to do it again."

Jonna seemed to swallow something with corners, but then leaned in, pressed her lips to Veronica's for a long moment.

Leaning back, Veronica ran her fingers over Jonna's cheek. "I was dying, Jonna. I owe you my life."

"You don't owe me anything."

"Wrong. I owe you everything."

"What else could I do? I couldn't let you die."

Veronica pulled away, nodding and staring at the glow of light on the artifact. "You still have your pocketknife?"

Jonna touched the metal bulge in her front pocket. "Yeah." She reached into her other pocket. "And this--" She held up the Bic butane lighter. "If it's not waterlogged." She thumbed the wheel and a flame popped up.

"That's a relief," the professor said, eying her. "You don't have your jacket." She touched her arms, hugged herself. "Where's my coat?"

"I didn't have it on when the dragon-thing happened. And yours, I had to leave it behind in the water, it would have dragged us down."

"Oh..." Veronica flashed back for a moment. Remembered the beast in the water. The sensation of life oozing out of her. She had to stop thinking about it. It had been horrific. 

Jonna's thoughts must have been the same, since her next question was, "What was that monster in the water that tried to eat us?"

"I'm pretty sure it was a pliosaur. It's in the plesiosaur family. I'm only aware of one fossil of it found. And it was just that huge."

"Well it's terrifying."

"Yes it is."

"But you're still fascinated."

"Yes I am." Veronica used her fingers to sweep away more dirt from the artifact. "How far back are we?"

"I think, three days. Back to the day we arrived. But I'm just guessing."

"Yes but so far, your guesses have been correct."

"So does that mean we can just set it to the future and get out of here?"

Veronica made a face. "I'm not sure it's that simple. You only changed a few knobs. I think we'll have to set pretty much all of them to get the time right. We should get our wits about us, and think about it a little more."

"So if we're three days back, the rucksack in the alcove didn't happen either, yet."

Nodding, Veronica stared at the spot where the artifact lay. "Which means we don't have all those supplies."

Jonna looked down at herself, reached into her pants pocket and pulled out the pocketknife. "What you see, is what you get."

"So that's something."

"Not much." Jonna looked around at the cave.

Veronica did the same. "No firepit."

"I guess we're at the place in time before we made it?"

"Seems so."

The sunlight still beamed down into the cave from above, and the mound of dirt below seemed untouched.

Veronica dropped to her knees next to it, and pulled enough dirt away to verify that the artifact was still there. "Well," she said on a sigh, sitting back on her heels. "I guess we start again." She pushed up and wiped her hands on her pants.

Jonna stood. "But I have to go get wood for weapons and the fire again."

"We could just go back to the alcove now."

"I know, but outside here, I know exactly where all the wood I need is. It'll be faster. And I don't want us making that walk without some way of defending ourselves. Besides. I'm cold and I'd really like a fire to warm up to first."

"Okay. I'll start gathering rocks for the pit."
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Her head was still groggy and it ached a little. She felt like she was in a dream, or maybe had just woken from one. A very vivid, scary, nightmare-of-a-dream. Normally, had she woken up with a memory of a dragon attack, she would have assumed it was a dream. But this place, and its terrifying, surreal creatures, was no night-time fiction.

She stopped to get her bearings, scanning the ground for wood, trying to focus on the practical side of things. It would do no good to try to figure all this out. There were still details about the artifact that she didn't know for sure. It had been scary enough taking a chance on the few knobs she changed. Veronica was probably right to want to think about it a while longer. Not make any hasty decisions until they were as sure as they could be that any settings they tried to move them millions of years, wouldn't end up being a tragic mistake.

Though Jonna had figured out how to send them three days back, she wasn't so sure how simple it would be to go millions of years into the future. Getting them out of here was probably still something the professor would have to do. 

In the meantime, Jonna would keep them safe and fed, and that began with finding the right materials to make weapons and tools.

Realizing that she was now in a repeated history, she headed for the tree where she'd found the spear limb, and found it still there, just as if she'd never broken it off. A few yards beyond, she located the other limbs she'd used for the bow and arrow. This time-travel thing could save lots of time, as well as save their butts.

She spotted the same straight limbs and pulled out her Swiss army knife, using the saw blade to cut them free, just as she had before, and stuck them down the back of her shirt and into the waistband of her pants.

Now, to find firewood. That, too, was faster than the last time, because she knew exactly where to go to find the wood she'd gathered before. 

In no time at all, she was on her way back to the cave. 

She had about as many limbs and kindling as she could carry. Not because of the weight, but she couldn't get her arms around much more. Strength had never been a problem for her. If she could swim out into the ocean against the tide and pull Veronica back in, and then carry her through the forest to the cave, she could certainly carry some firewood. She felt stronger. Like she had been given a shot that increased her muscle mass.

Jonna was relieved that her bulky strength had come in handy. If she hadn't spent all those years lifting water jugs on a broomstick, maybe she wouldn't have been able to save the professor. 

One thing that was in abundance here were trees. Trees and ferns. Aside from the Fuck-You Raptors, she thought, peering around cautiously. She remembered the two who had been feeding when she carried Veronica past them. The professor seemed to be right about them. As long as she and Veronica were no threat, and weren't recognized as a food source, they might be safe from an attack.

Jonna stopped. Her intuitive alarm bells were going off. Was there some raptor watching her? She checked around on all sides, but saw nothing. That's when she realized how everything had hushed.

There was an unnatural silence so complete it seemed that all the sound had been sucked up, all the movement stilled. It was as if time itself had just stopped.

Jonna suddenly whipped her head around to stare at the cave opening 50 yards away.

No.

NO.

Dropping the limbs with a thrashing clunk she burst into a sprint, the sapling sticks sequestered down her back, rubbing raw places in her skin. Dodging conifer limbs, jumping fallen trees, she was soon into the opening, across the first chamber and sliding to a stop just inside the door to the second.

No one there.

Nothing but the light beam, twirling like a mini tornado in an upward motion, and then disappearing into the natural skylight.

Jonna swallowed against a dry throat, pulled the limbs from her back and dropped them on the ground.

"Veronica?" she squeaked into the light beam. 

Jonna turned this way and that, and moved frantically through the cavern, checking both again. 

No one. 

She looked at the swirling light beam again.

She left me. She fucking left me.

A giant hand clenched around her heart, squeezing. Soon she would stop breathing, the pressure was so great.

Dropping to her knees in front of the stone triangle as if about to pray to it, she instead sank down to lay on her side, her fingers touching the side of the artifact. She closed her eyes and her tears drained onto the dirt of the cave floor. 

Why did you leave me?
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She stepped into the cave, and found Jonna curled in fetal position on the ground, crying. 

"Jonna?"

Startled, Jonna sat up, stared at her wild-eyed,  struggled to her feet, and in two steps was against Veronica, clinging to her fiercely. 

"Jonna, what's wrong?"

"I thought you left me."

"Left you?"

"There was this weird vacuum kind of thing. Everything went silent out there and when I ran back here, you were gone, and the light above the artifact was swirling, and I thought you--"

Veronica pulled her close. "Oh, honey, I'm sorry. I just had to go find a bush to pee behind." 

"I thought you left me," she said again.

Veronica pulled back, cupped Jonna's face and looked into her eyes. "I would never do that, Jonna. I would never leave you here."

Jonna let go of a trembling breath.

Veronica shook her gently. "Okay?"

Jonna nodded, and Veronica released her.

Running her sleeve over her eyes, Jonna sighed and looked down at the collection of sticks on the ground. "I have to go back and get the firewood I dropped."

"Okay." Jonna hesitated, and Veronica said, "I'm not going anywhere...do you want me to come with you?"

Jonna shook her head on a sigh. "No. Just don't disappear like that again."

"I won't." 

Jonna glanced back a few times before stepping through to the connecting chamber. 

What a terrible few moments that must have been. To think you were abandoned in a prehistoric world. Poor Jonna. She'd have to be more mindful about things like that.

On her potty-break, she'd noticed that her period had stopped, and was thankful for the truncated version, even though it was probably stress-induced.

Veronica sent her attention back down to the face of the pyramid, still largely sequestered in the dirt. Jonna had figured out most of the settings already. So that meant that the other knobs were probably going to be similar increments of time. 

She stared at the divisions of knobs, stacked up and down on the façade of the pyramid shape. 

A little reverse engineering might be in order. If she were to build a time travel device, how would she arrange the settings in order to choose the time she wanted to go to?

She'd have to ask Jonna if she remembered what the artifact was set on in the basement of the museum, and what she'd set it to here, after the dragon-attack.

Meanwhile, she needed to make the firepit.

She selected a location near one wall, hoping the heat from the fire would reflect back on them. It would probably be warmer there.

By the time she'd gathered the rocks in a circle near one wall, Jonna returned with the wood, dumping it on the cave floor. "You moved the firepit."

Veronica looked up at her. "Yeah, I was hoping it might be warmer with the heat bouncing off the wall around us."

"Good idea."

Jonna put pine cones and dry grass down in the center of the pit.

"I think I can figure out the other knobs on the artifact, but I need your help."

Jonna used the precious lighter to set flame to the dry lump of leaves in the stone circle and stacked more kindling on top of it. "Why would you need my help?"

"I need to know which knobs you changed. And if you can remember, what the knobs were set to when you saw it in the basement. The first time. I don't know what you set them to in the museum basement. I'm hoping you will."

When the flames caught, Jonna went over to Veronica and stared down at the face of the artifact. "Let's see..." She closed her eyes as if she were reading something in her mind. When she opened her eyes, she studied the face of the artifact. "They're all set just like I set them in the basement. Not what I changed to send us back three days."

"You're saying this artifact setting is an exact match to the settings you made on the basement one?"

Jonna nodded. "Because now, they...aren't changed, because...because we went back three days."

"Are you sure?"

"Positive."

Veronica stared at Jonna. 

She looked back at her. "What?"

"You really do have a photographic memory."

"I told you I remember things."

"Yeah, but this is so...this could be the thing that gets us out of here. I think we know by what you did, what some of the knobs do. Which one engaged the device?"

Jonna pointed to the slider. "That's the one I was moving upward when you jumped on me. I leaned against it when I lost my balance and shoved it all the way up. The only thing I changed this last time after the dragon attack was the one I thought was yearly increments. I set it to the top, which I think is zero." She looked at Veronica. "That way it would only read the month, day and hour, which I needed to stay the same. I wanted to take us back only three days, here." Jonna explained the rest of her reasoning about the settings.

"You're brilliant."

Jonna seemed pleased with herself. "Well...I don't know about that, but...whatever." 

Veronica studied the face of the artifact, applying the new information Jonna had given her.

If she wanted to build a time travel device, she would have to know whether she wanted to go forward or backward in time, along with the increments of years, the month, the day, the hour. If they set the direction to future, the next knob to one million, and the one below 50 tics, then that should get them 150 million years into the future.

She went over it again. It all seemed to make logical sense. The knobs in each section seemed to match the appropriate increments of time.

Jonna put another portion of limb on the fire which was now miraculously burning in earnest. Veronica hadn't even noticed, she had been so absorbed in her thoughts.

"I think you figured it out."

"Great. Let's set the thing and get the hell out of here."

"Not so fast. I really want to think about this awhile, and be sure there's no other explanation."

"Okay," Jonna nodded. "Maybe we could run a few tests. Is there a way we can send something one day in the future? And then check to see if it shows up?"

"That's a good idea."

"Well, while you figure that out, I'll get these weapons made. We shouldn't make that trip to the beach without some kind of defense." She got up and went to the fire, poked the coals and started the process of stripping the spear. "Should we take it back to the alcove with us?"

"Well, all we need to do is move it somewhere other than its current location. We could just take it outside to the clearing and try it."
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In the clearing, they set the artifact to what they thought was one hour in the future, and laid a fern frond on top of it.

"Okay, stand back, and get ready to run." Veronica pressed the activation button and darted away with Jonna. They hid behind a totara tree, and peeked around the trunk.

They waited.

And waited. 

No light. No silence, none of that eerie sensation of time ceasing.

Exchanging glances, they emerged from behind the tree. The ferns were still there.

"Okay, so it didn't work," Jonna said.

With her hands on her hips, Veronica frowned down at it. "What's the difference between here and there?"

"Well here is where we're standing and there is somewhere else."

Veronica backhanded Jonna's shoulder. "Focus, funny-girl. What is the difference between out here and in the cave?"

After a moment, they both said in unison, "The light."

Veronica smiled at her. "Great minds."

"I don't think we should start comparing my mind to yours. But it makes sense. Other than the cave itself, that's the main thing that seems to be missing."

"Well then, we should try this experiment again inside and see what happens."

Jonna hoisted the artifact into her arms and they went back to the cave.

Replacing the stone pyramid in its usual spot, they prepped to try the experiment again.

"I just thought of something. There are lots of ferns out here. Will we be able to even find the ones we zap?"

"Once again," Veronica said. "Good point."

Veronica leaned down for a pine cone and wrapped the fern frond around it.

"That ought to work." Jonna wound the bungee around the fern stems and set them back on the artifact.

This time, the light grew brighter and that suction of silence enveloped the space. A brilliant flash forced them to close their eyes, and when they opened them again, the bungeed fern fronds were gone.

They looked at each other.

"So, it needs this light, for some reason," Jonna offered.

"Seems that way." Veronica thought, what if they landed inside something, or in the air, or some other unfortunate place? "But we still don't know where the bungee-ferns ended up." 

"True." Jonna said. "It's not like they're gonna send us a postcard."

Laughing, Veronica pushed a stray lock of hair from her eyes. "If it was going to land here, we should see it here, in an hour. Unless it goes somewhere else. Location is still a bit of a mystery. What you did sent us here, not somewhere else. So...I'm not sure if we will jump 150 million years into the future and land in that time right where we are, or not...The artifact in the basement landed us here...but I don't know if the trip is reversible. And it's...it's the same artifact, you know? I guess we should see if the pine cone fern shows up." 

Jonna screwed her face up, both hands at her temples. "I'm so confused!"

"Yeah I know. Me too. There's still so much we don't know. And my brain feels just a little cloudy still." Why hadn't she taken advanced physics? Or maybe what she needed was advanced logic. "I just want to be cautious. We're taking a chance on our lives, here. And since I'm not about to die from a dragon-attack at the moment, I just think we ought to give it a little more thought and see if the pine cone fern shows up and such, before we just send ourselves millions of years into the future." 

"Maybe we should also send one into the future a long way..."

"We wouldn't know if it worked."

"No...but we'd know if it went somewhere if it disappears."

"I guess it wouldn't hurt." Veronica grabbed another pine cone. "Oh!" She dug in her pants pocket for the bright pink hair bungee. 

Jonna gave her a half-hearted scolding look. "I thought you said you didn't have anything."

"I just remembered the bungee." She put the band around the pine cone. "To differentiate it from the other one, and from everything else."

"We'll probably never see it again."

Veronica shrugged. "Worth a shot." She set the bungee-cone on the artifact and they activated it again, peering around the corner of the cave wall, afterward. The cone-bungee was gone.

"Well," Jonna sighed. "I should get these arrows finished. It'll take another few hours." She paused. "Unless you had other plans? A lunch date perhaps?"

"Errrr. Lunch. I'm suddenly very hungry."

"We've got fern fronds. A little butter and garlic and I'm sure they're delicious."

While Jonna bent back to her task, Veronica settled down with her attention on the artifact; thinking about each section of knobs and what they corresponded to.

Afterward, she looked up and watched Jonna fashion the arrows for a few moments, intrigued by this woman who had become a source of continual surprise. She wondered what else she could learn about her. "Tell me a secret," The professor said.

Jonna eyed her suspiciously. "You already know my secret."

"That you're functionally illiterate?"

"Veronica, I told you--!"

"I know. I know you don't like that phrase, but it is what it is. Maybe we can figure out another way to say it later. When we get back. But anyway, I know about that. Tell me another one."

"I don't have another one." Jonna swept a rough stone over the shaft of the arrow.

"Sure you do. Everyone has another one."

"Why don't you tell me what my other secret is? You seem to already know."

The professor came over to sit by the fire and warm her hands. "I know you were stalking me."

Jonna looked up at her, sheepish. "I wasn't stalking you."

"You had pictures of me on your phone."

Jonna took the knife edge to the stick a couple of times. "What phone? I don't have a phone."

"Jonna. You obviously followed me to the bar that night."

"I'm a little hurt that you violated my privacy," she said with feigned insult.

Veronica shook her head.

Evenly, Jonna said, "You looked through my bag, too, didn't you?"

Veronica picked up a long stick and used it as a poker to redistribute the burning limbs. "Yes. Yes I did."

"Why?"

"I needed to see what we had to work with and you weren't cooperating."

"That's just wrong."

"So is stalking."

"That wasn't stalking."

"Oh? What's your definition?"

Jonna screwed up her face. "Admiring you from afar?"

"Ha-ha," Veronica said without humor. "So if you weren't stalking me, why did you do it?"

Jonna held the stick out over the fire, hardening the point. "I was...you were like a magnet. I couldn't stay away, and you--"

She gave her a few seconds, then prodded, "What?"

"It's gonna sound...bad."

"What could be worse than you were stalking me?"

Jonna set the spear down across her lap. "You reminded me of my mother."

After a few beats, Veronica ruffled her fingers through her hair, muttering, "Yeah, we can never have sex, now."

"Were we going to?"

"Probably."

"Why probably?"

"Well, what are my alternatives?"

"Oh you mean, I'm literally the last other woman on earth?"

"Well..."

"Great. That just made me all warm and fuzzy inside."

"Jonna, I didn't mean--"

"Catch me as I swoon."

"Jonna--"

Jonna got up and tossed a chunk of wood on the fire, sending sparks flying.

Veronica flicked a glowing ember from her boot. "Okay, maybe we should get back to the mother-thing." 

"Maybe you should figure that Flintstones radio out so we can get back to our own...epoch or whatever."

Veronica wanted that, of course. But there were two things holding her back. First, there might be someone else here, who needed to return with them; and second,  her thoughts had been wandering to the dragon. If she could find a way to preserve one, she would be able to dig it up when they got back to their own time, and that kind of career-boost would allow them to have all kinds of options. She wasn't sure if she was ready to mention that to Jonna, who only wanted to go home, and probably didn't give a tinker's damn about Veronica's career possibilities."You know, we really should make sure that no one else is here. We don't know what happened to whomever that was on the beach."

"I was thinking about that just now. We could look for them again before we leave."

Veronica nodded. And bury a dragon, maybe, while we're at it.

 




 

[image:  ]Chapter 23

Jurassic

 

 

 

Jonna whittled away at the tip of the spear. Had it been an hour yet? She looked over at the artifact. No fern-bungee had appeared. Veronica was still staring at the artifact, thinking and watching for the fern bungee herself, probably. 

Jonna glanced over at the professor. Since Jonna was the only woman within reach, she had a much better chance of being with her. As soon as they returned to their own time, Veronica would probably not give her the time of day. Maybe that was why Jonna was so quick to accept the professor's explanation about delaying their return.

"Seriously," Veronica pressed. "What did you mean? That I reminded you of your mother?"

She did not like the idea of revealing everything. It made her feel too...what was the word? Vulnerable. 

"Jonna."

Jonna gave a put-upon sigh and rolled her eyes at cave ceiling.

"Come on," she held her hands out again to the fire. "You can tell me."

Jonna set the spear aside and picked up a smaller piece of sapling, began to strip it clean. "You're highly educated. You know who you are and you work in a male-dominated field. You have a professional career. And you...know things...that...I don't know."

"Everyone knows things other people don't know, Jonna."

"Not me. I'm way behind."

"That's simply not true. You figured out most of the artifact settings. And you have all kinds of information in your head, because you have such a good memory. Maybe you just don't know that, because most of it didn't get used. Until now. I'm not a good swimmer, and I could never have pulled you out of that water. I don't know how to survive properly in the wilderness. Nor do I know how to make a torch, or a bow and arrow, or a spear." 

"That isn't exactly useful in the world."

"It is in this world." 

Jonna could see her point, but still.

"If your mother was so educated," Veronica said. "Why didn't she help you learn to read?"

"She didn't know."

"The whole time you were growing up, she didn't notice you couldn't read?"

"Well, I was only five when she died. I guess she assumed I would soon, and that's what teachers were for. And she wasn't at home much."

"Oh. I'm sorry. What was her career?"

"She was a neurosurgeon."

"Really?"

"Yeah. I know it's hard to imagine, since I'm illiterate." Jonna whittled at the end of the soon-to-be-arrow.

"No...I didn't get the help I needed from my parents either. What about your father? Why didn't your dad help you?"

"He didn't want to help me."

"Why?"

Jonna held the arrow tip to the flames. She had never discussed this part of her life with anyone. It was like a dirty little secret. "It's a long story..."

"We've got nothing but time, here."

Jonna sighed. "My dad couldn't read, either. According to my aunt, he managed to keep it a secret until he got my mom to fall in love with him. By that time, it was too late for her to change her mind. She loved him. But she wasn't at home much. She was always doing surgeries and flying all over the place on call. The only time she was home was when she was pregnant with me, apparently. A few weeks after I was born, she went back to work, and I guess you could say my father was a stay-at-home dad." Stay at home, but somehow never quite there.

"Why didn't he get you the help you needed?"

"He didn't really notice I needed help, since I was really young when my mom died. After that, I always hid notes the teachers sent home from school and I guess I sort of fell through the cracks. He didn't read to me or anything, because he couldn't. I guess he just thought I'd magically figure it out on my own one day, or the teachers would take care of it. And he resented me."

"Why would he resent you?"

Jonna rubbed her neck for a moment. Jonna could almost hear in her mind, the sound of a creaky door. Her secrets being slowly revealed. But Veronica was the only person she'd ever known whose opinion mattered. "I only got that answer after I talked to my aunt when I was older. But one night, a man came to our house, demanding to see me, and I didn't know who he was. There was all this shouting and arguing, and my mom hustled the guy out of there. They went for a drive together and had an accident and both of them were killed."

"Oh...that's terrible." 

Veronica folded her arms as if to conserve warmth. Jonna knew she was probably missing her coat. But she had to get it off her in that water.

"Who was the man?"

"One of her colleagues." Jonna tore some green leaves in two, carefully.

"Why did he want to see you?"

"Because he found out I was his biological daughter."

Veronica's eyebrows shot up. "So...your mother--"

"Yeah. She had an affair with him and I was the result, but she never told him or my father. But when the guy did find out, he came over to confront my mother and I guess she was trying to calm him down. But they had the accident." 

Jonna used a piece of wood to dig out sap from a folded leaf, smearing it in an indention in a firepit rock and placing that close to the flames. 

"After that, my father never was right in the head. He wouldn't talk to anyone, especially me. Sometimes he'd yell at me or cry when he was drinking. I thought he was just grieving for my mother. I was too. But he started treating me differently. He acted like he couldn't stand to look at me. I didn't understand that when I was young, but later, after I talked to my aunt, it made more sense. I was a reminder that my mother cheated. And I guess he was always intimidated by her education, and the guy she'd been with--my biological father--was also a doctor, and so my father was...just really bitter. He never felt like he was good enough for my mother anyway. So...he didn't care that I couldn't read. It was like he was punishing my mother through me, or something. It's complicated."

With her foot, Veronica pushed the end of a branch farther into the fire. "So when you say I remind you of your mother..."

"You remind me of her because of your education. Because you're a professional. I just became fascinated by you...from the moment I saw you. It's why I got the job at the museum. I was just...I wanted to understand you...so maybe I could understand something about my mother...but it was more than that. I was attracted to you too, so it was a little confusing I guess."

"Sounds like an Oedipal Complex."

"Yeah, I heard about that on a psychology lecture on YouTube. It does kind of sound like that. But I'm also a lesbian, so...if you take all that other stuff out of the mix...I just thought you were hot."

"And now? Now what do you think?"

"I still think you're hot." She gave her a sidelong glance. "But that doesn't mean you have to feel the same way about me. I know you don't. And that's okay. I may not be able to read, but I understand more than you think. You're out of my league."

"You saved my life, Jonna. It doesn't matter what leagues we're in."

"Even 20,000 Leagues Under the Sea?"

Veronica gave a breathy laugh. "Cute. But seriously, I'm pretty sure I'd be dead many times over without you here."

"Well, at least I'm good for something."

"Why do you say that? You're good for a lot of things."

"Name one."

"You're good for slaying dragons."

She smiled. "Name two."

"You're a really good kisser."

Jonna smiled wider. 

"What else are you good at?" Veronica teased.

Jonna mashed her lips together, as she suppressed an even wider smile.

One side of the professor's mouth quirked up. "Come on, Jonna...what else are you good at?"

"If you keep kissing me like you have been, I'll have to show you."

And for the first time, Jonna saw an expression other than brainy distraction on the professor's face. She looked positively lustful, as she pulled her bottom lip between her teeth. But Jonna knew that getting lucky with someone like Dr. Veronica Hill was only possible for reasons of necessity. Veronica would never choose to be with her, not in the real world. And they were probably about to be back in that real world. "I'd be afraid you'd do it only as a thank-you fuck."

The professor picked up a pine cone and tossed it in the fire. "What's wrong with a thank-you fuck?"

Jonna was having trouble coming up with an answer.
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Veronica watched as Jonna continued her work on the arrows. The girl didn't give herself near enough credit. She had a photographic memory, and could build things like bows and arrows and spears. Ones that actually worked properly. In fact, if they hadn't worked properly, Veronica might have been dragon dinner.

But more impressive, was how Jonna had figured out at least a few of the settings on the artifact, and in a moment of extreme pressure. She was a lot smarter than she gave herself credit for. Likely, it was genetic, since both her parents had been doctors. Jonna had just never had the chance to develop certain things. Veronica decided that she really would help Jonna learn to read, or at least how to assimilate into a normal life, if they ever got out of here. She'd probably also make a good assistant in the field, as sharp as she was. And as strong.

Her feat of strength wasn't lost on the professor; swimming out to get her and then carrying her across that beach and through the forest. She wasn't sure there were many men who could have done that.

Veronica watched as Jonna used the heated sap as glue, to attach the leaves as fletching to the arrow. Her hands were knowing. Strong. Inviting. She probably is really good in the sack. But was Veronica going to go there? This wasn't one of the women she could sleep with and then walk away from. They were trapped here together. Sleeping with Jonna would mean something. Aside from it being a thank-you fuck. Veronica did, indeed, owe Jonna her life. But did she owe her body as well? 

The professor had made a vow to herself long ago, that she would take what she needed when it was available, but avoid romantic entanglements. She wasn't available enough to nurture a relationship. But if Jonna was with her on her digs, it would solve that problem, wouldn't it? It's not as if the janitor position at the museum was a golden opportunity. It was merely the only job she could get, since she couldn't read well.

Veronica could arrange a paid position for her, help her get her reading level up, and teach her about paleontology, and have an assistant as well as a fuck-buddy. A fuck-buddy who might just have skills in that area as well. Probably. That much remained to be seen. Veronica knew that if Jonna happened to be terrible at sex, she'd be profoundly disappointed. Plus, it was hard to find anyone who blended well with her lifestyle.

Aside from the practicalities, though, Veronica knew it was more than that. Jonna had saved her life. She cared about her. They also shared a bond that no other two people in history had ever shared. They'd traveled back in time, and they'd both survived a stay in the Jurassic Period. So far, anyway.

Veronica looked over at the artifact. She was assuming they'd get back home. In her gut, she knew it was probable that everything would be fine. They'd set the artifact and go back home. Jonna had figured out quite a bit about the artifact; how it worked. Even if it was just a lucky guess, she had managed to send them back three days and save Veronica's life. With that information, maybe they could both transport forward, to 2014.

Her eyes trailed back over to Jonna, finishing up the arrow and moving on to the spear, methodically, with great concentration. She hoped they wouldn't need the weapons. And they needed a plan for dealing with the dragon. Was there a way to keep that beast at bay? 

"The alcove is our ideal campsite. But if we are here very much longer, we need to figure out a way to keep that dragon away."

Jonna looked up. "I could put a No Trespassing sign on the ledge."

Veronica gave a wan smile. "Cute. But really."

"I don't know anything about dragons, or how to make them go away. And I left my dragon repellant at home."

"There has to be a way. I mean, we can see him coming, he's so big, and we could just be careful, but I'd like to make him find a new stomping ground."

"What would keep most animals around in one spot?"

"The same thing that does that for humans. Necessities. Food, water, shelter, and--"

"What?"

The professor closed her eyes and sighed. "I don't know why I didn't think of this before. The other thing is offspring. Maybe the dragon has a clutch of eggs nearby."

"Great. He might be a she, and maternal instincts are pretty strong."

"Right."

"So are you about to suggest we raid the nest of a dragon?"

Killing the offspring would probably make the dragon go elsewhere, but there were two immediate problems with that. One was the ethical implications of killing the young of an incredible creature that she would instead rather study and share with the world, and the other was that raiding the nest of a dragon had to be a fool's errand. They could get themselves killed. "It's risky," was all she said.

Jonna held the spear up to examine the point she had just held to the fire. "Or, there are two other solutions. We could find another place to make camp, or you could figure out which settings on that artifact will get us back home, and then we won't have to deal with it at all."

Good point. Veronica looked back over at the artifact. Should she just forget about preserving the dragon and use the information Jonna had guessed, to get them to 2014?

"But we should still go back to the alcove and see if the pack is there," Jonna said. "If we stay here, or if we zap somewhere else, we're going to need that stuff no matter what."

Another good point. Jonna was surprisingly astute. Again, she thought of the possibilities in having her as an assistant. If this woman was well-read, she'd be a force of nature. She thought of Jonna's reaction when she thought Veronica had left her, and amended, a force of nature with a tender heart.

Her thoughts went to what Jonna had said earlier. She'd felt the silence, saw the swirling of the light beam, as if the artifact had been engaged. But it hadn't. So why did it happen? 

A sensation like warm molasses over her skin told Veronica she was on to something. Since the artifacts seemed to be connected in some quantum way--at least the one in the museum, which was the one they had here. But what happened when Jonna thought Veronica had left her? The light was swirling. The sound had been sucked out of the air. Like the artifact had, indeed, been used. Was there another artifact? Maybe it had been used when Jonna felt those sensations. But where? And by whom?

"Yo!"

Veronica looked up and Jonna was standing over her. 

"Earth to Dr. Hill."

"Oh, sorry."

"What are you thinking about so hard?"

"That sensation you felt when everything went silent, and then you saw the swirling light beam..."

"Yeah? What about it?"

"Well, I didn't use the artifact, but it was behaving as if it had been used."

Jonna took only a few seconds before she understood. "There's another artifact here?"

Excellent, Jonna. "Maybe." Had she still been teaching, Jonna would have been one of her favorite students.

"So there's another artifact buried in the alcove?"

Veronica looked up at her. Wow. "Jonna, that's brilliant. It would make perfect sense if it was there. It would explain the pack being at that location instead of a thousand other locations."

"Well here's another brilliant idea. Maybe that sensation I felt was the time traveler--or somehow, Melanie--coming through with the rucksack. Again. We found it the first time around after we left here and went there. If it's there when we go to the alcove, then history is repeating itself."

Veronica stared at her.

Faltering, she stuttered, "Or is...that not--"

"No, no. That's...Jonna, you never cease to amaze me."

Jonna smiled. "So that's more reason we have to go back to the alcove. We need to see if the pack is there, see if we can find Melanie or whomever. And while we're at it, it might be good to know if another artifact is in the alcove."

Veronica nodded, smiling up at her with something like pride.
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The trek back was much easier the second time. They knew the trail by now, and knew where to find the corn husk plant, and the weird Monkey Puzzle tree with the Grinch Testicles, and even, as they got closer to shore, where the lobsters liked to hang out. It was déjà vu all over again, as they say. 

Before rounding the bend toward the beach, they were stilled by a small animal darting past them. Hiding quietly behind brambles near a tree, they watched the tiny dinosaur, in pursuit of a lizard.

Jonna heard Veronica's quick intake of breath. "Ohhhh..." she whispered. "That looks like--"

"Dinner," Jonna finished for her, notching an arrow in her bow and taking aim, missing the tiny creature who merely looked at the arrow embedded in the ground, sniffed it, then went back to hunting lizard.

Jonna looked over at Veronica curiously.

"They've never seen humans, or an arrow. It doesn't represent a threat to them," the professor explained.

Jonna nodded. "That works in our favor, then." She notched another arrow and tried again, and this time, she hit her mark.

With a whoop, Jonna took a step toward her downed prey, just as something swooped along, low to the ground, and tried to grab it, then circled and landed next to it, pecking at the flesh.

"Ohhhh--" the professor said again. 

"Oh no you don't--" Jonna said, notching her third and final arrow and letting it fly. The projectile landed in the dirt two feet away from the bird. 

Veronica said, "Must have just been a lucky shot the first time."

Jonna huffed, staring at the bird. "Dammit."

Mad now, Jonna picked up a rock and threw it at the feeding bird, striking it on the head. It fell lifeless to the ground. 

Jonna darted forward and picked up the tiny dinosaur, the arrow still impaled in its flank, and grabbed the bird by its neck, holding them both up for Veronica to see.

Her smile seemed forced. Jonna knew that Dr. Hill probably hated having to kill these creatures she seemed to love so much. But they had to eat. 

Touching the small dinosaur, the professor whispered reverently, "Compsognathus." 

Jonna thought it looked like a miniature T. rex, except maybe with a smaller head. She didn't have Veronica's expert eyes. But the thing was only a pound or two, if that.

Veronica held out her hands for the bird and examined it. "Amazing...a real archaeopteryx..." 

"Arky-OP-ter-ix..." Jonna sounded it out. "That's the one you were talking about, right? The sort of missing link between dinosaurs and birds?"

"Yes, yes. Its name means ancient wing."

"It looks more like a dinosaur than a bird. Except for the feathers," Jonna said.

The professor elaborated, as usual. "Thomas Henry Huxley actually used the compsognathus as a comparison for the archaeopteryx, and noted that they had 100 features in common."

Jonna looked down at its beak, lined with razor-sharp teeth. She had never seen a bird with teeth. The feathers on its body were emerald green with brown tips. The weird bird had oddly long legs with a claw on each ankle, three toes facing forward, but as Veronica turned it over in her hands, and extended its wings, Jonna saw that it had three clawed fingers on top of its wings as well.

Bizarre.

A screeching from the forest snapped them back. Jonna said, "We need to get going. I have to make dinner."

As Jonna strode along beside Veronica, the professor reached out to hold her hand. It felt comfortable. Right. 

They continued that way, until they reached the beach, linked by their fingers.
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Along the way, Veronica watched Jonna gather items to make a torch, since her phone had been lost in the last zapping. They paused long enough for Jonna to fashion the primitive light-source using dry leaves and pine sap on a stick, while the professor busied herself with her usual fascinations.

At the treeline guarding the beach, they both gathered firewood to avoid another trip down.

"It doesn't matter, now, since we're probably going to leave soon, but I had an idea." Jonna picked up a dry branch and broke it over her knee.

"About?"

"The winter darkness."

"Speak." Veronica kicked at a disintegrating carcass of a fallen tree, and added the shattered pieces to her armload.

"We could have used the artifact to keep sending ourselves back a few days, just like we did. If we made sure we were carrying everything on us when we did, we'd have it when we get there."

Veronica blinked at her, holding a twig in one hand. "Jonna, you are so much smarter than you give yourself credit for."

Jonna felt her face smooth in satisfaction. "Just a thought. But we're leaving soon, right?" 

"I think so. I don't want to deal with an angry dragon again."

Jonna squeezed her eyes closed and shook her head. She wondered how long those images would pop up. The terrible dragon-bite, the blood, the puncture wounds in her stomach. That stomach was for kissing, not for injuries. Jonna never wanted to feel so helpless again. She never wanted to be without Veronica. "Can't say I'm anxious to relive that. But, if we get set up with what we need--including the contents of that rucksack at the alcove, we could just jump back a day or two every so often, and never run out of food or water."

Veronica balancing the wood on one arm. "Sounds good, except we really don't know what this zapping does to us on a physiological level. We should probably try to keep our zapping to a minimum until we see how it affects us. Hopefully, we can just go back to 2014 and be done with it."

Arms full, they started across the beach toward the peninsula, as a distant dragon patrolled the skies. Veronica was too cold to think about doing anything but getting a fire started. 

Between the compsognathus and the archaeopteryx corpses, the torch, and the firewood, they both had their hands full. Jonna was actually sorry to have to let go of the professor's hand, but she was thinking it wouldn't be the last time. 

Finally making their way up the cliffside path to the alcove, Jonna chanted, "Please be there, please be there," as they stepped inside. There was just enough indirect light from the afternoon sun to allow them to see the back of the alcove.

Jonna slumped. "It's not here." She dumped the armload of limbs.

"Well it could be that we are here first," Veronica said, adding her wood to the stack. "Maybe it just hasn't come through yet."

"It's not an email, Doc. Shouldn't it appear immediately?"

"Probably. But there's so much about this we don't understand yet."

They took a moment to rest and Jonna said, "We should get started on gathering more firewood and water and such."

"Oh no."

"What?"

"Since you lost your pack, we don't have a bottle to put the water in."

Jonna blinked a few times. "I guess we'll have to lean over and suck it up like the critters do."

"We're not going to be okay for very long without our coats."

"Unless we zap back to warmer weather," Jonna smiled.

The professor stood, her arms around herself, and stared out at the sky. "Or maybe it's time we just tried to zap back home."

Jonna unhooked the two dinner-kills from her belt loop and dropped them, setting the spear and arrows down and moving to a place beside her. "You think?"

"Well, we don't have coats, or a water bottle, and now we don't have the supplies in the rucksack."

Jonna nodded. "Yeah, we're kinda screwed." 

"At least we have fire and wood, though."

"Yeah, I better get on that. It's getting colder." She stepped back into the alcove and squatted down, placed pine cones and needles down, and pulled out the lighter. Thumbing the wheel, a flame popped up but then disappeared. She tried it a few more times.

"Oh, man."

"What?"

"Make that we have firewood, and that's all."

"What?"

"The lighter. I think it's empty."

Veronica gave an exasperated breath. "Dammit."

Jonna pointed at the bodies of the tiny dino and the toothy arky-bird. "I'm not okay with eating those raw."

They stood at the mouth of the alcove, considering options, but both kept looking over at the empty spot in the corner where the rucksack had been before.

Jonna said, "I feel like I'm waiting for the UPS guy to knock on the cave door."

Veronica grinned.

Jonna folded her arms. "Probably more likely to be Jehovah's Witnesses, though."

Veronica laughed. "They are persistent, aren't they?"

Jonna continued her silliness, taking on a funny voice. "Have you accepted the rucksack as your Lord and Savior?"

Now Veronica was laughing hard enough to have trouble catching her breath.

When their merriment waned with the increasing portent of the situation, Jonna said, "Okay. Playtime over. Let's see if I can find some rocks to use as flint. I'm freezing." She sniffed. "Maybe I can remember how to start a fire without matches." She left the carcasses on the ground and picked up her arrows and spear.

"Yes, we need to give this some thought, but the temperature isn't going to wait on us."
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At the Kool-Aid pool, Jonna cupped her hands to dip some water and sucked it out of her palms. Sarcastically, she said, "Oh yeah, this is a fantastic solution."

Veronica got herself a drink as well, and then the two looked around for the right type of rocks to start a friction fire. Finding a couple, they crouched to test them. Sufficient sparks were made, and Jonna thought she'd be able to work with them. 

Afterward, they walked into the forest to gather more wood, in anticipation of having a fire and being able to feed it without making another trip down. 

Jonna thought they must have spent a half hour searching for limbs and pine cones they could use. She harvested some pine sap and bent to test the flint rocks on it, see if she could get an ember going. It was getting chillier, and she knew Veronica must be as cold as she was. Cold that was seeping into bone, without their coats.

Just as Jonna began to strike one rock against another, she felt it. The silence. The compression. 

Their eyes met, knowing.

Jonna shoved the rocks into her pocket, grabbed her arrows and spear in one hand, and launched to her feet, grabbing Veronica's hand. They ran back toward the beach. Rounding a bend by the boulders where Veronica had almost been attacked by the pterosaur, they slid to a halt.

Blood. Guts. Teeth.

The huge creature lifted its head from the mauled carcass and stared at them.

"Don't--" Veronica began.

"I know," Jonna whispered. "I'm not moving."

Something slick and red slithered over the lip of the carnivore and dropped onto the open guts of its kill.

"What the fuck is that?" Jonna whispered.

"Allosaurus."

It was green, as Jonna expected all dinosaurs to be, with maroon highlights along its back. It had to be three times the size of Fuck-You Raptor.

Jonna was suddenly aware of Veronica's hand in hers. She was clenching. Either out of fear, or as a warning not to move. Or both.

The giant beast still stared at them. Then it turned and made strangely quiet steps toward them.

Fierce eyes bored into them, and its horrible mouth opened to reveal the bits of flesh around its teeth. It screamed at them. Jonna thought its roar sounded like a lion with a head-cold. Increasing the speed of its steps, the Allosaurus advanced toward them.

"Can we run now?" Jonna squeaked.

Veronica's answer was physical. She lunged away, jerking Jonna with her, and they both ran. Jonna expected to feel the ground shake with each gargantuan step from the beast behind them, just like it did in the movies, but all she could hear was the cracking of limbs and leaves beneath its feet.

Ahead, they had two choices. An open trail to the beach or a dense mass of foliage. Jonna steered them toward the foliage. The trees had low limbs and were close together. She hoped that like the pliosaur, the bulk of the Allosaurus would prevent it from getting to them.

As they scrambled inside the thicket, the monster was close enough to bend saplings ahead of itself, one of which scraped down Jonna's back, like a leafy bull whip.

Once shielded by the tangle of trees, the Allosaurus slowed its pace, looking behind itself to the abandoned kill. Maybe it didn't want to leave a sure-thing entree in favor of a snack. It roared at them once more, as if a final warning to stay away, and turned back toward its dinner.

They stood puffing and gasping inside a giant comb of saplings until they could breathe again.

"That was close," Veronica breathed.

Jonna blew out her cheeks. "So much for the theory that they'd ignore us if we were still."

"Maybe this particular species is an exception, especially when feeding."

"I'll remember that the next time I see something the size of a dump truck with flesh in its teeth."

After leaving a wide berth, they circled back onto the trail. 

Jonna remembered, finally. "The artifact." She clasped the professor's hand again, and off they went. Even running, it would take them longer, now, to get back, but at least the adrenaline and sprinting had warmed them up.

Skirting the boulders that served as a gateway to the beach, they scrambled down the hillside and across the sand, spitting grains behind them, their eyes on the alcove. They slowed only to traverse the cliffside trail.

Stepping into the opening, both heaving sharp air in and out of their aching lungs, they moved toward the back and around the slight bend in the wall.

The rucksack. It was there again. With no one wearing it.

They exchanged pleased but confused expressions.

Jonna said, swallowing what little saliva she had in her arid mouth, "So once again...a pack, but no time traveler. Who is bringing this through each time, and where do they keep going?"

Veronica shook her head, and said between breaths, "I don't know, maybe Melanie, maybe someone else with her pack, but it looks like our timeline remains the same, no matter what." 

Jonna set her makeshift weapons down, and dropped to the floor of the alcove. 

Veronica slid the pack over and pulled out some digging tools. In the spot under the beam of sunlight, she carefully removed a top layer of soil. It didn't take her long to answer the question they'd had. "We were right. It's here. Another artifact." She turned to look at Jonna, who was still lying on the floor of the alcove, her breathing normalized, her pulse had stopped pounding in her neck. 

"So now we have two locations where we can just zap back a few days every time we run out of supplies," Jonna said.

"Apparently. And that was a good idea you had."

"But my personal backpack is still gone."

"That's because we went back to before you left it here, and you didn't bring it with you."

"I was carrying something else." She smirked. "Something much heavier."

"Yeah, aren't you the lucky one that I'm not a big chub-chub?" Veronica rifled through the rucksack. "Contents are the same." She found the lighter, tossing it to Jonna's stomach. 

"Won't be needing this until I go get firewood again. We dropped it all when we were running for our lives."

Veronica opened the water bag and had a drink, bringing it over to Jonna, who gulped a good portion of it down her raspy throat.

"Okay, " Jonna sighed. "I'll go get more damn wood, and you...well, you know the drill."

Veronica nodded. "I never realized how hard it was to live off the land. It's just constant wood and water-getting."

"Oh, and I'll check to see if there are footprints on the beach."
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A half hour later, Jonna returned with firewood and pine cones. "No footprints," she said. She immediately got the fire going. She was really good at it, now.

They sat warming themselves as they waited for the water to boil in the thermos.

Veronica accepted a packet of beef jerky from Jonna, who was gazing out the entry portal at the waning daylight. "We should probably get started on dinner."

Veronica nodded at the bodies of the archaeopteryx and compsognathus. "Right."

Munching on beef jerky, Veronica used the hunting knife to clean the archaeopteryx and the compsognathus, sparing Jonna the unpleasant task of dissection. It also allowed her a chance to examine all the parts. With some degree of pleasure, she realized she was the only person in history to be able to do this. If she'd had her notebook, she'd have been entering copious details in her notebook. Melanie didn't have a notebook in her rucksack.

When Veronica had the game prepared, Jonna put each small carcass on a spit over the fire, and they had a cup of cappuccino while they waited for the meat to cook.
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After dinner, they made coffees and sat close to the fire.

"Ah...grilled archaeopteryx and cappuccino. This is the life."

Veronica gave her a wide-eyed stare.

"What?"

"You said it right. Archaeopteryx."

Jonna shrugged. "Well, I have heard it a few times, now."

"You're a quick study."

"Pretty much have to be," Jonna said, sipping coffee. "Otherwise, I wouldn't be able to survive." She tossed a stray bone into the fire. "I hate to say it, but they both tasted like chicken."

Veronica laughed. "They did, didn't they?"

The professor looked at Jonna's hands around the thermos cup. Hands strong and knowing. Her profile in the flickering firelight. She was really attractive. Had she not noticed that before? Her continued display of intelligence was serving as an aphrodisiac. 

Jonna looked over at her. "What?"

"Kiss me," Veronica said.

"Why?"

"Don't you want to?"

"Of course I want to, but--"

"Then do it. Kiss me."

Jonna blinked a few times, her features contorted in the flicker of the fire. Slowly, she crawled over and pressed her lips to Veronica's.

When she pulled back, Veronica smiled. "I've been celibate far too long."

Jonna's eyebrows danced on her forehead. "Why the hell would someone like you be celibate?"

"I get caught up in my work. But..." She glanced at Jonna and looked at the fire again. "That was a good kiss."

"You think so?"

"Yes." She was feeling that familiar, yet recently-absent burn between her thighs. "What else can you do?"

Jonna swallowed, suddenly serious. "Everything. I can do everything."

Veronica set her cup down and leaned over, pushing Jonna down to the foam mat and lying on top of her. Jonna stuttered, having obvious trouble finding her breath, and Veronica didn't give her much time for it. Suddenly, she was against her, lips mashed against Jonna's, her tongue seeking, her hands grasping.

As the kiss escalated into a passion that matched the heat from the fire, Jonna rolled over with Veronica beneath her. She kissed her neck, and bit at her, scraping her teeth along the sensitive skin there and Veronica moaned in anticipation. It really had been too long. This felt divine.

Jonna kissed her way down and made short work of removing the professor's pants, and burying her face in the treasure. A gasp broke from Veronica's throat.

Yes, Jonna had skills.
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There was a flashlight beam in her eyes, and she squinted. Who was here? Was it the time traveler?

Jonna opened her eyes. No one. She'd been dreaming. The light in her eyes was the sunrise, filtering through the alcove opening. 

Then she remembered the night before. Veronica slept against her, one bare shoulder reminding her. It wasn't a dream. It really happened. Jonna had really had sex with Dr. Veronica Hill. She never believed she'd have anything but admiration from afar. 

All contact points were warm as Veronica snuggled close, but everywhere else was freezing; Jonna's feet, her nose, all areas of exposed skin. The fire had been reduced to glowing coals, and it needed more wood, but Jonna didn't want to move. She wanted to feel the professor's warmth against her as long as possible.

"It's cold," Veronica muttered into Jonna's chest.

"I know. But the space blanket helped." She touched the shiny material. "This is like sleeping under aluminum foil."

Veronica giggled. "Yeah, I'd love to have my suede down comforter right now."

"I'd love to have your suede down comforter right now, too."

"It's still not warm enough, though. Why haven't you stoked the fire?"

"I didn't want to move."

"I'll cuddle with you after you stoke the fire."

"You will."

"Of course I will, if I can talk you into putting wood on the fire. I'm getting frostbite."

Jonna hummed a little laugh and drew herself out of the embrace and put her clothes back on, tossing Veronica hers, so she wouldn't have to get up.

Jonna gathered the few remaining pieces of wood, setting them on the coals and blowing on the glowing embers until they caught.

She watched Veronica stand up, naked, and hurry into the warmth of her pants and shirt. 

"I miss my coat right now."

"I do, too," Jonna agreed. And I also miss the feel of your skin under my hands, she thought.

Jonna replayed a portion of the earlier passion. She had never been so excited to have sex with a woman. Veronica had been so wild, and made so much noise. It was a huge turn-on. Jonna felt like all was right with the world, as long as she could be with her.

After putting the stainless steel canteen in the fire for coffee, Jonna intended to crawl back under that Reynolds Wrap and enjoy more of that promised cuddle, but the professor scratched her fingers through her hair, and after a moment, said, "I need coffee."

They both stoked the fire some more and Veronica stared at the back of the cave, her professor-thoughts already chugging along. Jonna joined her on the foam mat next to the fire.

Veronica's eyes went back to the second stone pyramid. "So...Melanie's pack came through right here. Not at Pitfall Cave."

"Seems like it." Jonna pulled her boots over and slipped them on, tying the laces.

"We know the test we did puts things in the future, and those settings you used to save me will put us in the past three days. And your first settings sent us back here, 140 or 50 million years."

Jonna unwrapped some beef jerky from the pack. "Yeah. But does it only go back to Pitfall Cave artifact, no matter what time period we select?"

Veronica stared at her. "That's a good question."

"Maybe there are other artifacts scattered about here in this region," Jonna said. "But they could be somehow keyed to artifacts in the future. To get back to our time, we used the artifact in Pitfall Cave, but since it was found in the future, it was really the original artifact. So, is that the solution to getting back home? Using the one in the cave to get back to the one in the museum?"

Veronica stared at her. "And that's a few more good questions."

"You always seem surprised when I come up with good questions."

"Less and less surprised as we go along. I'm beginning to think you're smarter than I am."

Jonna rolled her eyes. "Let's not go off the deep end, here."

"Jonna, one of the primary indicators of intelligence is knowing which questions to ask. It's absolutely possible that you are far more intelligent than you even realize. You have the genetics of two probably-brilliant doctors. The only thing holding you back is the reading thing. I promise you, if you conquer that, the sky is the limit for you."

She couldn't believe what she was hearing. The professor actually thought she was smart. Above-average smart. Maybe even smarter than Veronica herself was. Jonna shook her head. Or maybe she is just buttering me up for something.

"Listen, if we get back, I want to offer you a job."

Oh here it comes. "What kind of job?"

"As my assistant, I guess."

Okay, not what I was expecting. "And what would I be assisting with?"

They both smiled, and Jonna wondered if Veronica was having the same images in her head she was. The awesome sex.

"We can work that out later. But Jonna, you really have so much potential. It's time we stopped it from being wasted on janitor jobs."

She said 'we.' Like they were a unit. A couple. "I never had the opportunity until now. But I'm game."

Veronica nodded her approval.

How great would it be to work with her, as Veronica had suggested? Be her assistant? She wondered if what happened last night was to be in her job description, and the thought made her smile. If that was a thank-you fuck, she couldn't imagine how good it would be if Veronica actually had feelings for her. 

"What are you grinning about?"

Jonna let out a half-laugh. "Thinking about my future career as your assistant."

"You know," Veronica said, smoothing a hand across Jonna's thigh. "I might require you to take care of a few things like you did last night."

Jonna said, "For that, you'll have to pay me more."

"Oh I would never pay you for that, Jonna. I wouldn't want you to feel cheap."

"But I am cheap."

Veronica laughed. Then she looked into Jonna's eyes boldly. "That was really, really good last night."

"More where that come from." Please don't tell me it was a one-night stand, Jonna thought.

"I'm looking forward to it."

Not a one-night stand. Not a one-night stand. 

Jonna leaned up to poke a finger into the thermos. The water was warm enough for coffee, so she stirred the cappuccino powder into the metal cups, and handed one to Veronica.

"So," Jonna said. "Are we going back? Or waiting to see if the time-traveler shows up?"

"I guess we could just go, but I'd hate to think we were stranding someone here. And there's still a little bit of mystery about the settings..."

"Well, true. But the way I see it, we can run hypothetical tests all day long, but at some point, we'll just have to go for it."

The professor sighed, lifting her coffee cup for a drink. "I think you're right. But before we do that, I wish I could figure out where the dragon's nest is."

"Why in the hell would you want to find that?"

"Because I'm going to need funding for more digs if we get back. And there's no better way to do that than to make a new fossil discovery that rocks the world of paleontology."

"More digs here?"

"More digs anywhere. But yes, here would be best. We know the artifacts are here. And the dragons."

"How are you going to keep the artifact from falling into the wrong hands?"

"That is part of the problem, yes. It could be very dangerous. Some people would kill for this technology. But if I discover a real dragon, that would deflect attention, and I could keep the artifacts secret."

"But didn't everyone at the dig see the artifact? Don't they all know it exists?"

"Well, no. Only one other person knew about it."

"How's that?"

"Dr. Douglas Craig was in charge of the dig. I was sort of second in command. He was the only other person who knew about the artifact."

"Any particular reason?"

"He said it could be very important, and the fewer people who knew about it the safer it would be."

"So he basically told you to keep it a secret?"

"Well...yes."

"And the one that sent us here to begin with, is still sitting on that table in the basement."

"I know. That's what worries me. I'm afraid someone else will experiment with it and get zapped somewhere."

"Maybe they already did."

"True," she said, nodding toward the backpack. 

"Is there a way it could be Dr. Craig?" Jonna asked.

"Maybe. He might have access to Melanie's backpack, since they were having an affair. But then, you and I didn't know it was a time travel device until it was too late, so he might not even understand what the artifact does."

"That's true."

"I wish there was a way to return to the time just before my discovery of it. Then I could keep it secret from everyone."

"Well, we could probably figure that out."

Jonna could see that the professor was about to expound, as she often did.

"In quantum mechanics, there's a thing called superposition, where two objects can be in two places at the same time--"

"I thought you didn't know anything about physics?"

"No, I said I'm not a physicist. I did learn some basics from the classes I had to take in college. Anyway, my point is that these two artifacts are linked somehow. The one in the basement is linked to this one."

"But aren't they the same artifact?"

"Yes, but the same artifact occupying two different places in the time-space continuum."

"You're sort of losing me, here. I don't know much about all this."

"Well, I don't know much either, but I'm just saying that what we do know is that the artifact I found was in the Pitfall Cave location, precisely--and then millions of years later, it was dug up, by yours truly, and then we wound up getting transported to the original location, except a long, long time in the past. You follow?"

"Yeah, I get that part..."

"So maybe these two artifacts –or certain pairs of artifacts, are connected, because they are not two artifacts, but one artifact."

Jonna blinked and looked at the wall a moment. "Okay. But where does that leave us? How can that help us?"

"Maybe it means that no matter when we are, we will always be where we are--either here or wherever the other version--the twin--of this artifact is. So maybe we can assume that's where we will go, even though we may not land in the right time. We will land in that general location. Either at the museum or in New Zealand at Pitfall Cave--the modern version. Unless we land after I dug it up and moved it to the museum, in which case, we will probably end up at the museum. That is, if indeed, each artifact is connected to another one. We could set this one to go forward 150 million years, but if we're located at 145 million years in the past, that would mean we'd be five million years off."

"So, we'd have to know how far into the future we needed to go..."

"Exactly. But since we don't know our exact point in time right now, we have no way of setting the device accurately."

"Right. Well, you said that we were in the Jurassic Period. How long is that?"

"The Jurassic covers 201.3 million years ago to 145 million years ago. The same flora and fauna existed for much of that time, so I just don't know a way to pinpoint our exact date."

"So we're basically screwed except for short jumps."

"Not necessarily, because I think you did figure out what those increments were on the knobs."

Jonna thought about it. "You could set it at 145 million years, and then we could try to figure out how close we are, and assuming the artifact is still there where we land, we could jump in smaller increments over and over until we reached the modern world."

Veronica smiled slowly. "You just might be a genius."

"Really?"

"Well, yes. That's a beautifully simple solution. Provided we land in Pitfall Cave with an artifact to use. Or we land near some other artifact. We do know there are two here, so maybe there are more of them elsewhere. And quite possibly, this is the only choice we have if we don't want to spend the rest of our lives here. But the uncertain variable there is that we still don't know for sure where we'll land."

"Hopefully it will be the same as it always has been, and we'll either land in the cave again, or at the museum."

"Maybe, maybe not."

"I'm willing to take a chance on it if you are. If we tested it in short jumps, I'd worry that we might end up somewhere here and in a bad situation--like the dragon. So we might as well go the whole nine yards and try to get back to 2014."

Veronica leaned over and kissed Jonna. "You're brilliant. You are my favorite other person in the world right now."

"I'm the only other person in the world right now," she grinned. 

The professor had been saying positive things about Jonna a lot, lately. Good question. Good idea. You're brilliant. Jonna couldn't help but feel a boost in her confidence. She had managed to show Veronica that she had some brains, even if she couldn't read well. "We should bring everything we might need with us, so we won't have to start completely over from nothing each time. When are we going to do it?"

"I guess we can give it a go today."

They clinked their coffee cups together in a toast.
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In the alcove, they sat with legs touching the artifact. They had decided that since the rucksack came through there, it was a good bet for a return trip to where it was. Home. 

Veronica and Jonna had everything with them still worth taking. They had adjusted the settings to what they believed would be as close to 2014 as they could get. "Ready?" Jonna asked.

"Now or never," the professor said.

Holding hands with Veronica, Jonna placed her fingers on the slider and pushed it up until it clicked. Their eyes met as the light and suction enveloped them.

Compression. Whirling. A jolt.

The smell of moist earth and grass. 

The laughter of children. 

Veronica felt the ground beneath her back, Jonna's hand in hers, and she turned her head. 

Jonna's hazel eyes.

They were okay. Lying flat as if falling from a high place.

Lights glowing in the darkness. 

Traffic sounds. 

She turned her head back to peer through the dimness of dusk, her excitement barely contained.

A lawn. A sidewalk.

"We're on the back lawn of the museum." 

Jonna sighed her relief. "I'm a little dizzy."

"Me too."

"I think I need to just lie here a minute."

"Me too."

They looked up at the star-dotted sky a moment, and Veronica closed her eyes and concentrated on taking some stabilizing breaths. 

Jonna gave a sudden shout of fright. Veronica opened her eyes again, abruptly. A hideous creature-face hovered over them. It only took a second to realize it was a mask.

They both sat up, blinking at the child in the costume. Halloween.

"What are you?" the kid's mask-muffled voice said.

"What?" Jonna responded.

"What are you?" he pointed at the pack.

Jonna glanced at the rucksack, still attached to one arm, and lying beside her. "I'm a hiker."

"Booriiiinnnng," the kid sang, and turned to leave.

Jonna looked at Veronica. "Maybe I should have just said time-travelers. I bet that wouldn't sound boring."

Veronica released a big breath. "But we made it."

"To civilization, anyway."

Their attention went to the boy who had spoken to them. He had moved away, and was now fighting with another child over candy. Veronica said, "That's debatable."

They sat up and hugged each other. 

Getting to her feet, Jonna said, "Uhhh...hey Vee..." She pointed to the ground. There was a pine cone with a bright pink bungee around it.

The professor picked it up. 

"Looks like we were right about the Pitfall Cave artifact. It sends everything to a specific spot. Us, and the cone-bungee."

She gave the professor a hand up.

The concrete façade of the museum glowed behind the outside lights. 

Jonna pinched her nose, and blinked a few times. "Why did we land this far away?" 

"Not sure."

"If we made it to this location, I expected to end up in the basement."

"I did too, but even a broken clock is right twice a day." Veronica looked over at the museum and back at the ground beneath them. "But then again, the shortest distance between two points is a straight line." She pointed to the ground. "And the basement of the museum is directly under us."

She started toward the massive gray building.

"What are you doing?"

She turned back to Jonna. "I'm going to go see if the artifact is still on that table where we got transported the first time."

Jonna glanced over to the yellow glow a few blocks away. "But I can see the Golden Arches. I haven't had a cheeseburger in millions of years."

"Let's do this first," Veronica said over her shoulder.

Jonna sighed, then caught up to her.

Veronica checked for onlookers before moving into the hedges by the side windows of the museum. Jonna joined her as she squatted down to peek into the room below. In the massive space, they could see the long expanse of tables stretching down the middle. "There," Veronica pointed. "That's where the artifact was."

Was. Because it wasn't there now. 

"Where is it?"

"Someone must have catalogued it and stored it on one of the shelves in the back."

"Who would have done that?"

"Probably Dr. Craig. He was the only one who knew about it, besides me."

"Well, that's good, I guess. But he understood that it was an important find, right?"

"Yes. That's why he wanted us to keep it to ourselves."

Jonna thought for a moment. "Well, if it's not right there, why did we land here?"

Veronica blinked a few times. "Maybe because it's still nearby. Like, in the storage area. We really need to find it."

"Now?"

"Well..."

"Look. I have a cheeseburger with my name on it. Let's go eat first." She stood and started hiking that direction.

Veronica scrambled up to join her. "How are we going to pay for that?"

Jonna stopped walking, closing her eyes and dropping her chin to her chest.

"Oh! Hey, no worries," Veronica said. "We have the shaving cream stash, remember?"

"Oh yeah. Cool."

Veronica matched her quick strides as they made their way across the museum grounds toward the giant yellow McDonald's sign.

Jonna adjusted the straps of the rucksack at her shoulders. "I feel really tired and groggy."

"Me too. Some kind of jet-lag maybe?"

"ZapLag."

Veronica smiled. 

Dodging an old Ford pulling into the drive-through, they stepped inside the restaurant. Veronica searched for signs of what year they were in. Most fast food restaurants had the same décor for decades, so it was hard to discern. 

Jonna seemed less concerned about the year, and more focused on the counter where the cashier waited to take her order. She dug out the cash from the shaving cream can, and told the cashier, "I'm dying for a cheeseburger. I've been trapped with dinosaurs."

Veronica elbowed her.

The cashier nodded. "I know what you mean," she said, indicating the elderly gentleman scooping French fries behind her.

"I'll have a quarter pounder with cheese, a large fry, and a large Coke. And an apple pie." Jonna looked at Veronica. "What do you want?"

"I'll have what you're having." She touched her elbow. "While you're doing this, I'll go look for a newspaper. People always leave them on tables in places like this. We need to know when we are." She bobbed her eyebrows at Jonna meaningfully. 

"Yeah. Good thinking."

Veronica headed off to find a paper as Jonna handed the cashier the money.

By the time Jonna took their meals to the table and dumped the rucksack in the seat beside her, Veronica had joined her, slapping the paper down as they both sat. 

Jonna crammed a couple of fries into her mouth, saying around them, "So, when are we?"

Veronica looked over the front page. "Put it this way: George Fucking Bush is president."

"Which one?" Jonna sucked Coke through the straw and made pleasurable moaning noises.

"The idiot one."

"Okay...so...it's obviously Halloween. But what year?"

"The year is 2008."

"So we landed six years too early." She coughed on a fry.

"Slow down. You're going to choke to death."

"I can't help it. Food never tasted so good."

Veronica grinned. "Oh, you don't miss the flame-broiled compsognathus?"

"Um...that would be no."

Veronica pulled the cheeseburger over and unwrapped it, took a bite, and said through the mouthful, "Oh holy jesus, this is good."

"I know, right?"

Veronica soon camouflaged her smile with the cheeseburger, as the overhead speakers played Landslide by Fleetwood Mac.

Veronica said, I can't wait to have a nice hot shower."

"And fresh clothes. We can just go to one of our places and do that, right?" She slogged a fry through ketchup and stuffed it in her mouth, following it with a bite of her burger.

"Depends. Where were you living in 2008?"

Jonna swallowed a mouthful of food. "Same place I'm living in 2014."

"Okay. But maybe we should go to my place instead."

"Whatever. I'm sure your place is much nicer."

"I was mainly thinking about the neighborhood."

"I don't live in a crackhouse, Vee."

"I know, but I'm in the Heights, and do you have a huge master bath and a Jacuzzi?"

"Um...no. I have a broken toilet, a rusty sink, and a moldy shower stall."

"We'll go to my place," Veronica said. "Besides, I have the other things we'll need." Like a computer, money, and a vehicle. She knew Jonna didn't drive.

"Doesn't matter to me." The cheeseburger was gone, and now Jonna was snarfing the rest of her fries.

Veronica continued to eat her burger, while glancing down at the front page of the newspaper on the table beside her. 

"So what was happening on October 31st, of 2008?"

Veronica looked down at the paper again. "Sarah Palin was trying to defend herself about the terrible Katie Couric interview, and Michele Bachmann called Michele Obama anti-American."

"Stupid fucker," Jonna said, wadding up her empty French fry packet.

"Which one?"

"Both of them."

Veronica laughed. "Ah, so at least you're a democrat."

"Well, yeah, I've watched lots of video and news programs, and listened to quite a few political audio books, but voting isn't exactly the easiest thing when you can't read. They should put pictures on the ballot instead of text."

"No, you should increase your reading level."

"Sure. I'll get right on that, after I have a shower and a pizza and--"

"You want a pizza after you just wolfed down all that?"

"This was dinner. When breakfast rolls around, I'll be eating again. That always happens to me. Just about every day."

Veronica smirked at her. "Pizza for breakfast?"

"Pizza is versatile that way. It's good all the time."

Veronica had not realized how hungry she was until she took that first bite; unlike Jonna, who seemed not only aware of her appetite but even anticipated the meals to come later. "Well we can order a pizza for delivery."

"I just used the cash. How are we gonna pay for it?"

"I have more money stashed at home."

"So you still live in the same place?"

"Actually, no, in 2008 I was still in an apartment." She dipped a fry into the blob of ketchup on Jonna's burger wrapper. I hadn't bought my house yet."

"Bummer."

"Well, it's a nice apartment, though."

"How're you gonna get in? I'm thinking your keys might be in the belly of a pleasey-o-dingy-whatsit." 

Pleasey-o-dingy-whatsit, Veronica's mind echoed, with barely suppressed mirth. She suspected that Jonna knew the real names of these animals by now, but enjoyed mangling the names for her own entertainment. "The apartment used a key card. I'll just tell the manager I lost mine."

"The manager will be there at this time of night?"

"Yes. They have someone at the desk 24 /7."

"That's convenient."

"Yes it is. It's one reason I moved there."
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Veronica used Melanie's burner phone to call a taxi. Jonna had never been in one. She could never afford the fare. City buses had always been her primary mode of transportation, other than walking. 

Now, watching the world go by from the window, Jonna wondered how they were going to get to 2014, if they couldn't find the artifact. "So let me get this straight. We landed outside the museum, instead of modern-day Pitfall Cave in New Zealand, because the artifact we used in the alcove is also keyed to the one here?"

"Hmmm. I see why you're confused. We thought the basement artifact was keyed to the one in Pitfall Cave. But the pack came through in the alcove, which seems to suggest it was keyed to...well, wherever the rucksack came from,..which I guess is also the museum."

"You know, all this could really fry my brain if it kept being so confusing."

"Yeah, especially since we used the one in the cave after the dragon attack and you transported us, and we landed in the same cave."

"Yeah. My brain might turn to mush soon." Jonna looked over at her. "But we figured out enough about the settings to get us here."

"You're the one who figured it out." Veronica smiled.

Sitting back in the seat, Jonna noticed the cabbie eying them strangely in the rearview mirror. "We're playing one of those games..."

He nodded knowingly and went back to watching the road.

Veronica elbowed her. "Well done," she whispered.

"So, does that mean there might be another artifact at the museum you didn't know about?"

Veronica made think-faces again. "It's 2008. So the one I found wouldn't be there yet. I didn't dig mine up until 2014. So yes. That suggests there's another one here, because at least in theory, we believe there has to be an artifact at each end of a journey. There are hundreds of specimens down there. It's likely that there's another one there. One that was found in 2008 or before. Items get catalogued and sometimes aren't examined for quite some time. There's a backlog."

Maybe scientists had different brains, but why would anyone look at that stone radio, dug out of prehistoric ground, and then stick it in a box and forget it, was beyond her. "Wouldn't someone know immediately that it was weird, though? I mean, that the artifact was strange enough to examine right away?"

"Well it was for me, but I can't speak for any other person. We should go to the museum and see if we can find out." 

"In the meantime, all I want is a shower, a pizza, and a bed."

"Um, about that."

Jonna frowned at her. "What? You don't have a shower and a bed?" She pictured Veronica hanging from her rafters like a bat.

"Oh yes, of course. But I noticed the sign out front at the museum. There's a masquerade ball every Halloween there."

"And you're feeling festive?"

"No, I'm thinking it may be our way in and down to the basement."

"Can't you just use your ID card?"

"I only started working there in 2009. I had an ID, but it's at the bottom of a Jurassic sea. And even if I had that one, it would be from the future, and they probably would think it was fake." 

"Oh."

Twenty minutes, and twenty-five dollars later, the cab delivered them to the entrance of a downtown high rise.

"Swanky," Jonna said.

Veronica got out and led them under the green canopy, thanking Benny, the doorman, for manning the door like he was paid to do. Jonna had a notion that uniformed doormen were only in the movies, but apparently, they were real. Benny didn't even give the rucksack Jonna was carrying a second glance. He'd probably seen Veronica with one like it before, coming back from a dig. 

At the front desk, the night manager greeted them. He wore a starched white shirt and a necktie with bright orange jack-o'-lanterns on it. His name tag said Wyatt. There was something about him Jonna didn't like. She was that way with people. Her first impression was usually immediate, and based on intuition. This guy reminded her of a used car salesman. All glad-handing but only out to get what he wanted. Right now, it was obvious he wanted Veronica. Jonna could tell by the way he looked at her.

"Hello, Professor Hill. Did you just get back from a dig?"

"Hi Wyatt. Yes," she said quickly, perhaps not wanting the manager to think she just walked around normally looking like a refugee.

Jonna watched him and could see the real intention behind his fake smile. He was having a hard time keeping his eyeballs off Veronica's breasts. Jonna decided he was a Grade-A weasel. 

"I don't know how you always manage to look like a movie star when you spend so much time digging in the dirt," Wyatt said.

Did he try that comment out in front of a mirror first? Maybe he thought it was clever, but I already want to smack him.

The professor acknowledged his backhanded compliment with a passing smile. "I lost my key card somewhere in New Zealand," she said. "Can I get a copy?"

"A million years from now, some archaeologist will probably dig it up and wonder what it is."

A million years from now, Jonna thought, you might learn to be witty.

He opened a drawer and looked for the slot for her extra key. "You've done something different with your hair," he said.

Yes, she has. She has worn it on a Jurassic landscape, let it flap in the wind while the dragon carried her off, and then she dropped it in the ocean, and then she got some caked blood in it. Jonna wondered if other women noticed the transparent efforts by men to flirt by saying all the right things that the magazines told them they should say. Women of course want you to engage them about their little jobs, and always notice when they change their hair.

He pulled out a card and handed it to her, saying, "Find any new T. rex bones?"

And here comes the banter about her job. Jonna was suddenly smug that she knew enough to be able to roll her eyes at that.

Veronica put the card in her back pocket. "No, we were in the Jurassic period. There aren't any T. rex's there."

"Oh really? I didn't know that. In that movie--"

"Yes, they got it wrong."

He made a snicking noise. "Hollywood."

"Yeah."

"Anything else you need?"

You mean like your hands on her? Jonna could almost hear his thoughts. When he asked her the question, his eyes again fell immediately to the professor's cleavage. I do not like, you, Wyatt Urp.

"Just a shower and a warm bed."

He nodded, probably thinking about Veronica in a shower and Veronica in bed. Wyatt the Weasel. Forget it, fodrod, she's with me.

He finally gave Jonna a glance. She offered a  half-hearted wave.

"Are you one of the professor's students?"

No, I just travel through space-time with her, and slay dragons. "Yes I am," Jonna said sweetly. "I'm learning so much from Dr. Hill."

He grinned and Jonna wondered if he knew the professor's orientation. She hoped he did. And she hoped he was thinking what she thought he was thinking. She liked the idea of being Veronica's...what? Girlfriend? More like booty call, probably. Either way, Jonna was on board with that.

The professor was already making a beeline for the elevators, and Jonna paused behind her at the doors. "I don't like that guy."

Veronica punched the elevator button. "Wyatt?"

She nodded.

"He's a dick."

Jonna snorted, and Veronica smiled at her as they waited on the elevator. Jonna noticed the floor and walls looked like marble. They were shiny enough to see your reflection, and Jonna wished she hadn't seen herself. She looked like something the cat dragged in, and wondered why the professor would want to kiss her, much less have sex with her, looking like this. She really needed a shower.

The doors opened and they stepped into the elevator car. As the doors closed, Jonna said, "This is really a fancy place."

"I was making pretty good money at the university. I taught during the school year, and they let me take off as needed to go on digs."

The doors closed and Jonna felt a little trapped. She never did care for enclosed spaces, even though the cave and the alcove hadn't made her feel that way. Probably because they felt more like safe places to be. "What did you teach?" I'm guessing it wasn't Home Economics.

They watched the numbered lights above the door brighten at each floor. "Paleontology, paleobotany and an Intro to Geology class."

Hence the title of 'professor.' Kind of a stupid question, Jonna, she thought. But still another fantasy: hot for teacher. Jonna felt squirmy. She'd almost forgotten that the professor wasn't a mere-mortal, like herself.

The doors opened on the 6th floor, and Jonna followed the professor down the corridor to apartment 666. Jonna squinted at the number on the door. "Really? This is your apartment?"

Veronica slid the card in the slot and the light on the panel turned green, and she turned the handle. "Amazing the kind of discount you get because of other people's silly superstitions."

Swinging the door wide, Veronica waved a hand to invite Jonna in.

The apartment was like a warehouse loft. One impressively large room with wood floors. Windows lined two walls, revealing a panoramic view of the city below. Various areas of the space were laid out around a center island that served as a kitchen. "Wow..." Jonna whispered.

"Told you it was a nice apartment."

On shelves and display cases were fossils and things that looked old, but valuable. The professor had quite a collection, and Jonna wished she could hear the stories behind them. "Why the hell did you move out?"

"I got the job at the museum and that's kind of a long term career move. And I wanted a home of my own. And more privacy."

Jonna moved to one wall and looked at the photograph in a frame near some animal jawbone. A large group of people were in the shot, all dressed like Veronica was that first day in the museum basement. The picture was labeled at the bottom. New Zealand dig team, 2008.

Veronica saw her looking at the photo and offered, "That was the first time I went to New Zealand."

Jonna nodded. "Looks like fun."

"I was very excited. It was the first time I got to go out of the country for a dig."

Jonna crossed to the bed, and flopped down on it. "Oh this bed feels so good. What kind of mattress is this?"

"Memory foam."

"So does that mean if I sleep on it, I'll be able to recall all my dreams?"

Veronica smiled as she crossed to the kitchen. The large silver refrigerator dwarfed the tiny, beat-up white one Jonna had in her squalid little apartment. Veronica opened it. "You want a beer?"

"Absolutely." Jonna sat up again, and realized she was probably getting this nice suede comforter dirty. The one Veronica had mentioned when they were so cold in the  alcove. How long before we can get under it? she wondered.

The professor brought two bottles of Tequiza over. The good stuff, rather than the cheap-o brand she sometimes found the money to buy. 

Jonna looked behind her at the bed, saying, "I'm sorry. I hope I didn't get this dirty."

Veronica waved her away. "Don't worry about it. By 2014, it will have been cleaned."

She smiled as she twisted the cap off with a pop and fizz, and Jonna opened her own beer, taking a long drink. "Holy Mongolian clusterfuck! This is good."

Veronica spewed beer onto Jonna's head, and down the front of her shirt, and some landed on the bed. Jonna looked down at the wet spots as Veronica laughed and tried to catch her breath, offering a half-assed, "Sorry." 

Jonna stood up. "Um...Vee...I just thought of something," she said, wiping a hand through the wet drops in her hair. "Where are you?"

"What do you mean?"

"I mean the 2008 you. Why didn't we run into...you when we got here?"

"Oh, wow. I didn't even think about that. I have no idea how that works."

Carrying the beer, she crossed the expanse of wood floor to her workspace and checked her daybook, lying open on the desk pad. She pointed at it and Jonna got up to peer over her shoulder at the entry. Paleontology class. "I'm teaching tonight. But it won't be long before that class lets out and my other self will be walking through that door."

"I guess we should get a move on," Jonna said. 

"Okay, while I grab some things, you hop in the shower."

"I really don't want to do that."

"Why?"

"Hopping in the shower is dangerous. I might slip and fall."

"Ha ha ha. Then stand very still. We need to be out of here within the next half hour or so."

"Gotcha." Jonna headed for the bathroom.

Jonna was hoping the professor would join her in the shower, but maybe that was a little too intimate at this point. They hadn't really seen much of each other in the chilly climate of the New Zealand Jurassic. Jonna slipped into the bathroom and turned on the light.

"Wow," she said, taking in the large shower stall with green glass doors, a green garden tub lined with potted plants. She could see the telling spouts of the Jacuzzi from the doorway. Primarily, everything was green with splashes of yellow and brown. To one side, was a counter with a sink big enough to bath a puppy in. The ceramic tile floors in alternating tones of mint green and yellow, were accented with fluffy soft brown rugs. On the racks, brown towels that looked more like fuzzy blankets. 

Jonna opened the shower door and adjusted the chrome knobs to a very warm temperature, and began the process of peeling off her clothes. In contrast to the cleanliness of the room, her clothes seemed more dirty than before. She left them in a soiled heap atop the tile floor, had another big slug of beer, and set the bottle down on the sink. Stepping into the warm and generous spray of the shower, she moaned with pleasure. 

It was good to be back in civilization. Especially since Veronica's civilization was way nicer than her own had been.
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First things first. Veronica looked at her daybook again. A dig was scheduled, and she was booked on a red-eye flight that evening. She was always one of the first people on site. This dig was, if she remembered correctly, the one that resulted in a job offer from the museum; or more specifically, from Dr. Douglas Craig. Thus, her 2008 self would be on a plane to New Zealand by late that night, which would at least eliminate the need to understand how to deal with two selves. 

They could stay at her apartment after the 2008 Veronica left for the airport. 

The sound of the shower starting sent a shiver of anticipation across her shoulders and she realized they might not have time to have two separate ones. Veronica 2008 would be returning from class soon. Better that she joined Jonna. She smiled. Not such a bad thing.

In a quick moment, she was in the bathroom, out of her clothes, and slipping past the shower door to face a surprised Jonna.

"Sorry for the intrusion, but you know, we really don't have time for two showers. So you'll have to share."

"I hate that for myself," Jonna grinned, her eyes moving across the professor's skin.

Veronica had just enough time to notice how strong Jonna looked; muscular, but still shapely, before turning to put her head under the spray. Quickly, she washed her hair. Jonna kindly offered to soap her up, you know, as a time-saver. Veronica grinned. "That would lead to all kinds of delicious delays, and maybe we ought not start something we won't have time to finish."

"Well I certainly don't want to do something I ought not."

A quick lathering of conditioner in her hair and a swift soaping up of all the important parts, she then rinsed the conditioner out and turned. Jonna was still standing there, with soap in her hand, just staring, like she'd forgotten what she was supposed to do in a shower.

"I'll go find some clothes, while you finish up."

She left her there, jaw slack, still clutching the bar of oatmeal soap. Oh, the things they could have done in there, if only given the time.

In the area of her apartment that served as a bedroom, she rubbed a towel into her hair, and thought about the contradictions. Would her 2008 self really be here? Was there something to the idea of parallel universes? She was here and her 2008 self could still be around, and was likely teaching that class at the moment. 

She surmised that crossing paths with herself might be an issue. What was that going to cause? Could the same person exist twice in the same location? This seemed the opposite of superposition. Instead of one object being in two places at once, she was two objects in one place at the same time. How could she even guess what might happen? Would she spontaneously combust, or something? 

Her lack of expertise in quantum physics prevented a clear answer. Better for them to be elsewhere until her 2008 self went to New Zealand. If she even existed. She had another drink of beer and left the bottle half-empty on the bureau. 

Briefly, she wondered what the night manager and the doorman would think of her two selves coming and going, wearing different clothes.

Clothes. She would have to come up with two Halloween costumes, so they could blend in at the museum's costume ball. They had to check that basement for the artifact, the sooner the better. 

In the walk-in closet, she rummaged through the clothing inventory, selecting a couple of things for herself, and getting them on quickly. 

Jonna was at least a size larger, so it would be hard to find something to fit her. They had to take the alcove rucksack with them, so maybe Jonna really did need to dress like a backpacker. But no shorts. They might not be warm enough, depending on where they landed.

She had some large T-shirts and an oversized flannel shirt she sometimes slept in. That would do for the upper half. But what about pants? A large pair of sweat pants might be the only option, unless they either dropped by Jonna's place and got some, or bought something. There was a 24 hour Walmart only a couple blocks away from the museum. Veronica could lend her some underwear, but Jonna might have to put her dirty Jurassic pants back on, unless she could wear the sweat pants.

She had hoped to use her own vehicle while they were here, but of course her 2008 self would have it until after class. She always relaxed by the fireplace after classes with a glass of wine and a book. In fact, she could see the book she was currently reading--in 2008--still resting on the arm of the leather lounger she like to read in; 13 Things That Don't Make Sense: The most Baffling Scientific Mysteries of Our Time by Michael Brooks.

They could wait until the 2008 Veronica got home, and then take the car, but they'd have to also wait until she took the taxi to the airport, before borrowing her own car. Maybe Pete, the valet, wouldn't notice that another version of herself had also left in a cab. 

This time-travel, quantum entanglement thing was getting complicated. At least she knew where to find the spare car keys, extra credit cards and cash. In her desk drawer. Hopefully the 2008 Veronica wouldn't notice the charges for a while. She imagined what it would be like to be told you bought something when you know you didn't, but that the person using your card looked like your twin.

Veronica fluffed her wet hair, as Jonna appeared in the closet doorway, holding the alcove rucksack in one hand, and the front of the towel around her with the other. She was also wearing a sheepish smile. "Just realized I don't have any clean clothes to put on."

"I know, I thought of that. You may have to wear your pants until we can get to the Walmart, or go by your place to get something, but I have these for you to wear, in the meantime. At least they're clean." Jonna took the t-shirt and sweatshirt, still holding the front of the towel with her other hand. Veronica gave her the once over and smiled, then returned to business. "Guess you're going to be a backpacker for the party. We have to integrate the rucksack into at least one of our costumes." Veronica picked out some black leather boots to go with her outfit.

"I don't care, as long as I can enjoy looking at that getup you have on." She wiggled her brows at the leather.  Jonna slipped into the clean t-shirt and sweatshirt, pulled her dirty pants from the rucksack, where she had stowed them along with her other dirty clothes. With a fresh pair of socks from Veronica, Jonna got her boots back on.

The sound of the front door lock froze them in the closet.

"Uh oh." Jonna whispered. "I think you're home."

"Bloody Hell!" Veronica whispered. The professor peeked through the cracked door, so she could watch...herself.

The other Veronica dropped her keys and purse on the table by the entrance, and went to the fridge for a Dr. Pepper. Eerie, surreal, to be outside yourself and seeing what you look like from that vantage point, rather than from the reflection in a mirror. She looked different, somehow. Or maybe her brain just could not compute the information of there being two of her, and just made it seem like she looked different. The human brain is a pattern-seeking organ, but this pattern was probably too disconcerting and disorienting to allow.

Veronica remembered reading an article about parallax view and stereopsis--the strange way in which our vision gives us a differing perception of ourselves, as compared to the perception of how others see us. But this was probably the only time in history when it was applied to time travel, and having two versions of yourself.

She looked back at Jonna's smile as she peeked over Veronica's shoulder, while the 2008 Veronica opened the drink can with a fizzy pop. It was still strange to know that she was standing there watching herself.

Veronica looked back at Jonna's smirk. "What are you grinning about?" she whispered.

Jonna made a breathy laughing sound. "I was just thinking we should have a threesome."

"Stop it." The professor elbowed her.

Jonna said quietly, "Come on, you gotta admit it might be exciting to have sex with yourself."

"You are just wrong to even think about that."

Jonna shrugged and gave another breathy laugh. "Now, would that be incest or masturbation?"

The professor elbowed her again. "Stop it!" --but her reprimand came out as a half-laugh. 

"How are we getting out of here?" Jonna murmured.

"Hang on." 

They watched as Veronica 2008 kicked off her shoes and headed for the bathroom.

She turned to Jonna. "Do you have everything with you?"

Jonna nodded, pointing to the rucksack on the floor. They were both dressed and had the basics of what they needed. Everything, Veronica suddenly realized, except for the money, the credit cards and the keys to the car.

Meanwhile, Veronica 2008 had her hand on the bathroom door when the doorbell rang. She paused, and then turned to answer it. 

"Dammit." Veronica peered through the crack in the closet door.

The front door of the apartment swung wide to reveal a smiling young woman with blonde hair. Oh crap, Veronica thought.

"Now who is that?" Jonna wanted to know.

"She's...Sonya. A grad student at the university."

They watched as the young woman wasted no time in pressing herself against Veronica 2008, and passionate kisses became an embrace on the sofa.

"Oh, and this is different than the playboy Dr. Craig sleeping with his students?"

"Sonya was not 'my' student. She was 'a' student."

"And that's okay?"

"Of course it is. We were...sort of colleagues."

"Uh huh. Convenient," Jonna whispered.

Dammit. Things were heating up on the sofa and Veronica felt trapped. She whispered urgently to Jonna, "I can't watch myself have sex with someone!"

"I can," Jonna said.

Veronica elbowed her. 

The kissing and groping on the sofa got progressively more intense, and Jonna was doing her best to stifle a laugh. Veronica feared she might burst out laughing and give them away. The professor held out her hand to Jonna, "Give me that burner phone!" she hissed.

Jonna obliged, quietly retrieving it from an outside pocket of the rucksack. "Are you gonna call yourself and tell yourself not to have sex while yourself is watching?"

"Zip it," the professor said. "Phone." She held out her hand and Jonna slapped it in her hand. Pulling up the texting feature, Veronica sent a message to her 2008 self.

Package for you downstairs. 

Messenger waiting for signature.

From the pocket of her discarded coat, draped over the back of the sofa, Veronica 2008's phone bleated, and she interrupted the heavy petting session with Sonya to check the message.

"Hmmm..." Veronica 2008 said from the sofa.

"What is it?" Sonya asked.

"I have a package downstairs."

"You have a package up here, too." Sonya grinned, running her hand up Veronica 2008's thigh.

"It might be important. Might be about the dig." She pushed up off the sofa. "I am leaving tonight, as you recall. Hang on. I'll be right back."

The 2008 Veronica slipped out the door, leaving Sonya on the sofa.

In the closet, Veronica 2014 and Jonna were still trapped. They couldn't very well waltz out while girltoy Sonya was there. They watched through the cracked door as Sonya wandered over to the kitchen island and helped herself to a drink of the Dr. Pepper left on the counter. In a second, she was also helping herself to Veronica's purse, which was next to the soft drink. Sonya took out Veronica's wallet, liberated a fifty dollar bill, and put it in her pocket.

"That little fucker," Veronica 2014 said from her place in the closet. "She was stealing from me."

The woman carried the drink back to the sofa and picked up Veronica 2008's phone, scrolling through the information in a blatant display of privacy violation. 

"Now she's looking through my phone?" Veronica whispered angrily.

Smugly, Jonna said, "Oh, why does that upset you? Nothing wrong with looking through someone's phone, right?"

Veronica was caught in her own hypocrisy. Of course she had done the same thing to Jonna only days ago. She had no defense, so opted to remain mum, and continued to watch Sonya, as the woman headed for the bathroom. 

When the door closed behind her, Veronica waved Jonna along and they crept out of the closet. The professor crossed to the top drawer of her desk and quietly took out her extra set of keys, grabbed the small wallet that held an extra cash stash. It might not be there for long, if her other self didn't come back pretty soon; Sonya might get bored and start rummaging through the desk drawers at any moment. The wallet held emergency credit cards, too. 

Veronica closed the drawer softly, and hurried out the door with Jonna. Peering in as she tried to pull the door closed quietly, the bathroom door opened. Sonya saw her and said, "Hey--"

With just her head poked inside, Veronica said, "Sorry, I left my ID downstairs. Be right back." She closed the door and Veronica and Jonna trotted to the elevator, but the lights told them someone was coming up. She said, "Oops." And grabbed Jonna's hand. They ran to the next corner to wait, peeking out to see a man in a double-breasted suit exit the elevator.

"Okay, all clear. Just my neighbor." Not a neighbor Veronica wanted to deal with, either, as she recalled. The man had repeatedly asked her out, and Veronica had always said no.

They dashed into the elevator and started the ride down. Fluffing her still-damp hair, she said, "This puts a chink in the plan. We need a place to wait until the costume ball gets crowded enough so we can blend in."

Fifth floor.

Jonna said, "I would suggest my place, but now that I've been at your place, my place is repulsive."

Fourth Floor.

"And your place also probably has you in it, too."

"Right. Spooky. Not sure I want to see myself."

Third floor.

Veronica offered a sly smile. "Oh? You mean you don't want to have a threesome with your other self?"

"Okay. Okay. It's too weird. Point taken."

Second floor.

"I suppose we could hang out at a coffee shop for while."

"Sounds like a plan." 

Lobby. The doors opened.

Jonna again checked out the leather ensemble the professor was wearing as they made their way across the lobby toward the manager's office. "What are you? A dominatrix?"

"If you like," Veronica grinned.

"I like." Jonna nodded.

"Anyway. After a bit, we can go check for another artifact in the museum. If we find it, we can use it to jump forward again. If not, we will have to go to New Zealand and use the one in the cave or the alcove."

Jonna made a humming noise as they walked down the corridor toward the lobby. "But won't you run into yourself again at the dig site?"

Veronica shrugged. "Let's hope we can find the artifact here, so we won't have to deal with that. And I have credit cards and cash in this wallet from my desk, we should be fine."

"So how does losing your wallet in The Lost World affect your wallet here?"

There had to be an impressive pun in there somewhere, Veronica thought. Lost wallet, Lost World. "I'm assuming I still have all the same stuff in my 2008 wallet, so it doesn't matter."

"There's probably a couple of irresponsible blue lobsters ordering room service on your other cards, right now."

"Right." Veronica chuckled. "Now, I always took a cab to the airport, so the car shouldn't be missed."

Walking beside her, Jonna's eyes were on the leather pants. The professor snapped her fingers to get Jonna's attention back. "Did you hear me?"

"What? Oh. Yeah. Cab. Airport. Car."

Veronica slid the Batman-looking mask on. She recalled buying it for the 2008 costume ball when Dr. Craig invited her, but then got wrapped up in her work and decided not to go. It covered her eyes, the top of her face and the top of her nose. 

In the hallway, they paused at the manager's door, hearing Veronica 2008 in there.

"You could check with Benny," the manager was saying. "But I didn't get any package for you."

"Crap." Veronica 2014 pulled at Jonna's sleeve, guiding her farther down the corridor to a public restroom near the front doors. They waited until they saw Veronica pass and greet Benny, the doorman.

"Did you text me about a package delivery?" Veronica 2008 asked.

"No, Dr. Hill."

"Well who could have sent the message?"

"Probably just a wrong number."

Veronica 2008 nodded on a sigh and waved at Benny as she headed back to the elevators. Veronica 2014 heard the elevator ding, and opened the bathroom door again, just enough to see her other self get on the elevator.

Veronica closed the door. "We can't just walk out the front, now. He thinks I'm upstairs, and wearing completely different clothes."

Jonna said, "We could wait a few minutes and then tell him you decided to go out to a party."

"True."

Jonna took off the rucksack and set it on the floor, going to the mirror and fluffing her wet hair. "How can you be in two places at once?"

"Well I've got a very speculative theory."

"Lay it on me,"

"On the premise that our bodies renew themselves every so often, replacing what was there with something new...our molecules are different at different times in our lives. Maybe the same person can't occupy the same space if they are the same person...but if they've had time to change on a molecular level, maybe that's why...if that makes any sense."

"Actually, it kind of does. So you think if we get back to our time, you will be the ONLY Veronica Hill?"

Veronica shook her head, checking her reflection in the mirror, fluffing her hair. "I can't imagine any other way. Because I AM that Veronica Hill. From that time."

Jonna regarded Veronica again, her eyes feasting. "So, who is this Sonya chick?"

"Just someone I dated for a while."

"That didn't look like dating. That looked like fuck-buddy."

"Well, that's...what dating is for me."

"I see."

Veronica took a deep breath.

"So, is that what I am, Vee? A fuck buddy?"

Veronica looked around at the toilet, the blue tile. "You really want to have this conversation here?"

"Good a place as any," Jonna said, crossing her arms and leaning on the sink.

"I don't know what we are, Jonna. I haven't had time to think about it. Maybe that's what we are, maybe not. We share a unique set of circumstances, so I don't think you can compare the two. Right now we have to focus on getting out of here and into the basement of the museum. If we don't find that artifact, we won't be able to get back to 2014."

"True. It's a little crowded in 2008."

Maybe Jonna had some right to expect a little more from her. Veronica thought about all they'd been through together. Jonna had saved her life more than once, and had endangered her own to do so. Veronica was certainly more than a fuck-buddy. She moved over and pressed herself against Jonna, and the woman's arms came immediately around her. 

"You are so hot in this leather..." Jonna whispered.

They kissed, and Jonna pushed the professor back against the wall, reaching out to turn the thumb lock on the door, and then unfastened the professor's leather pants. Soon, they were pushed down to her knees, and Veronica felt Jonna's fingers stroking her, pushing inside. She moaned her pleasure as Jonna pumped her fingers into her, and it wasn't long before the searing sweetness took hold and she bucked against Jonna's hand. "Oh...my...god. Jonna. I don't know how you manage to do that so quickly."

"You're the one who does it quickly," she said, kissing her neck, a hand still massaging her. "I guess there are worse things than being your fuck-buddy." Jonna released her and stepped away to rinse her hand in the sink.

"If it helps," the professor said, zipping her pants again. "You feel like more than that."

Jonna turned, drying her hands on a paper towel from the dispenser. "It helps." She gave her a winning smile.

"Okay--" The professor sighed, and pulled the black mask over her face again. "If I can get my legs to work, we should get out of here." 

"Oh, you should have worn the mask when we--"

"Jonna."

"Sorry."

They slipped out of the bathroom and headed for the front entrance. As they approached, Benny said, "Is that you, Dr. Hill?"

"Yes." She smiled. 

"I thought you were in for the evening."

Veronica didn't hesitate. "I got a last minute invitation to a costume party. Decided to go out after all."

He nodded knowingly, his eyes trailing over her tight leather garb, his professional demeanor slipping just a bit. "Nice outfit."

She grinned and started out the door, with Jonna in tow, but the doorman called after her, "Want me to have Pete bring your car around?"

"No need, I'm in a hurry. We'll just go get it ourselves."

He tipped his hat at her. "Have a good time."

"Thanks."

They cleared the door and stepped down the sidewalk to the garage entrance.  

Entering the parking deck, Veronica gave a casual wave to Pete, the valet. She could feel his eyes on her. Perhaps the leather dominatrix outfit was a little too conspicuous. 

They crossed a few rows inside the garage, and Veronica mashed the button on her backup key ring. The locks to a green Range Rover clunked open. 

They got in and Jonna admired the beige leather interior, the buttons on the steering wheel, the kick-ass stereo, the small screen on the dash that likely provided all kinds of useful information, half of which Jonna couldn't read. "Sweet ride."

Veronica smiled as she pulled out of the space and took a right on Biscayne.
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Park Perk was a quaint little coffee shop with quiet corners and meditative music playing over the speakers. They ordered White Chocolate Raspberry Mochas and sat at the most remote table. 

Veronica's eyes strayed to the Starbuck's across the street. She wondered if it was built to compete with this local coffee shop. Veronica tried to give her business to local vendors whenever possible. 

As she stared at the green letters of the sign, she looked back at Jonna. That was it. That's who Jonna reminded her of. The Starbuck character on Battlestar Galactica. A female pilot of the rogue variety. She could see Jonna being like that.

Sipping her coffee, Veronica looked around at the clientele. It was the only time of year when it was commonplace to see superheroes milling about. But not near as strange as where they had been only a short time ago, living in prehistoric New Zealand and dealing with real dragons. Her mind back on the tasks at hand, she said, "After we get back to our own time, I think I'm going to make a trip back to the Jurassic."

"Why in the hell would you want to do that?" Jonna took a napkin to the milk froth on her lip.

"I want to see if I can find the dragon's lair and maybe some of the eggs. If I can put them somewhere I can find them in 2014, I'd have the sort of fossil that could make my career."

"Well, if you're going to do all that, why not just slay the dragon and dig that up?"

"Yeah. I have been on the horns of an ethical dilemma with that. I can't justify killing one of those creatures just to boost my career."

A buzzing sound erupted from Jonna's backpack, on the floor by their seats. She reached down and pulled Melanie's phone out. "Text message," she said, handing the phone to Veronica.

The professor took it and read the message to Melanie: "It says, Are you still mad? It's from Douglas."

"Douglas?"

"Craig."

"Oh. Wonder what she was mad about?"

"Hard to say." She set the phone down on the table. "But I guess this burner phone was used for messages from him."

"A bitch phone."

"What?"

Jonna scratched her fingers through her blonde Starbuck-hair. "That's what it's called when someone gives you a phone just to keep tabs on you, or send private messages. A Bitch Phone."

She'd have to avoid giving Jonna a phone like that. How pejorative was that? 

Finishing their drinks, it was finally time to get going. They went back out to the Rover and headed for the museum.

A block away, blue lights erupted in Veronica's rearview mirror. Veronica cursed under her breath and eased the Rover over to the side, and waited for the inevitable.

The police officer strolled up to the window and greeted them. "License and registration, please."

Veronica leaned over to get the papers from the glove box, handed it to him, along with her license.

The officer used his flashlight to illuminate the photo on the ID, then directed the beam to her face. She squinted in the bright light. "What's the problem, officer?"

"Are you Veronica Hill?"

"Dr. Veronica Hill, yes. I'm a professor at the university."

"Were you aware that your vehicle was reported stolen, tonight, Dr. Hill?"

Damn. "Uhhhh..." Veronica had to think fast. She watched trick or treaters crossing the street a half block away. "Yes. I'm afraid that was an ill-advised prank by one of my students. Trick or treat, and I got the trick. All is well."

The cop nodded and checked her face against the license again, before handing her papers back. "Would you like to file a report?"

"No, it's not worth your time or mine. Their behavior will be reflected in their final grades."

He smiled. "All right, then. Have a good night, Professor."

"Thank you."

The officer returned to his car and drove away, and Veronica guided the Rover back onto the street.

"You just betrayed yourself," Jonna said.

"I guess my 2008 self had a last minute errand to run. We're cutting it close. My 2008 self will probably follow up on this pretty quick. We should get this car back to the garage soon. If we need more transportation, we'll just have to take a taxi."
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Parked in front of the museum, Jonna watched the professor stare at the front entrance. It was hard not to steal glimpses of the leather dominatrix outfit Veronica had on. "Are we going in?"

"I was just thinking. We don't have an invitation."

"We need one to get in?"

"Either that, or an ID badge. Which I didn't have yet."

Jonna peered around at the packed parking lot. "Looks like we're late. I bet they won't even ask for an invitation now."

Veronica nodded. "Let's see if anyone is guarding the door."

There was a security guard at the entrance, but he was quite distracted by a young blonde in an Xena costume, holding a martini. They slipped inside without even being noticed, and melted into the crowd, accompanied by the live band playing Stairway to Heaven.

This being a museum with many paleontologists and archaeologists, it was inevitable to see more than one guest decked out in the garb of Indiana Jones. But there were also more than enough dinosaur costumes, some more inventive than others. One in particular made both of them laugh out loud. Amid all the fierce T. rex's and velociraptors, was a big purple Barney. 

Jonna followed the professor through the crowd to the rear of the main room, around a corner, down a corridor to the elevator, which they rode to the basement.

Veronica pulled her mask down to dangle around her neck by the string, and paused to peek around a door frame into an office. No one was there. "That's a communal office used by the scientists. Sometimes they work late down here."

"Yeah. I know. I've swept up in there. Good thing it's a holiday."

Further along, they came to the rectangular room where Jonna had first begun this little adventure. There were bones in plaster on the tables, but of course, no artifact, because they had landed in 2008, before Veronica had found it and brought it back from New Zealand.

Around another corner and down a hallway, Veronica turned into a large room full of high shelves of all types. Some drawered cabinets, some shelves with labeled boxes. "Jeez. How are we ever going to find it here?"

The professor kept walking. "We just have to go to the section for New Zealand, and look for the right sized box or plaster cast."

After a half hour of searching with no luck, they stood in defeat next to the thigh bone of a hadrosaur. The room smelled like Jurassic dirt.

The professor pinched the bridge of her nose. "Looks like we have to buy tickets to New Zealand."

Jonna pointed at a padlocked door. "What's in there?"

"Oh, that's Dr. Craig's office."

"Does he always padlock his door?"

Veronica frowned. "No. Not when I was here in the future."

Jonna noticed the condition of the lack assembly. "The hasp and screws here look a lot newer than the door jamb. This lock was installed recently."

The professor looked closer at it, nodding.

"The only reason people lock a door is if they want to protect something valuable or they're hiding something. Couldn't the other artifact be in there?"

Veronica nodded. "Why would he keep it secret?"

Jonna stared at the padlocked door. "Maybe for the same reasons we are. Or maybe he's being greedy and also just trying to figure out how it works."

"Maybe. He wasn't exactly scrupulous."

Jonna frowned at her. "What's that mean?"

"Ethical, basically."

Jonna nodded.

"He also couldn't keep it in his pants. He was always having affairs. Mostly with grad students."

"Like you did, you mean?"

"What he has in his pants and what I have in mine, are two different things."

"I noticed that."

"Besides, my situation was different."

"Oh? How?"

"I'm not married."

Jonna nodded slowly. Sometimes the gray areas looked black or white to her.

"So, if the other artifact is in there, it would make sense he locked his office." Veronica stared at the padlock.

"One way to find out." Jonna stepped over and pulled on the secured lock, thinking. Paleontologists used lots of tools. "Does that office down the hall have a hammer, a sturdy pair of gloves and any of that compressed air in a can? The kind that you clean computers with?"

"Probably." Veronica spun on her heel and went back down the hall. Jonna could hear her rummaging around, opening and closing drawers. In a moment she returned and handed her the gloves, small sledgehammer, and a can of compressed air.

"Neato Mosquito," Jonna said, putting the gloves on. She turned the can upside down and sprayed the lock for a minute, watching the liquid freeze to white on the metal. "When you turn the can upside down, it turns to liquid Freon, and that's enough to freeze the lock. It makes it brittle." She set the can down on the floor and removed the gloves, dropping them next to the can, and then took the hammer from Veronica. She struck the lock hard, and it popped open. "Tah-dah!"

Veronica smiled. "Where did you learn that?"

"On that spy show, Burn Notice." Over the years, Jonna had learned a few tricks by watching spy programs. They had almost as much useful information as the old MacGyver show.

"Impressive."

"And people say TV is a waste of time." 

They stepped into Dr. Craig's office and closed the door behind them. The two parallel shelving units flanking the desk were jam-packed with papers and boxes and books. Stacks of file folders covered the desktop, along with various office supplies, pens, and several old cups of coffee. 

"Do all scientists have an office this messy?" Jonna asked.

"Pretty common, actually."

"Yours at home didn't look this way."

"I'm oddly organized for a scientist." She stood with her hands on her hips. "Maybe if there is one here, he excavated it already. Could just be the artifact itself, hidden."

Surveying the room again, Jonna said, "I don't see anything big enough to be an artifact--whether it's still in the dirt and plaster or not."

Jonna picked up the picture frame on the desk. The photo was one of those fake, posed ones that didn't seem natural at all. A bald guy with graying beard, sitting in a chair, with a woman standing behind him, her hands on his shoulders. Then Jonna looked closer. 

"Um...Vee. Is this Craig?" She held out the framed photo toward her.

"Yes, why?"

"He was the guy I saw in the basement the first time we got zapped. He was watching you. I thought he was just, you know, an admirer, not unlike myself."

Veronica grinned faintly, then frowned. "He was watching me?"

"Yeah, and when I came along, he made himself scarce."

Veronica took the photo and looked down at it, as if reading some secret text hidden there. "If he was still there a few minutes later...he could know we got transported."

Jonna nodded. "Yep. He could have seen the whole thing. And he could have hidden the artifact after he realized what it was."

"Just because he saw us get transported, doesn't mean he knows what happened. He could have thought we were just...vaporized."

"That's true." Jonna took the photo back and replaced it on the desk. "What do you think he was there for? In the basement, I mean."

"I'm not sure." After rifling through some papers, Jonna repositioned them neatly, then realized they were out of place amid the other chaos. She scattered them about again. 

A few minutes later they both stood looking around at the office, defeated. "Anything?" the professor asked.

"No joy," Jonna answered. Giving the room another visual once-over, her attention paused on the coffeemaker. The machine was sitting on top of a table covered with a cloth. She went over and lifted the cloth. Beneath the table cloth was a silver and black case that looked like something a musician might store an instrument in. Impact-resistant. "Vee? Come help me with this."

Veronica joined her and they moved the coffeemaker to the floor and pulled off the cloth. There were two compartments in the case. A small one on top, and a large one below that. Jonna lay the case down and released the latches on the smaller compartment at the top, lifting the lid. 

There, snugged between two layers of egg crate foam, was a Kindle-sized computer tablet; it seemed futuristic. It looked like an eReader, except for one detail: the device was a triangular shape. Just like the artifact itself. Not exactly the right shape for reading book pages. Unless book pages in the future were triangular. 

Lifting it from the foam bed, she handed it to Veronica. The compartment below the top one in the case was much deeper than the first, so she opened the lid to that one. 

Nestled in more foam, was another Flintstones radio. "Look." Jonna said.

The professor peered down over Jonna's shoulder. "So there is another artifact, and that's its storage case."

"How are we going to get this out of here?"

"Hmm...it will be too hard to hide. No way we could get through the front door with it."

"Well we know where it is, now. We can always find a way to come back for it, I guess, when no one is here." Jonna stood up and stared down at it. "I guess it explains why we landed outside over the basement." 

Veronica looked up as if visualizing where they had awakened on the lawn. "But it was in this case, not under a source of light. So not sure what that means."

"Maybe when they're receiving, they don't need the light?"

"Maybe." Veronica looked down at the odd tablet again. "And no telling what this is. But since it's in the case with the artifact, I assume they're related."

Jonna squatted down to close the bottom compartment, then twisted to look up at the professor. "What does this mean? Did he create the artifacts?"

Veronica blinked a few times. "He has a physics degree, but...he's no mad genius. I can't imagine him being able to construct anything like the artifact." She looked down at the triangle tablet in her hands. "Or this."

"Can you turn it on?"

"I tried. I don't see a power button anywhere. And no battery compartment or anything. It's just one solid object."

Jonna latched the bottom compartment and stood up. "My suggestion is that we take that tablet with us and try to figure out how it works. Maybe it has some useful information on it. He probably won't notice it's gone for a while. And maybe by that time, we won't even be here."

Veronica nodded.

Jonna closed the top compartment of the case, liberated of its tablet, and they set the coffee stand back up, replacing the table cloth and the coffeemaker. 

"Let's get out of here before a security guard finds us," Veronica said.

They put things back the way they were as much as possible, hoping the chaos would mask their presence. Dr. Craig probably wouldn't notice anyone had been searching his office. But the padlock. He'd notice that, Jonna thought. She closed the door and plucked the broken lock from the latch. "He'll notice this, though."

"That's probably from the lock box in the communal office."

"The lock box?"

"That's what we called it. There is a box of padlocks that scientists can use to secure certain items in lockers in the hallway. Some people use them to store their field gear."

"Can we put one of those back on here? Maybe he'll just think his key doesn't work, or the lock is screwed up or something."

"Maybe. Might buy us a little time."

Veronica hurried back down the hall and returned with a new lock. Jonna put it on the latch, and ditched the gloves on a table full of fossils, the compressed air can in the trash.

Replacing her black mask, Veronica watched the lighted numbers above the doors as they rode up in the elevator. Jonna thought the mask was even sexier than the reading glasses the professor wore sometimes. 

They got off the elevator and were enveloped by the festive crowd.
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Pushing through the crowd on their way out, Jonna had to shout over the live rendition of Little River Band's Reminiscing. "Why didn't you get invited to this?"

"I did," Veronica shouted back. "Dr. Craig invited me. But I didn't go."

"Why not?"

"I was flying early to New Zealand, remember?"

"Oh yeah."

"And I'm not a fan of crowds."

Ahead of them, the cluster of bodies thinned as more and more costumed guests moved toward the front of the building, creating a bottle neck farther ahead, they had trouble pushing through. Halloween masks came off, as the guests frowned toward the front door, chattering amongst themselves and craning their necks to see better over the throng.

The band stopped playing, the music replaced by a buzzing of shocked voices.

Veronica snagged one of far too many Indiana Joneses, and asked him what was going on. Someone fell off a balcony, he said.

Veronica froze in her tracks. She remembered, now. Over the years, she'd forgotten, but she knew now, and didn't want to know.

They were trapped behind the shoulder-to-shoulder throng, and Veronica grabbed Jonna's hand. "Follow me." She aimed for the side-door, since everyone seemed to be collecting by the front windows. 

Out the door and around to the front patio, they caught a glimpse of the crumpled form on the red bricks, with security guards keeping gawkers at bay. The woman wore an angel costume, complete with huge feathered wings--wings that had obviously failed her in her moment of need. 

Veronica turned to a woman dressed as a nurse, asking a question she already knew the answer to. "Who is it?"

"Melanie Todd," she answered.

Jonna and Veronica met eyes for a moment. Off to the side, behind the body of Melanie, stood a guy eerily dressed as the Grim Reaper. 

"I had forgotten that she died this way." The flashing of blue lights and the call of approaching sirens pierced the air, and Veronica stared at the tableau. One slipper flung out to the side near the bare foot. A fallen angel, one wing broken. It reminded Veronica of birds often found on window ledges. The ones that saw only an open portal, but failed to notice the glass and smashed into the invisible barrier, to lie broken and alone, an inconvenient reality to remind us all of how tenuous life really was. Why would now miss her? Whose heart would be broken by her abrupt removal from the living?

Jonna tugged at Veronica's arm. "I can't keep looking at this. Can we go?"

As they stepped out onto the drive in front of the museum, Veronica spotted a Beemer leaving in a bit of a hurry. She gasped. "That's Dr. Craig."

"Where's he going in such a hurry?"

Veronica watched his tail lights grow dim as the BMW zoomed away. "Maybe the question is, why is he leaving in such a hurry?"

At the Range Rover, Jonna got into the passenger side and said, "Maybe she didn't fall."

Veronica started the car. Was that possible? Had Craig been involved? 

"Is he the type of guy who solves his problems by shoving them off balconies?"

"He's extremely ambitious."

"Is that a yes or a no?"

She put the Rover in gear, glancing at the pulsing blue lights in her rearview mirror. "It's a maybe."

As Veronica steered onto the main road, Jonna said, "There is one way we can find out."

Rolling to a stop at the red light, she looked over at Jonna. "You mean zap back and see?"

Jonna nodded. "Why not? I mean, what good is this type of technology, if you can't use it to help someone?"

"True."

"Maybe we should just go back enough to prevent her from dying. Then we can zap forward to 2014 and be done with all this crap."

Indeed. Maybe they could. But that would mean getting to the artifact again, and using it. They'd have to sneak into the museum, break in to Craig's office again, and set the artifact to earlier in the evening. If that was even possible, without leaving evidence behind for Craig to find.

Veronica squeezed the bridge of her nose with two fingers. "How are we going to pinpoint 2008 if we couldn't pinpoint 2014?"

Jonna rubbed the palms of her hands on her thighs. "I think we understand the setting well enough. I mean, we're here, aren't we? In the modern world. Just a few years off. We just set it to future, on the right, and put that next dial to the first setting on the right, and the one of the 50-tic dials on 6, and leave the other settings as they are."

"You think so?"

"Well, unless that artifact has some kind of redial, we have to go with what we already think we know. I'm pretty sure we'll land in 2014."

Veronica looked at the glowing numbers on the dashboard clock. 8:37. Her other self would be leaving for the airport, soon. She and Jonna could wait across the street at the bar, in order to keep an eye on the entrance to Biscayne Place. Neither of them had slept yet. Maybe they should just get some rest and deal with all this in the morning. They still needed to figure out what the tablet device was about. It might give them additional options.

"Uh...Vee--" Jonna said.

"What?"

"The light's green."
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Deliberately parking the Rover in a space not assigned to her, she hoped that it would explain the stolen car, and avoid any other inquiries from either the police or her 2008 self, about why the Rover had been missing earlier in the evening. She realized that a police report might make its way to 2008 Veronica, stating that an officer had pulled her over to inquire about the stolen vehicle, and Veronica 2008 would know that she had not been driving it. It was a loose end she hoped would go unnoticed.

They crossed the street and went into the pub.

Gus Meyers seemed to enjoy tending bar in his own place, The Gloomy Gus, and was to be found slinging drinks with the other bartenders most nights. Veronica had shared quite a few conversations with the man, and could see where he got the name for his establishment. He appeared to be every inch a pessimist, but seemed resigned to it, even proud of his melancholy demeanor. 

They stepped into the dark bar. Gus was all decked out as an old-school bartender with an elastic band on his arm, over a long-sleeved shirt and vest, with a pocket-watch chain leading into a vest pocket, and a bow tie at his throat. He noticed Veronica right away and gave her a somber wave as she and Jonna came up to the bar. Gus twisted the cap off a beer and set it in front of a guy wearing a Superman costume, and swiped the bills off the bar, putting them into the cash register. He turned to Veronica. "Dr. Hill. How's the dirt?"

"Full of old bones, Gus. How's the drink-slinging business?"

"Can't complain." 

Veronica knew that as irony. Gus could indeed complain. Better than most people, in fact. But somehow, he had a way of making you feel better. Maybe because you realized how much more cheery you were than he was.

"Who's your friend?" He looked at Jonna.

"Oh, Jonna, this is Gus Meyer, the owner of this fine establishment. Gus, this is Jonna Clarke. One of my grad students." 

Jonna stood a bit straighter, nodding at the unsmiling proprietor. "Gus."

"Nice to meet you. What will you ladies have?"

"How about a couple of light brews?" the professor said. "Whatever's on tap."

"Coming right up."

On the TV behind him, Barack Obama spoke above the CNN ticker tape trailing across the screen below. Senator Obama addressed the crowd from a podium in Highland, Indiana.

 

"We knew how steep our climb would be. But I also knew this: I knew that the size of our challenges had outgrown the smallness of our politics."

 

Gus looked over at the screen as he waited for the foam to die down in their glasses. He saw Jonna peering up at Obama with a smile. "No way he's gonna win." He added more beer to the glasses and set them down in front of the two.

"Why do you say that?" Jonna asked.

"A black man in the oval office? I don't think the American people are ready for that."

At least he didn't say he wasn't ready for that. Veronica wondered if maybe that was some form of passive-aggressive racism. 

Jonna sipped at the beer and her grin was mischievous. "I'll bet you five hundred dollars he wins."

Oh, Lord.

The proprietor laughed. "Right."

"I'm serious."

"Do you have 500 dollars?"

"I will after you lose the bet."

Gus quirked one side of his mouth in a sad attempt at amusement, and Veronica tugged Jonna's arm, cajoling her. "Jonna, come on, don't--"

Jonna ignored her, keeping her attention on the bar owner. "Maybe you don't have 500 dollars to spare. Or maybe you really don't believe what you just said."

"Now wait just a minute." Gus lifted one eyebrow. 

Veronica tugged at her arm again. "Jonna--"

Gus held up a preemptive hand. "Hang on." He continued to regard her, humor in his eyes, if not on his lips. "If you're serious, I'll make that wager."

"Really?" Jonna said with derision.

"Really."

"How do I know you'll actually pay up?"

"How do you know you'll win?"

"Oh, I know I'll win."

He laughed without humor, making a swipe across the counter with a white bar towel. "Okay, young lady." He looked at Dr. Hill. "Are you willing to back her up on this, Professor, if she loses?"

Jonna was now elbowing Veronica.

Veronica rolled her eyes. "Yes. I'll vouch. If she loses, I'll pay if she doesn't."

"Now you know I know where to find you--" he chided, pointing the towel in his fist at her.

Jonna extended her hand for a handshake. "See you on election night, Gus."

Veronica dropped a ten on the bar and smiled at Gus, before they made their way to a table against the front windows; a clear view of the entrance to Biscayne Place Apartments.

As they took their seats, Jonna said, "Are you peeved at me?"

Veronica shrugged. "There was something ethically questionable about what you just did."

"Not if it's taking money back from a Republican," Jonna quipped.

Veronica shook her head and trained her eyes out the window to the entrance to the apartments.

"Not much different than betting on a football game." Jonna sipped her beer.

"Except that you usually don't know for sure who's going to win."

"Well, I guess if we're not here on election night, he won't have to pay me, right?"

"Just to be clear, Jonna...you understand that we can never say we were actually in the Jurassic."

"Yeah, I get that. They'd lock us in a padded room."

By the time they'd finished their beers, they saw Veronica '08 exit the building with her luggage, and talk to Benny, outside the entrance. In a moment, a taxi arrived and Benny helped load her bags in the trunk, holding the taxi door open for her. 

As the cab pulled away, Veronica stood. "Okay. Let's go."
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Jonna plucked the pizza delivery coupon from the refrigerator and picked up the portable phone on the counter, and Veronica watched her punch in the numbers. "Large with everything?" Jonna asked.

"Fine with me."

Jonna gave the order and hung up.

Veronica leaned on the kitchen bar with the tablet gadget. "So you can read numbers?"

"Mostly. It's easier to match the shape of numbers and make phone calls than it is to read the descriptions. Pizza places always try to sell you what's on special beforehand, so I sometimes just say yes to that. But they also usually have pictures of what's on sale, too."

Massaging her neck and looking at the tablet,  Jonna said, "Knowing what we know about Craig...do you think he was there in the basement that day to..."

Veronica lifted her eyebrows, then finished for her, "To kill me too?"

"Well, if he was willing to toss Melanie off a balcony, maybe he thought you were a threat too."

"Maybe. We still don't know he pushed her. But he did tell me when I found the second artifact, that we should keep it quiet. If Melanie knew about the first artifact, he might have told her to keep quiet about it, too. If she decided not to, then...who knows. After six years, he might not have figured out what the artifact does. I just wonder why he hadn't zapped himself accidentally in all that time."

"Well if I didn't know what it was, and saw it erase two people, I don't think I'd be anxious to mess with it."

"He saw us disappear in the basement in 2014, yes. But he'd apparently had that other artifact since 2008, so I'm sure he must have toyed with it, just like we did, before knowing anything about it. But, don't you think he must know by now what it does?"

"Maybe. But we don't really know anything for sure."

The professor nodded, turning her attention to the tablet gadget. "We don't even know if he figured this device out." Jonna couldn't see any buttons on it. She watched the professor touch her fingertip to the screen a few times, but nothing happened. "If this is advanced technology, maybe it doesn't use a power button."

"Then how do we activate it?"

The professor shook her head. "Your guess is as good as mine."

Jonna wished she knew more about computers and the Internet. She always heard everyone talking about it, but it was largely out of her reach, because she couldn't read well. The professor might be right about what she'd said. There might be a world of possibilities, if Jonna only learned to read properly. She was suddenly determined to do that, as soon as this little adventure was over. "How much do you think it would cost to get a tutor for me?"

Veronica looked up from the tablet. "Not too much. I'd be happy to find one for you. I know some good ones at the university. And I told you I'd help you. But a tutor would be a good idea, yes. They're trained specifically for certain things. And I could also help you when you needed it, for sure."

"Well, you don't have to help me, I just wondered how to go about it."

Veronica set the tablet down and grabbed Jonna's hand, pulled her over. "I meant it. What I said. You're whip-smart, Jonna. You just need a few opportunities." She kissed her briefly. " I also meant it when I said I wanted to offer you a job. If I can manage to get hold of some of those dragon eggs as fossils, I'd really need your help with everything that will happen after that. Then you could afford a tutor and anything else you need."

Jonna loved the feel of Veronica so close. But she still wondered why in the world someone like the professor would want to be with her. Even as a fuck-buddy. "You know, just because I saved your life, doesn't mean you have to take me on as your project."

Veronica cocked her head. "Is that what you think? You think I just feel obligated?"

Jonna looked down at her still-dirty hiking boots. "I guess so."

"Well, I do owe you my life, and that's no small thing, but it's not why I want...to be with you."

Jonna felt her eyebrows dance high on her forehead.

"What?"

"You want to be with me? How do you mean?"

Veronica pulled her hair through her fingers and looked over at the tablet. "Well...we haven't had a lot of time to talk about things like that. Everything has been a little crazy." She lifted a hand to brush a lock of hair away from Jonna's eye. "But I've grown very fond of you. And I think I already depend on you quite a bit."

"Well, you know I...how I..."

Veronica kissed her. Slow, sweet. 

Jonna sighed, words suddenly lost somewhere in the gooey place that was created whenever Veronica's lips met hers.

"What?"

"I have...feelings for you, Vee."

Veronica smiled. "I know." She kissed her again. "It goes both ways."

"So, what does...are we..."

"Like I said earlier, I don't know what we are, or what this is. But I know I care about you a great deal. I'm just not the sort who is...relationships have never been my comfort zone. I know I'm always up in my own head, and that's not a good way to be if you want to have anything meaningful with someone else. But I think maybe we should just let things happen organically, and see where it goes."

Jonna looked down at her feet again. Was she saying she wanted to date? Be a couple? Have sex and not think about it?

Veronica lifted Jonna's chin to meet her eyes. "When all this gets sorted out, we'll talk about it more. But for now, we have things to do, to get back to our own time, and figure out how to achieve some of these goals. Then I want you to work with me. You'll be able to make better decisions when things calm down, and so will I. But you're very important to me, Jonna. I hope you understand that much."

It was more than Jonna ever dreamed she'd hear from someone like Professor Veronica Hill. She wasn't about to screw it up now. "I just like being with you. You make me...want to be better. Be...more."

Veronica smiled, then, and Jonna thought she felt a twinge of joy somewhere in her lonely heart. She wasn't sure, because she'd never felt anything quite like it. She just knew she'd do anything for this woman. Even if that made her feel a little like a silly groupie. 

She had to regain her composure. Veronica deserved better than a fawning admirer. Jonna reached out and tucked her hand in the waistband of the professor's leather pants, and pulled her close, kissed her.

Soon, they were lip-locked and moving across the floor to the bed, where Jonna shoved Veronica down on the foam-with-a-memory and intended to give Veronica something to recall. 

She dropped to her knees to pull those leather pants off.
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Beeping. Beeping.

Jonna opened her eyes. It was fairly bright in the room. Veronica slept spooned with her back against Jonna. She could feel the warmth of her skin, smell the tropical scent of her hair. Images of last night's intimate explorations came crashing into her mind, and Jonna felt herself smile. She sighed her contentment and hugged Veronica closer.

Beeping.

Jonna looked over Veronica's bare shoulder to the kitchen island. The sunlight was a fierce spotlight on the tablet. The beeping seemed to be coming from that.

Reluctant to let go of this gorgeous woman, but too curious to resist the sound coming from the tablet, Jonna rolled out of the bed and pulled the sweatpants and T-shirt back on, padding barefoot across the wood floor to the kitchen island.

On the screen of the tablet was a rotating pyramid, like something she'd seen on computers...what were they? Screen savers. The tablet had turned on by itself. She didn't miss the implication of the bright sunlight on the face of it. A beam of light. Just like the light in Pitfall Cave on the artifact. Just like the one in the alcove. Maybe light was the way to turn it on. Maybe it was solar-powered.

"Jonna?"

She turned to a sleepy professor, her hair mussed and sexy.

"Check this out." Jonna picked up the tablet and brought it over to the bed, handed it to her.

Veronica's sleepy eyes grew more alert. "It's on."

"Looks like it. I heard it beeping, and found it in that bright sunlight. I think it's solar-powered, like maybe the artifacts are."

Veronica sat upright, the sheet falling away to expose her perfectly round breasts, and the pinkness of her nipples. Jonna suppressed the zinger that shot through her.

"That would make sense..." Veronica pressed a finger to the screen and the rotating pyramid slid away to reveal a screen of words in a list. Jonna recognized one as English and the others, seemed to be foreign words, though often, even English words felt that way to her when she saw them.

"It's a language selection," Veronica said, tapping the one that said English.

Another screen appeared with a collection of settings that looked like something in the cockpit of an airplane. Veronica studied the screen, now wide-eyed, and then looked up at her. "It's a time travel device. Just like the artifacts. Except clearly marked and much easier to figure out." She pointed to the screen. "Here, are the selections for past, present and future, and here are the time periods, and all the other settings. And they're just like what you already figured out." She pressed a finger to a map image, and the screen filled with what looked like a world atlas. "Oh my god..." Veronica whispered. 

Jonna may not have been able to read most of the words, but she understood all the tiny triangles all over the map.

The professor tapped twice on an outline of two islands, and the image enlarged. There were numerous triangles on the map. Veronica made a pinching gesture on the screen and enlarged it more. She looked up at Jonna and pointed at it. These two triangles are located in Pitfall Cave and the Dragon Beach alcove, where we found the artifacts."

"So, does that mean, this tablet..."

"It corresponds to the locations of artifacts." She gave Jonna a giddy, stunned expression. "I think this is like the master controller of all the artifacts..." She pinched to shrink the map down to show everything again. "All over the world."

Jonna stared at all the triangles, scattered about on the representation of land masses. There were even a few in the oceans. "So...we have a...ZapTablet?"

Veronica smiled. "I need coffee."
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With a bed tray of fresh buttered croissants and coffee, they explored the tablet. Veronica figured out that there were settings on the tablet to allow it to be unlocked by the handprint of certain people, like a password. She set it to their own handprints so that she and Jonna would have control over the tablet. It seemed a safety feature, and Veronica was glad for it. She didn't want this device to literally fall into the wrong hands.

The professor believed their previous obstacles could now be made--pun intended--a thing of the past. If they could zap themselves anywhere on the map where an artifact was, it would be so much easier. 

One bonus, was that in examining the settings, it appeared the tablet was not just able to transport someone to the artifact locations, it seemed to be able to transport to any location, as long as the destination was selected on the map, and then engaged on another screen.

Veronica knew that she'd be able to get her fossil preserved, now. Her career was about to be made, and there was no telling how much she could accomplish with this kind of device. She felt the overweening responsibility of such power in her hands; she would not abuse it. In fact, she knew that the first thing they were going to do was save Melanie.
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A half-hour later, they were both freshly showered and dressed, and standing in the middle of the apartment. Veronica held the ZapTablet.

"You ready?"

Jonna nodded, and placed a hand on Veronica's shoulder as the professor set the coordinates to the museum, Halloween--last night.

Another safety feature she'd discovered was that to engage the device, you had to select your intention from a list, then press the palm of the hand down on the screen and then answer yes to verify transport. She released a calming breath, and pressed her hand down, then tapped yes.

The usual disconcerting sensations came and went, and the two of them materialized in the basement corridor--a location Veronica felt would be safest, without actually sending them into a roomful of people.

They looked at each other, checked to make sure that they were still intact, and then headed toward the elevator.

Emerging on the first floor, they pushed through the costume-clad crowd members until they found the staircase that led to the upper floor and its balcony. Soon, they saw the devil's costume; Dr. Craig, talking to Melanie, in her angel garb. Jonna found the other door to the balcony, and they went out, crouching below a half-wall.

Melanie faced Craig, her arms folded, almost defiantly. "You want me to keep quiet about so many things, Douglas," Melanie was saying. "My own finds, the stone pyramid...us. I'm done." She seemed every ounce the innocent, with her billowing white gown and feathered wings, and Dr. Craig seemed apropos in his red devil's costume, complete with a pitchfork and a wire-supported tail that wiggled as he moved.

"Melanie, you have had far too much to drink tonight," he said in his low baritone. "You don't realize what you're saying." Douglas Craig peered around as if to check for spectators, eavesdroppers. 

"I'm perfectly sober, Douglas. I know exactly what I'm saying."

Jonna and Veronica crouched behind the brick half-wall, just around the corner of the balcony from the two near the railing. By peering through the row of plants potted on top of the wall, they could see everything they needed to see, and hear it, as well.

"I'm saying," Melanie continued. "I'm getting just a little tired of watching you take credit for everything I find on the digs. And now you want me to keep this secret too? Something that could be earth-shattering technology? And to top it off, you want me to pretend you love your wife and you and I aren't f--"

Douglas Craig had already stepped close to the woman and clamped a hand over her mouth, saying ominously, "Shut. Up."

She shoved him away, wrenching her face away from his suppressing hand.

Dr. Craig swept his gaze around the balcony, seeing no one about on this end. His hands shot forward, landing on her chest and the railing caught Melanie in the small of the back. 

It was only a matter of simple momentum. The laws of inertia. Bodies in motion, tend to stay in motion. And hers tilted back, swiveled over the low rail, her feet jacking upward; her body stayed in motion all the way down, as she screamed until impact only two seconds later. The wine goblet shattered on the bricks below, followed immediately by the sickening, wet crunch of her body meeting the bricks next to the tiny shards of glass.

Veronica and Jonna both dropped down, slamming their backs against the wall, Veronica covering her mouth with both hands, afraid she'd blurt out a cry of horror, while Jonna closed her eyes, swallowing thickly.

They turned to peek out again, watching Dr. Craig lean over and look down, cast his eyes about warily, and then shuffle across the balcony, a devil up to devil's ends. He disappeared into the crowd of the adjoining room.

Veronica took a few calming breaths. "We have to go back again." She pulled the tablet out of her coat pocket and palmed the screen to power it on. After setting the new coordinates, she checked with Jonna, who nodded, and they zapped again.

When they opened their eyes, still from the same position, they peeked over the retaining wall and saw that the balcony was empty. Either Melanie and Dr. Craig had not arrived yet, or the ZapTablet hadn't worked. 

They hurried inside the museum and cast around for the angel and devil costumes in the crowd.

"There--" Jonna pointed.

Below them on the main floor, Veronica saw the angel wings moving toward the door, and outside. The red devil pushed through the crowd a short distance behind her. Craig looked around the crowd, and then looked up at the stairs. He began his ascent, two steps at a time. 

Veronica certainly didn't want to cross paths with Craig at this point. She turned her face away and squatted to pretend to tie her boot laces as Craig climbed the stairs past them.

"He's on his way to the balcony," Jonna said.

"Looks that way." Veronica stood up.

Jonna started down the stairs quickly, and Veronica followed. 

Outside, they saw Melanie staring into the parking lot, just standing on the bricks, her angel wings wiggling in the slight breeze. 

Veronica touched Melanie's arm. 

She turned, confused for a moment. "Dr. Hill?"

"Veronica. Yes. Are you all right?"

Melanie sighed and looked toward the front door of the museum. "Just not too thrilled with someone right now." She folded her arms. "I think I lost my ride home."

"Well, we're going to leave right now. I have the flight back to New Zealand in a few hours."

"Oh, you're going back to the dig early?"

"Yep."

"Me too."

You might not be going anywhere ever again, if we don't stop Craig, she thought. 

"Well I was, but now..." Melanie looked at the museum entrance.

Veronica said, "If you lost your ride, we'll be happy to give you a lift home."

"Really?"

"Sure."

They crossed the brick patio toward the down staircase to the parking lot, just as Melanie's phone buzzed. They all stopped, Veronica and Jonna watching Melanie study her phone screen. It seemed to be a text message. Melanie frowned down at it, then smiled slightly.

"Everything okay?" Veronica asked.

"Yeah...um...it's always nice to get an apology."

They waited, and finally, Melanie said, "You know, thank you for the offer of the ride, but he wants to talk...he's inside on the balcony...I should probably..." She looked back at the front door of the museum.

"Oh. Well, okay. Good luck."

Melanie nodded. "Thanks. Really. Have a good night. See you at the dig in a few days, I guess."

It's not looking like it, Veronica thought, forcing a smile and nodding.

She and Jonna watched the woman hurry back into the building, her wings bouncing at her back.

Veronica exchanged expressions with Jonna. "I bet you're thinking the same thing I am."

Jonna's eyes strayed to the entrance. "If it's that we should get back in there and follow her to make sure he's not trying to off her again, then yes."

They sighed and Veronica put her car keys back in her pocket and followed Jonna back in.
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After they stepped into the crowd of the first floor again, they spotted the angel wings, heading up the stairs.

"How are we going to stop this?" Jonna said.

Veronica headed for the stairs again, and as they made their way up, she said, "He'll recognize me, but not you. So just go out there and stay relatively close to him."

"Good idea." Jonna hurried ahead of her, and Veronica blended with the crowd and watched Jonna walk around on the balcony, passing Melanie and Dr. Craig. He scowled at Jonna, looked at the railing, and then grabbed Melanie at the elbow, and said something in her ear while pointing toward the floor. In a moment, he had convinced her of something, and the angel was following the devil down the stairs.

Jonna joined Veronica and they went back down, keeping a safe distance as they followed them both to the elevator at the rear of the first floor.

On the way down the basement corridor, Dr. Craig and Melanie paused, exchanging a few words, before Craig continued to his office. Melanie retrieved her rucksack from one of the hall lockers. It was the pack they knew came through to the alcove. 

They looked at each other and waited until she went into the common room, before finding a vantage point at an adjoining door. Just inside that side entrance, they stood against the wall on either side of the inner door, where they could see Craig in his devil outfit, complete with pitchfork, standing close to the table that held the artifact.

As Melanie walked in with her rucksack, Craig said, "What's with the pack?"

"I had it in a locker. I need to take this home with me."

"I thought we were leaving from here, and going to the airport together?"

"I've made other plans."

If Craig could have twitched his pointy devil-tail, he probably would have. "What do you mean? What other plans?"

Melanie switched the rucksack strap to the other hand. It was heavy, Veronica knew. "Don't worry about it. I'll find my own way to the dig."

"Come on, Mit, don't be like this..."

"I need to go. What did you want to show me?"

Craig set his jaw. The black and silver case lay open on the table, with the artifact beside it. He pointed at it with his pitchfork.

She seemed to only notice the artifact at that moment."Why did you bring this in here?" She glanced behind her at the open door.

"You're not going to believe what I figured out."

She looked down at the stone pyramid. "About the artifact?"

He nodded. "See that slider on the bottom?"

"Yes."

Craig had already begun backing away as he spoke. Melanie was too busy looking at the artifact, now, to notice. 

Veronica surmised that Craig had been experimenting somehow, and discovered that the artifact made things disappear.

He was pointing at it again, with his pitchfork. "Slide it all the way up until it clicks."

Jonna and Veronica's shared expressions of shock, their eyes locked across the divide, neither of them quite sure what they should do. Veronica didn't want Craig to know they were there. And she knew that they now had a way of changing history.

"Why?" Melanie asked, holding the handle at the top of her rucksack.

"Just humor me. You'll be amazed."

But what if the settings on the artifact were wrong, somehow? What if Melanie was being sent somewhere they shouldn't' follow? Before Veronica could decide what to do or even react, there was the brilliant light and a pop, and when she looked back into the room, Melanie was gone, and Craig stood there with a maniacal grin on his face, apropos for the costume he was wearing.

Jonna dropped her forehead into her hand in her place across from Veronica. They peeked around the doorway as Craig swiftly replaced the artifact in its case and carried it out the main door to the hallway. Probably, he was off to hide it again, most likely back in his office. He might not even know, yet, that the ZapTablet was even missing, since it was in a separate compartment in the case they had found in his office.

But they couldn't take a chance being seen by Craig, so Veronica waved Jonna out, and they ran into the corridor toward the elevator.

 




 

[image:  ]Chapter 34

2008

 

 

 

Jonna thought about the artifact. The one in Craig's office. "I remember the settings. He just sent her to the Jurassic."

In the elevator, the professor backed up against Jonna, pressing her to the wall, but maintaining contact as she wasted no time in zapping them back to the apartment.

They landed in the middle of the hardwood floor, still standing.

"So are you done trying to save Melanie?" Jonna asked.

"No. But we have plans to make."

Veronica went to the coffeemaker and poured her second cup. 

Jonna joined her in making one of her own, her head still groggy from the zapping. ZapGrog, she thought. "What kind of plans?"

"I am determined to get hold of one of the dragon eggs and bury it so we can dig it up as a fossil. I need to have this little feather in my professional cap, so I can be free to do other things and have plenty of funding." She sipped her coffee, winced and added more cream. "So I figure we should make a list, and go buy some gear so we won't have to worry about having what we need. Then we go find Melanie, and then the eggs, and then zap to the 2014 dig in New Zealand."

"You've been thinking about this for a while."

"Yes." The professor smiled, stirring her coffee.

Jonna reached for the bottle of Belgian chocolate creamer and poured it in her coffee, stirring. "What are we going to do about Craig?"

"What do you mean?"

"I mean, we witnessed a murder. Maybe two, if you count him zapping Melanie. Especially since he probably thought he was vaporizing her, not transporting her to another time."

"Well we can't just call the police and say we were time-traveling and happened upon a murderer, now can we?"

"No, I guess we can't." 

The professor put the ZapTablet down on the counter. "After we have coffee, we'll zap over to the outdoor gear store, and get what we need."

Jonna looked at the tablet. "We may never need a car again."
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At the huge store called World Outdoors, they bought camouflage pants and coats, two new backpacks, and proceeded to pick out everything else they might need to carry with them. Veronica also bought them two new phones on a prepaid service. With a full basket of items, Veronica paid with a credit card and they headed outside. 

Jonna pushed the shopping basket around the building and they paused at a spot near the Dumpster. 

"How are we going to get all this back to your place?"

"Well, it's obvious whatever we are touching goes with us." She looked down at the jam-packed basket. Shrugging, she gripped the side of the basket and Jonna did the same. Veronica held out the ZapTablet to Jonna, and she pressed her palm down on the screen, and then tapped yes.

Zap.
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They landed again in the middle of Veronica's apartment, this time, with an incongruous shopping basket next to them. 

They changed into the new underwear, and camouflaged cargo pants and shirts; Veronica had even thought to buy a set of clothes for Melanie. They began the process of removing everything from its packaging. Jonna tore part of her fingernail trying to get into some of the blister-packs. "Can I borrow your chain saw? Why do they make this stuff so hard to get into?"

Veronica grabbed kitchen shears from a drawer and gave them to Jonna. 

After everything was stowed in the backpacks, Jonna picked at her jagged fingernail. "Do you have a nail file?"

"I think there's one in that cup on my beside table." She headed for the bathroom. "I'm going to potty and freshen up and then we'll get on with it."

At the bedside table, Jonna found the file and worked at the rough nail. Her eyes wandered to the bedside table. The drawer. Wonder what the professor keeps in that drawer? Maybe something private? Maybe some battery-operated gadget? Jonna smiled, peered over her shoulder to make sure Veronica was still in the bathroom, and slid the drawer open. 

Amid the usual bedside table fare, she was surprised to see a pistol in a clip-on holster. Why would Veronica have a gun? She knew the answer before the thought had even fully formed. Most women who lived alone in a city had a handgun for protection. Jonna thought of what they had been through in the Jurassic and that they were going back there. It wouldn't hurt to have a firearm of some sort. But she had a feeling Veronica would say no. Still, it wouldn't hurt to be prepared. Jonna grabbed the automatic pistol, checked that the magazine was full, and slid it into a cargo pocket of her pants.

Finishing her nail filing, she returned to the shopping basket and picked up the empty packaging materials, tossing them in the trash can.

When Veronica came out, they added some food items to the packs, and both shrugged into the straps and stood touching, as Veronica set the ZapTablet coordinates to the same time and location as the artifact. They faced each other, and Jonna placed both her hands on Veronica's shoulders as the professor set the coordinates and tapped the activation.

Zap.
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They had discussed the best place to land. Veronica had been concerned that aiming for the alcove might be too dangerous, since it was so much smaller than Pitfall Cave. Zapping from the cave or alcove seemed less dangerous that zapping into it. What if the coordinates were off a few feet? They might end up embedding themselves in the rock. It was best to aim for the wide expanse of beach. But that brought its own risks. They could wake up with a dragon bearing down on them. They'd have to be ready to move fast, if there was one nearby.

Fortunately, when they came to, they were alone, and the sky was filled only with fluffy clouds and sunshine.

"Home sweet home," Jonna said, after scouting the space around them. "Just glad we didn't land on a dragon."

A shadow swept past them and they looked up.

"Speak of the devil," Veronica said, pointing.

Over the ocean, a football field away, was the red dragon, performing a ballet in the sky.

Jonna pulled out her new phone, turned it on, and then activated the camera. She trained it on the sky with the dragon, and snapped a photo.

Veronica said, "I'm not sure that was a good idea."

"Come on, if anybody sees it, you think they'll actually assume it's real?"

"True. It does stretch the limits of credulity a bit."

They watched the dragon pirouette and glide over the peninsula. "Why do I get the feeling this bad boy is stalking us? He keeps flying around us in a circle."

"Well, if this is a different one, he probably is at least trying to figure out what we are. I'm sure he's never seen humans before."

Jonna shook her head warily. "He's getting too close for comfort."

"Well, let's wait in the tree line until he goes away, shall we?"

A few moments later, they were safely under the cover of trees, able to see on both sides of the peninsula. There was no sign of Melanie or her rucksack, but they hadn't checked the alcove yet. Veronica expected to find them both there, when it was safe to cross the beach.

Peering out at the dragon-patrolled sky, Jonna said, "Are you sure you want to stalk a dragon?" She readjusted the bow around her shoulders. The professor had purchased a proper one for Jonna this time around, along with a quiver of arrows. 

"You don't have to come along," Veronica said, stepping out cautiously to get a better look around. 

"Oh, yeah right, like I'm gonna let you go do this by yourself." By way of illustration, Jonna stepped out to stand next to her.

Veronica smiled. Now where did Mr. Red Dragon go? "I don't see him. Maybe he's gone for now."

A herd of duck-billed hadrosaurs emerged from the trees and lumbered across the beach in the general direction of the fresh water pool. One hadrosaur baby lagged behind the herd, limping from some type of injury. A dark figure swooped down and sent a column of fire like a flame thrower onto the small beast, and the hadrosaur baby fell down, its skin charred. She watched in horror as the dragon made a pass back, and snatched the baby in its four feet, and swept back over the ocean, heading out toward the sea. She wished she didn't know what that felt like.

"Holy fuck," Jonna said. "There goes the neighborhood."

Amazing. "So the other part of the myth is true too. They really do breathe fire."

Jonna cleared her throat. "That's making our stalk-the-dragon game a little more dangerous." She scanned the sky. "And now there are two." Jonna pointed to the yellow-headed dragon in the sky on the other side of the peninsula, and on a collision course with the red dragon holding the charred hadrosaur baby. 

"Uh-oh."

"Food-fight," Jonna said smartly.

The yellow dragon planted all four feet in the side of the red one, with an impact that caused Red to spiral toward the sea, still clutching the hadrosaur. 

Another claw-slashing attack resulted in Red dropping the carcass, and careening into the water. Yellow swooped down and plucked the hadrosaur carcass from the sea and flew up over the cape. 

Veronica took a deep breath. "At least we can safely look for Melanie since he'll be busy having dinner."

"Well let's get it over with before Puff the Magic Dragon starts looking for dessert." Jonna hooked her thumbs in the backpack straps. "We really need to move to a safer part of town," she said.

Veronica watched for the yellow dragon as they walked across the beach past the opposite side of the peninsula. A movement caught her attention, and then she saw it. The yellow dragon, having lunch on the ledge of another alcove situated on the opposite side of the cape. "I think I found the dragon's nest," she said.

Jonna followed her eyes and saw the beast tearing flesh from the charred hadrosaur baby. "How convenient."

It explained why the dragon was being so territorial, the professor thought. The peninsula was the dragon's home turf.

"Fuck."

"Yeah, we're neighbors." Veronica tilted her head toward their alcove. "Maybe we should go back up..."

They hurried across the sand and halfway there, Jonna said, "Crap."

"What?"

She pointed, and in the sky, flapping toward the dragon's lair was another dragon; this one, also sporting red coloring on his head. "Uh-oh, daddy's home for the turf war. Prime real estate was an issue even in the Jurassic."

Veronica realized they were still out in the open. There was an equal distance between where they were and the tree line behind them, and the peninsula in front of them. They waited a few beats, and the professor decided moving away from the battle zone was safer than moving toward it, so they headed for the cover of trees again.

By that time, the second red dragon had ambushed the yellow one during his--or her--freshly stolen dinner. The two beasts locked themselves in battle, talons engaged, as they jostled around on the ledge. In the swift few moments of slashing claws and tearing teeth, the yellow dragon was mortally wounded and lay lifeless on the ledge.

Red Daddy screeched its victory song and clutched the remaining carcass in his four clawed feet, took to the skies again, disappearing down the coastline, probably to his own lair.

Veronica stared at the dragon-lump on the ledge. "And there's my consolation prize."

Jonna looked at the dragon lump on the ledge and back over at the professor. "We're going to that nest, aren't we?"

Veronica smiled. "Let's go look for Melanie first." 

Around a bend in the beach, they saw the stopped tracks again, the black sand. The black sand was just like the sand around the cooked hadrosaur. They now understood what had happened twice to Melanie. She had been snatched by a dragon. The black sand had been scorch-marks. No wonder there were no tracks away from that spot, nor any predator tracks leading to it. There would be none if the attack took place from the air.

A terrible shrieking made them cringe and move behind a large tree. Another yellow dragon. The mate of the vanquished dragon, perhaps?

They watched it pass by them, soaring low across the shoreline, moving out of sight around the bend. Veronica wondered what it was up to. "Let's just move that direction. I want to see what it's doing."

"Really? You have a death wish?"

"It's flying away from us. We can keep to the trees for awhile until we see where it is."

A few minutes later, they could find no sign of the dragon in the sky, and so they ventured out onto the beach. Around the bend, now, they spotted the expanse of black sand. A mysterious white object lay beside it.

As they moved closer, they could see the same stopped footprints, this time coming from the opposite direction and ending, with another swath of black sand over them, but this time, the tableau was highlighted by the presence of one large white feathered wing, seemingly severed from some giant bird. But the confusion didn't last. Veronica made the connection. White wing. Melanie.

"Jonna, remember the costume?"

Closing her eyes on a sigh, Jonna said, "I swear, that poor girl has been tossed off a balcony, TWICE, zapped to the Jurassic....and then burned and eaten by a dragon, twice more. She wins the prize for refusing to stay dead. Or worst luck ever."

Veronica crouched and ran her fingers across the quills, singed around the edges. "You know we have to zap back a few minutes and try to save her."

"I know."

"But not so far back, that we lose that dragon carcass on the ledge."

Jonna squinted her eyes closed and tossed her face toward the sky. "This is getting really complicated."

Veronica took her hand and led her back into the safety of the trees, pulling out the ZapTablet. "I'll set it for right where we are, about....what? Five minutes ago?"

Jonna looked back the way they had come, thinking. "I guess. Maybe."

"Okay." While Jonna placed her hands on Veronica's shoulder, the professor tapped in the settings, and zapped them.

A few seconds later, they both opened their eyes and looked over at the spot in the sand. There was nothing there. No prints, no black sand, no severed angel wing. "Good," Veronica said.  She stepped out of the trees and shaded her eyes to peer down the beach away from the alcove.  There! "Look!" she said to Jonna.

The sight of Melanie in the angel costume, walking along the beach toward them, seemed like something she would see on the Deviant Art website. 

Jonna pointed up at the figure in the sky headed toward shore. "And isn't that a dragon?"

They watched it get closer, adjusting its trajectory, clearly to make a meal of Melanie. Jonna and Veronica looked at each other, and then both dashed down the beach toward the young grad student.

"Water!" Jonna shouted, removing her coat and backpack in one motion, and letting them drop to the sand.  Veronica gave her a curt nod of understanding, and sloughed off her coat and pack as well, and they both launched across the beach toward Melanie.

The angelic woman looked up at them, running full-throttle toward her, and even at that distance, she seemed profoundly confused. They each grabbed one of her arms, their momentum half-dragging her from the middle of the beach into the surf, going underwater just as the dragon passed overhead, sending a sheet of fire over the surface. 

A few seconds later they all came up sputtering.

"What the hell?" Melanie coughed.

"Let's get to the alcove!" Jonna blurted.

"But what--" Melanie stuttered.

"No time to explain," Veronica told her, her teeth already chattering from the frigid water. They each took her arms again and pulled her toward the other side of the peninsula where Jonna broke away. "I'll get our stuff, you get her up there."

Veronica nodded and guided Melanie up the cliffside trail, as Jonna retrieved their packs and soon joined them, out of breath from hauling up two weighty backpacks, and one long tree branch. She flopped onto the ground with them.

Jonna had never seen the whites of anyone's eyes so fully. Melanie was propped on her elbows, staring at both of them, unable to form a coherent sentence.

Trying to catch her breath Veronica said. "Melanie...we'll explain...as soon as we can breathe again."

"What the hell was that?" she blurted, close to hyperventilating. "What was that thing in...in the sky? Where am I?"

While Jonna took the hatchet to the tree limp to use for at least the start of a fire, Veronica put her attention on Melanie. "Just try to calm down. We need to get out of our wet clothes and build a fire." Veronica nodded at Jonna, and she got up to place kindling in the circle of rocks, shivering as she dug into her backpack for the lighter.

Veronica pulled out the extra set of camouflage clothes, and helped Melanie out of the white billowy smock that was now plastered against her skin. She had lost one of her wings somewhere along the way. 

Once she got the woman dressed and seated in front of the flames Jonna was feeding with small branches, Veronica dug out the long sleeved sweatshirt and sweatpants and replaced her own wet clothes with them, handing Jonna her dry ones as well.

Jonna had the fire going and changed into the sweat suit, bringing over both their coats, thankfully dry, because Jonna had the presence of mind to remove them before they dragged Melanie into the water.

While Veronica and Melanie sat shivering in front of the burgeoning flames, Jonna put the metal thermos of water in the center so they could have coffee, and sat down next to Veronica.

"Melanie..." Veronica said. "I know your mind must be spinning...do you know what happened to you?"

"Am I dreaming?" she asked, shivering, her expression still slightly dazed.

"If you are, then we are too. But we know we're not. We understand a bit more about what's happening. So I'll do my best to explain."

Melanie nodded, her eyes wide with confusion and fear.

"Do you remember how you got here?"

Shifting her gaze to the crackling flames, she blinked a few times. "I was...Douglas...Dr. Craig asked me to come to the basement..."

"Yes, that's right. Do you remember that Jonna and I offered you a ride home?"

Melanie looked up at Jonna. "Yes...outside the museum."

"Right. But you changed your mind when you got that message from Dr. Craig."

She was nodding, her eyes tracking back and forth.

"You went up to the balcony to talk to him and then both of you went down to the basement. Remember?"

She nodded.

"You remember the artifact?"

She continued to nod and then stopped, looking up. "You know about...that?"

"Yes. We know about the artifact. Do you remember what happened when you went down to the basement with Dr. Craig?"

She blinked, remembering. "He wanted me to slide the...slide some knob on it up and--" She looked up at Jonna and Veronica with shock. "Something happened. A bright light and this feeling of...what...I woke up..." she looked around herself and pointed to the rear of the alcove. "...back there."

Veronica saw the green rucksack, still lying on the ground where the other buried artifact was. "And then, you must have gone down the cliffside trail to the beach. You remember?"

"Yes...I was...I was confused...I didn't know where I was...I still don't know where I am..." She peered around at the alcove walls. "Wait..." She looked back into the corner again. "I've been here before."

"Yes. Isn't this where you found the artifact?"

Her eyebrows lifted. "Yes...on the dig...in...New Zealand. I found it back there."

"Right."

"How did I get from the basement to...fuck, is this New Zealand?"

Veronica nodded.

"But--"

"Listen, Melanie. There are some wild things going on, and it took me and Jonna a while to assimilate it ourselves. But the artifact is a time-travel device."

She stared at Veronica for a moment, distracted by Jonna, who got up to make the coffees. Her attention back on the professor, she said, "Is this some Halloween prank?"

"I'm afraid not."

Veronica gave the woman a moment to absorb the information as she took the two coffee cups from Jonna and handed one to Melanie. Jonna sat down again and Veronica shared the coffee with her. They only had two cups. 

Melanie sipped her own coffee and continued to think about what she'd been told. Veronica wasn't sure there was any other way to handle all this, except to tell this woman what was going on. She only hoped she could trust her to keep the artifacts a secret, albeit for very different reasons than Dr. Craig had.

Over the next few hours, the three of them warmed up and shared coffee as Veronica told Melanie the entire story, with Melanie becoming more and more lucid. Eventually, the woman could do nothing but believe the fantastic tale, since she had experienced enough of it herself to know it had to be true. Veronica only hoped that Melanie had enough mental strength to accept it, without losing her mind, having some type of psychotic break.

"This is so...Twilight Zone," she said.

Jonna made a huffing sound. "I know. It's hard to wrap your head around. But we've been living it for days now. It's all very real."

"And Douglas really did...try to kill me?"

"No," Jonna said. "He really did kill you."

"But I'm--" She looked down at herself.

"You're only alive," Veronica interjected. "Because Jonna and I zapped back to save you."

"More than once," Jonna added.

"Zapped back? How did you--"

"That's another part of the story. We found something in Craig's office. It was stored along with the artifact you dug up." She reached into the inside of her coat, pulling the tablet from her pocket. "We call this a ZapTablet. We don't know what it might really be called, but we figured out that it's a transport-device, just like the artifacts. Except it allows us to have more control over the process. We can use it to get where we need to go."

"So you two are...time-travelers?"

"Not...well, we are, I suppose, but we don't know where this or the artifacts came from, or who made them. We just figured out how to use them."

Jonna got up to get the pitons from her pack. The metal spikes were used to attach carabiners when rock climbing or rappelling. But she used them as coat hooks in the cave wall. She pounded a few in, and hung their wet clothes on them to dry.

When Veronica turned her attention back to Melanie, the woman was having trouble keeping her eyes open. It was a lot to deal with, and she needed rest.

"Melanie, you've got enough to think about. You need to get some sleep. We'll start fresh in the morning. Jonna and I have something we need to do here, before we all zap back home."

Jonna untied the rolled foam mats and spread one out beside the fire for Melanie, blowing up an inflatable pillow for her as well, and unwrapping one of the space-blankets. While Jonna prepared the other mat, Veronica helped Melanie get situated on hers, and she covered her with the reflective foil-like blanket. "Just sleep. We'll talk more tomorrow."

It didn't take Melanie long to fall asleep. Veronica and Jonna stepped outside the alcove opening and sat down on the ledge, staring out at the rising moon.

"How in the hell does that thing spit fire?" Jonna asked.

The dragon. Yes. They should be thinking about the dragon, now. "I'm not sure. I would have to do a full examination of an intact carcass." Veronica handed Jonna a stick of beef jerky she'd taken from her pack. "There are theories out there. There was a fictional documentary that explored that. But it's really not that far-fetched, since there are other life forms that do similar things. Have you heard of the Bombardier Beetle?"

"No." Jonna opened the jerky package and tore off a bite.

Opening her own jerky, she had a bite. "Well, the simple version is that it produces a chemical reaction in its abdomen that shoots noxious liquid. If a dragon had a similar mechanism and the right chemicals, it could produce fire. Now, that little dragon-battle has given me a whole dragon carcass in exactly the right spot."

"How long have you been thinking about preserving this dragon-fossil?" 

Veronica wanted to look at Jonna, but instead kept her attention on the sky. She hoped to avoid any more contact with a living, fire-breathing dragon. Dealing with only dead ones, was just fine with her.

"Initially, I wanted to kill one. But ethically, I really didn't like the idea of doing that. It was one thing to capitalize on a dragon that was already dead for a good reason, but another to go gunning for one just to boost my career. Even if I was willing to kill it, if I dug up a fossil that had arrow marks in it, any other scientist would know what it was, and then the creationists would be all over that, saying that humans lived at the same time as the dinosaurs." 

"Good thinking, Doc. I'm beginning to think you're smarter than me."

Veronica backhanded Jonna's shoulder. "Also, when I thought about the logistics, I was trying to figure out how the hell we were going to haul a dragon we might have killed across the beach, through the forest and into the cave, so we could preserve it."

"I wouldn't be keen on that idea. The carnivores might try to fight us for it."

"Right. Not to mention the fact that it would be too heavy for us to move, especially that far, and we don't have any wheeled vehicle to do it."

"My kingdom for a bulldozer," Jonna said.

"But now that we know there's a dead dragon in a lair up here we can just drag it inside the alcove and leave it."

"Leave it?"

"Yes, remember I told you a cave had the right conditions to preserve the fossil? The alcove is the same. We wouldn't even have to move it anywhere else." Veronica put her free hand into her coat pocket. "Once I figure out how the fire-breathing mechanism works, it will be another feather in my academic cap and another incentive for funding."

"So people give money to figure that stuff out?"

"Absolutely. It's not much different than sports stars getting sponsors. Only with this, it's scientific sponsors. At least the money goes to something useful, instead of lining someone's pocket, and making sports players demigods."

Jonna put the jerky wrapper in her pocket. "So, you're going to be a scientific demigod if you pull this off?"

Veronica smiled. "Probably." Her expression went playful. "You could start prepping me by getting down there and worshiping me again."

Jonna was too late to stop the zinger that comment  caused. She glanced back into the alcove. "We would have an audience, right now. But...just say the word, Your Majesty."

Veronica leaned over and kissed her. "Later, serf. For now, we need to get to that dragon's lair. And this is better. We're not killing anything. It's already dead. We just have to preserve it."

"So we're just going to drag it inside the lair?"

"Right. And hopefully, there will also be a clutch of eggs there too. We can preserve them along with the dragon carcass." 

"What if the red dragon comes back?"

"He might, but we'll be quick about it."

Jonna said, "Well now I have a proper bow, so I'll be able to protect us if it comes to that."

"And a set of arrows in a proper quiver."

Jonna smiled. "You gave me a proper quiver last night."

Veronica smiled and kissed her. "You gave me several proper quivers last night." Veronica felt the echo of desire in her body. Yes, Jonna had skills.

"Okay. I'm ready. I mean, for the dragon."

"You're not ready for me?"

"Oh, I'll always be ready for you," Jonna said. 

The professor looked at her, remembering, but brought herself back to focus. "First thing in the morning, let's get this over with so we can get back to where we belong."
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By morning, their clothes were dry and Veronica and Jonna changed back into them, preparing to go on the Dragon Detail, as the professor called it.

It was shocking enough that Jonna had found herself in a prehistoric world. Now, she also had to wrap her mind around the existence of time-travel, saving unlucky women from fire-breathing monsters, and the promise of many sexual delights. 

To go from a boring, dead-end life to an adventure in Jurassic Park, complete with real dragons, was a bit more than her mind could sort through. But there was no room for denial, here. She had seen these things with her own eyes and it wasn't a dream.

At the bottom of the cliffside trail, Jonna was in the lead, followed by Veronica, with Melanie in the rear. The three of them paraded through the sand toward the opposite side of the peninsula. 

Carefully scouting the sky, Jonna saw the infernal beast headed toward them, at a speed that seemed impossible. It was as though the thing had a jet engine.

"Get down!" she yelled, and she and Veronica dropped to the sand, but when Jonna looked back, she saw that Melanie had frozen, her eyes wide with terror as she stared at the approaching dragon.

Before they could do anything about it, the dragon snatched Melanie at the shoulders and Jonna and Veronica each scrambled to grab one of Melanie's legs and hang on as the dragon's wings pumped ferociously for lift. The creature dragged them across the sand, and finally lost its grip, dropping Melanie, who immediately stood up and ran. 

They both screamed at her. 

"Get down!" Jonna shouted.

"Melanie! Don't run! Get down!" Veronica yelled.

But the dragon persisted, circling to snatch her up again, and they could only lie there on the sand watching the great beast swoop away with its prize, who was screaming at the top of her lungs. 

In unison, Jonna said ferfucksake! And Veronica said Bloody hell!

Jonna pounded her palms into the sand.

Veronica sat up, her head in her hands. "I'm beginning to think she's doomed, no matter what we do."

"At least we didn't get flame-broiled."

"I wonder why it didn't use the fire this time?"

"Maybe he forgot to pay his gas bill."

Veronica watched the dragon grow smaller as it continued across the sky away from them, carrying the thrashing, screaming Melanie in all four feet.

"Poor Melanie."

"We've got to get out of here, soon."

"We have to zap back and save Melanie."

"We tried that already."

"Well we can't just let her die!"

"I know. I know. Goddammit. Let's do that one more time, and get this done, so we can only deal with fossil-dragons.  They're much easier." Jonna readjusted her pack.

Veronica activated the ZapTablet.

"Now don't set it too far back," Jonna warned. "I don't want to have all those damn conversations in the alcove again."

"How about five minutes, is that okay?"

"Perfect."

Veronica set the device and they zapped.

As they woke up on the ground, Jonna shook her groggy head and said, "I'm starting to feel like I'm in an episode of Star Trek. And Melanie is that expendable crew member in the different colored uniform."

"What are you guys doing on the ground?" Melanie looked back over her shoulder toward the alcove. "I thought--"

They didn't let her finish her sentence, but just grabbed her and moved off into the sheltering trees.

"What's going on?"

"You got barbecued by a dragon again," Jonna told her. "We had to zap back and get you before--" Jonna pointed to the sky. "See? Before that."

Melanie looked up and saw the dragon swooping along the beach. She took a couple of steps backward and lost her balance, fell down into a collection of Jurassic-sized pine cones.

They helped her up, and Jonna surveyed the sky. "Okay, he's gone, I think. Let's just run like hell toward the alcove, okay?"

Melanie nodded, and they set off, their feet spitting sand behind them. Jonna kept her bow with a notched arrow in one hand, just in case. 

Once safely in the alcove, Melanie said, "I really have the worst luck. It's been that way ever since I could remember."

Veronica asked, "Do you know what year it is?"

Melanie blinked at her a moment. "Is this a way to see if my brain got addled?"

"Sort of. But not really."

"What does that mean?"

"What year do you think it is?"

"I know what year it is," she said. "It's 2008."

Jonna exchanged a look with the professor.

"Yeah, about that--" Jonna began.

Veronica cut her off. "Notwithstanding the year it is here, as in the Jurassic Period, Jonna and I were zapped from 2014."

Melanie blinked like an automaton. "You're from the future?"

With a humorous huff, Jonna said, "Sounds spooky when you say it like that."

Taking over the conversation, Veronica said, "We were trying to get home, like I told you, but ended up making it only to 2008. Now we know we can get back to our own time, but we had some things to do first. One of those things was to save you."

"And you just keep having to do that, don't you?"

"Yeah," Jonna said.

Veronica gave Jonna a preemptive look. "That's not the point."

Jonna turned and braced both hands on the alcove wall, taking a few deep breaths and trying to curb her frustration.

"The point is, you have a decision to make." Veronica folded her arms. "We told you our plans. After we preserve the dragon eggs and the dragon itself, we are going back to the dig here in 2014. That's where we will dig them up, and eventually announce them to the public. Then we'll be able to do what we need to do after that."

"Oh, you'll be set for life," Melanie said.

"Well, you can be too."

"Sorry?"

"If you go with us to our time--2014--you can get a fresh start."

Jonna smirked. "Yeah, and skip getting six years older, too."

Melanie's face smoothed with the realization. "Well, that...actually sounds nice."

"And it might help you avoid being killed by Craig." Jonna said.

Melanie hugged herself. "But he's still around in 2014, right?"

"Yes, but once we reveal the dragon discovery," the professor said. "He'll probably fade into the background."

Melanie fingered blonde hair behind one ear. "Or he'll be even more determined."

Veronica zipped up her coat. "But if you're with us, we can sort of keep an eye on you. Strength in numbers. And I could offer you a position on my team."

Jonna wondered if this was a case of keep your friends close and your enemies closer. Maybe it was her way of making sure Melanie didn't blab all their secrets. Or maybe she just wanted to help her.

Veronica stood up. "Why don't you stay here and give it some thought, and Jonna and I will take care of the Dragon Detail."

Melanie nodded."I think I'm pushing my luck to go anywhere right now."

On the way out, Jonna paused. "Melanie...please. Just stay here until we get back, okay? Don't leave."

She nodded. "I will. I mean I won't leave. That dragon is terrifying."

Jonna nodded and turned to join Veronica on the cliffside trail to the beach.
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The trail leading up to the dragon's lair was not so clear cut, and a few times, they had to be really careful not to fall. Veronica was glad they'd left their packs in the alcove. They would have been too dangerous to carry.

Once they set their feet on the ledge, though, they both stared down at the dead dragon in awe.

Veronica squatted down and laid a hand on the dragon, admiring the visceral feel of his reptilian skin. There was no warmth left, but it still felt more alive than dead; she had been so used to looking at fossils. "Amazing..." she whispered. 

She took her time examining the corpse while Jonna held her bow with an arrow notched in it, just in case there were any unwanted fire-spitting visitors. "I haven't seen a single pterosaur in a long time."

Pterosaur. Jonna was getting better at remembering the names. If she learned to read well, she'd be up to speed in no time at all, and would make a fine assistant. "They're probably terrified of the dragons."

"So pterosaurs are smart."

Veronica grinned, her hands still smoothing over the skin of the dragon, which felt like lizard skin. Examining its three clawed feet, with talons as long as her own fingers, she felt like the luckiest scientist in the world. She tried not to think about those talons grasping her as it soared across the sky, the ocean waters speeding past below. She cringed when her eyes fell to the fangs that a short time ago, had been clamped onto her. She was also the only person in history, perhaps, to have not only been carried off by a dragon, but to live through it. 

Stilling the vivid imagery of the experience, she turned her attention to its wings. She stretched one out and looked at the underlying structure, touching the membrane that extended across the bones. Flight muscles attached to the deltopectoral crest of the humerus, and a lower arm consisted of the ulna and radius. The tapering pteroid bone was unique to pterosaurs, but here it was in the wings of a dragon. They were quadrupedal, with long legs positioned beneath the body, like the late Triassic saurosuchus, a relative of the modern day crocodile. But the dragon's snout was V-shaped more like a smaller theropod. It also had no protofeathers which hinted at some type of amphibian genetics. 

This creature was not mysterious because Veronica didn't know what it was--it was obviously a dragon--but it was unclear where it belonged on the evolutionary tree--genus and species. Were dragons pterosaurs or were they winged dinosaurs or were they archosaurs, like the crocodiles? 

This question was as mystifying as the argument over the lineage of birds had been before the discovery of the archaeopteryx. Nothing short of a complete autopsy would tell her. And they didn't have time for that, nor could she leave any evidence that might suggest this creature had ever come into contact with humans, until she herself dug it up as a fossil on some later date.

"Um...Vee, maybe we ought to get this done and get out of here. I think we might be pushing our luck."

Reluctantly, she nodded and stood up. "Okay. Let's see if we can drag this beauty inside."

After they each took a front leg and tugged the beast into the alcove, Jonna noticed the pile of rocks. "What's this?"

Veronica looked over at the pyramid of stacked stones. "Ohhhh...that's the nest. I think that's where the eggs are." She removed the first few stones on top of the pyramid and looked inside. A gasp escaped her lips. "Look."

Jonna leaned over and peered into the encasement. "Are those dragon eggs?"

"Yes. And that means, I will also likely have a full carcass of a dragon baby inside at least one of those, when I dig it up in our own time. That should still any naysayers."

"You won't catch me saying nay."

Veronica leaned back and looked at the dark areas on the pyramid. "See these charred places?" Veronica said. "This must be the way they keep the eggs warm enough to incubate."

"They used the fire-breathing thing to heat them up?"

"Precisely."

"Wow. That's interesting."

"Oh I wish I had more time," Veronica pouted. "There's so much to learn here."

"You might learn how to die of a dragon attack this time, if we don't get out of here."

"I know, I know. Okay." She stepped over the carcass and turned in the doorway, studying the position of the dragon. "Can you spin him around the other way? It needs to look like it died defending the nest."

"It did die defending the nest, Vee."

"Yes, but...just turn him a little to the right."

Jonna tugged the carcass around. "How's that?"

Veronica cocked her head. "Maybe a little more."

Jonna rolled her eyes, and Veronica knew she probably felt like she was moving furniture around for her wife who had just dusted off a charge card. "How about that? Or do you want me to add a bow to its head? Or maybe throw it over my shoulder, sprout wings, and fly it down to the beach?"

"Okay, okay. That's good. That will work."

Stepping over to the body, Veronica squatted down and stroked a hand over its reptilian skin again.

"Would you like to say a few words?" Jonna murmured sarcastically.

Veronica huffed and pulled out the plastic vial and dragged it through the open wound on the dragon's side, pushed the rubber stopper in, and then put it in her pocket.

"You're going to make a necklace out of that, aren't you?"

"No." She gave an amused sound. "Although--". She smiled up at Jonna. "Just kidding. There's a lot to be learned by looking at a creature's blood."

"Are you hiding a microscope somewhere?"

"No, but when we get back home, I'll certainly be looking through one at this. Real dragon's blood." She seemed almost giddy.

Jonna stepped past her and stood on the ledge. "Oh no." 

The dread in Jonna's tone made Veronica look out at the expanse of sky. A figure was approaching, and it wasn't a small pterosaur. 

"Why is he back?" Jonna said. "He already had a huge meal!"

Veronica looked at the rock nest. "He might be coming back to destroy the eggs. He wouldn't want his enemy to have offspring."

"And we're in his way." Jonna removed the bow from around her shoulders and notched the arrow again, drawing back on the string, aiming at the oncoming beast. When he was close enough, Jonna released the string and the arrow whizzed toward the dragon and lost velocity and dropped, missing the beast by a wide margin.

"Dammit!" Jonna swiftly pulled another arrow from the quiver at her back, notched it, and tried again, missing. The dragon banked and went around the peninsula. "We've got to get out of here, Vee!"

The professor started down the path with Jonna right behind her. Jonna had to catch her balance a few times, holding the bow arm out for balance. Suddenly, the bow was knocked from her hand, and she struggled to stay on the ledge, her hands scrambling for a hold on the craggy rocks, before gravity could take over and suck her to the rocks beneath the cliff. She clawed her way back up and plastered herself to the side of the cliff face, calming herself so that she could speak again. 

Veronica had already stopped and was casting a wide-eyed star at Jonna's near-fall.

"You've got to come back up, Vee," Jonna said. "He'll knock us off the side of this bluff. Come on!" 

Veronica retraced her steps and they dashed back into the alcove. The only protection they had now was a slight curve in the wall that they could hide against, but if the dragon came all the way inside, they were toast. 

Veronica pointed at the sharp cut at the inside of Jonna's forearm. "Is that from the dragon's claw?"

Jonna nodded. "It's fine. We have bigger dragons to fry. Or maybe we're the ones who will get fried."

They plastered themselves against that curve in the wall. 

"I don't know if this is any better, Jonna. Now we're cornered in here."

"Well we sure as hell won't be able to make it down the side of the cliff with him dive-bombing us." Jonna pulled out the collection of arrows. "And these aren't going to do me much good without the bow." She put them back. "Oh!" Reaching onto her belt, she pulled out the large hunting knife. "Forgot I had this, now." She looked down and saw that her injury was bleeding. "Great. The smell of blood ought to help the dragon find us." She pressed her arm against her chest.

Veronica reached down and picked up a heavy rock, weighing it in her hand.

"Oh, you're gonna bean him on the head?"

"Well you did that with the archaeopteryx."

"The archaeopteryx was the size of crow. This is the size of a...of a...dragon!"

Veronica hesitated, looking at the rock in her hand.

"And if Puff the Magic Dragon decides to use his flame thrower," Jonna added. "We're also going to be extra crispy."

"Dammit."

"You bet your ass, dammit."

A shriek from outside got their attention. They both peeked around the curve in the wall. The red-headed monster had landed on the ledge, and now he was a shrieking demon, calling out his enemies. 

Veronica saw that his head was turning a brighter shade of red, and Jonna clenched the knife in one fist harder against her chest. 

"Oh we are so fucked," Jonna said, pressing herself flatter against the wall, as they listened to the complaints of the beast on the ledge.

"What are we going to do?" Veronica whispered.

"We could try your trick about remaining completely still."

"I don't know if that works on dragons."

"Well, neither do I!" Jonna whispered urgently. "If you have a better idea, I'm all for it."

If the dragon felt no threat, and they remained still, maybe he'd just sniff them and go away once he saw that his adversary was dead on the floor. Maybe he'd destroy the eggs too, but it was a small price to pay if it meant they came out of this alive. 

"I don't have any other ideas," Veronica said. She plastered her back against the wall again and took Jonna's hand. 

They waited, hearing the advancing steps of the dragon, its claws scraping the rocky ground, great snorts of agitation coming from his nose, making puffs of steam in the frigid air. Veronica turned her head, and met Jonna's frightened stare. She latched onto those eyes and they waited, trying to control their own breaths as the demon lizard moved closer.

Now, his screech sounded like the cry of a hawk with about a hundred extra vocal cords. Veronica imagined her eardrums ripping open.

Afraid to move an inch, she saw the red head of the thing as it sniffed at the other dragon carcass. Lifting its snout, it looked right at them, and she remained still, trying to remember which prayer it was you were supposed to say when a dragon was about to eat you. Was there a Patron Saint of Dragons?

The dragon snorted, lifting its head toward them and stepping closer. Every instinct in her wanted to catapult over the monster and throw herself in the sea. That would have been a death-sentence, but probably preferable to being carried off in anticipation of a dragon buffet. Been there, done that, she thought.

The creature moved closer still, pressing its snout against Jonna's shoulder, snorting, sniffing. Veronica could smell its breath. It smelled like charred meat. Jonna closed her eyes, and the professor wished she could, since she didn't want to see the dragon take a chunk out of Jonna, but she was afraid to move anything, even her eyelids. 

The dragon swung its head back to sniff the dead carcass, sniffed at the pile of rocks, knocking one down with a front paw. It stepped back and looked at the fallen rock. Sniffing the other dragon carcass again, it made a strange gurgling sound and then blasted the body with fire.

"Well done," Jonna mouthed, and the professor squeezed her hand and wanted to smile at the pun, but was too petrified about the close proximity of the beast.

The dragon looked behind itself, and finally, turned, its tail swiping against the wall.

Veronica was too late to stop the gasp of relief, unaware that she had been holding her breath the whole time, and she immediately clamped her hand over her mouth, but it was too late. The dragon heard it, and turned back around.

Fuck! Jonna mouthed silently. 

The beast was still partially in the alcove.

An angry shriek came from its throat again. When she turned to look, the dragon was lumbering back inside.

Swiftly, Jonna spun away from the wall and dashed toward the dragon like a linebacker, dove onto the floor to slide under it, turned to her back and drove the knife fisted in her hands into the chest of the beast.

She rolled away, and shot toward the back wall, ducking in time to avoid the flames that shot over her head. 

Veronica darted out and clamped a hand around Jonna's forearm, who grasped back, and she jerked her back to the wall. The professor could still feel the heat in the air, and it felt like it was curling the hair on her arms.

The dragon fell back and pawed at the knife with its front legs, spun out to the ledge, still shrieking like a demon. Losing its footing on the ledge, it went toppling over. 

They both winced at the sound of its body striking the rocks below.

Rushing out, they peered over the precipice. The red dragon lay broken on the water-washed boulders below. 

Veronica fell limp into Jonna's arms, and Jonna didn't seem strong enough at that moment to hold her up. Her knees must have been rattling like she'd run a marathon. Veronica's were. "I'll never be able to think of you as just janitor-girl again. You're a super hero."

"If I'm going to be a super-hero, I would prefer a better name than Janitor-Girl."

She chuckled into Jonna's shoulder. "You are out of your mind, Jonna. But you saved us."

"I don't know why I did that."

"Your fight or flight mechanism switched to fight."

After a few moments, Veronica looked down at the dragon again on the rocks, and then back at the one inside the alcove. "Two for the price of one."

Jonna pushed her away, put her hands on her hips. "I'm not dragging that damn thing up here, so forget it."

"But wouldn't that be--"

"No, Vee. Don't be a glutton."

Veronica pressed her lips together and nodded reluctantly.

After taking some time to allow the adrenaline rush to subside, the professor was back in her brain-mode. She stood over the carcass of the yellow dragon in the alcove. "Well, we accomplished our goal, anyway. The good part about this is, he died of natural causes."

"Natural causes? He was bitten by another dragon."

"Well natural causes for a dragon, though." She studied the configuration of the carcass, and peered around the cave. "But this way, when the cadre of other scientists examine it--which they will--they will find the marks of another dragon's teeth in the carcass, and the scorching, and that will lend even more credibility to the find."

"Why do you need more credibility that showing them the body of a whole dragon?"

"You'd be surprised. Most of them are going to assume it's a hoax, like all the Bigfoot hoopla. They will be looking for anything they can find that seems suspicious. Just like those arrow wounds I mentioned. Or your knife. This way, it's a perfectly natural way for a dragon to die, after they, of course, accept the fact that it really is a dragon."

"So...how the hell are we going to bury it?"

"Oh, we don't have to bury it. Over millions of years, it will get covered by sediment from above, and the minerals in the rocks will preserve it very nicely."

"What if there's no sediment? How does that ground up on top get down through this rock?"

"Oh, it happens. Remember, we're talking about millions of years. But...either way, it will be preserved because of the environment in this alcove."

"What about the other flying critters? The pterosaurs? What if they find it and pick the carcass clean?"

Veronica gave her that look that Jonna probably now recognized as surprise that Jonna had good ideas. "You are absolutely right..." She paused a moment. "Okay, we can make this a tomb then. Close it up inside."

"How are we going to do that without a stick of dynamite?"

Veronica scratched at something on her cheek and looked around, thoughtfully. "There are loose rocks in here...and I suppose we could carry up more to block the opening."

"You expect us to carry heavy rocks up this side? You really do have a death wish."

Veronica began gathering stones. "Well, let's see what we can do with what's up here."

Twenty minutes later, they had stacked enough rocks over the entrance, that a pterosaur couldn't get in unless it pushed the rocks over, which it probably wouldn't do.

Satisfied, Veronica led the way down the path to the bottom.
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Jonna noticed a collection of lobsters in the shallow pool near the base of the peninsula. Normally, she would have searched for a forked stick so she could capture one for dinner. But they had a way out, now, and she was more than ready to leave this place, and get back to civilization, where she could go back to having pizza for dinner. They had accomplished their goals, and almost died in the process. It was time to call it quits.

When Jonna thought about how she'd attacked the dragon with only a knife, she shook her head. Her eyes went down to the cut from the dragon's claw. Might make an impressive scar. I was out of my mind. But who was she going to tell her war-story to? No one would believe it. 

Looking back for the professor, she saw she was no longer behind her.

Backtracking, she found Veronica out on the rocks, examining the body of the red dragon. She'd scooted along against the wall and then used rocks as stepping stones to get to it. The body was half in the water, half on the rock.

"What the fuck are you doing?" Jonna called.

"I had to look at it."

"Uh, Vee...there's something really large coming toward you--" she pointed at the water. "Get back against the bluff!"

Veronica obeyed, surprisingly, pressing herself against the cliff wall as the huge mouth clamped onto the dragon's hindquarters and jerked it into the water. Jonna recognized the sea beast as the same one that tried to eat them after the dragon attack that left Veronica bleeding in the water.

"Dammit!" Veronica spat, as she joined Jonna on the beach. "I was hoping to dissect that one." She handed Jonna the knife she'd pulled out of the yellow dragon. "Thought you might want this back."

"Yeah, thanks." Jonna slid the knife back in its sheath and looked out into the sea. "Wasn't that the one that--"

The professor glanced back to the ocean. "Yes. That was our old friend, pliosaur."
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Back in the alcove, they joined Melanie, who had kept the fire burning, and even made coffee. They sat down with fresh cups and told Melanie what happened.

"So, now I guess we just go back to 2014," Veronica said, her eyes going to Melanie. "Did you decide what you're going to do?"

Melanie looked down into her coffee cup. "You know, I didn't have much of a life. I only got to be on those digs because I was sleeping with Douglas." She made a disgusted face. "I'm afraid if I go back to 2008, Douglas will try to kill me again. Maybe leaping forward a few years will somehow be safer. I mean, 2014 can't be all that different."

"The phones are cooler," Jonna said.

"All right. So," Veronica said thoughtfully. "I think we ought to zap back a while before the students--and Dr. Craig--arrive. That way we won't be off on our own so long it causes curiosity. We have to keep this find to ourselves until we can make a proper presentation."

Melanie nodded enthusiastically. "That's a really good idea. And the last thing I want is to run into Douglas. Maybe we could get it done and be out of there before he even arrives."

"Well, we could do that, but then he'll wonder why we came early."

Jonna spoke up. "What difference does it make what Craig thinks?"

Veronica met her eyes. "He's in charge of the dig. He's supposed to be notified of all significant finds."

Melanie said, "But if you decided not to take the break, and just stayed here--I mean there, at the dig, in 2014--then it would be feasible, right?" She shifted on the foam mat. "We could say that we stayed on with you. You could say that you called Jonna to join us, to help, because you weren't sure what you'd found, yet. And then, by the time Douglas hears about it, your name would already be all over the find. He wouldn't be able to steal it from you."

"Well, yes and no. Remember, there have been several events between you and Dr. Craig. We went back and changed them, but the last event didn't change, except for his misunderstanding of what happened to you. His last memory of you is that he zapped you in the basement. And of course there's always a small possibility that he doesn't know the artifacts are time travel devices. He might think he just vaporized you, because he only knows what he saw. And then, of course, he also saw us disappear in the basement, when we got zapped in 2014, you follow? But it's more likely he's experimented with it in the last six years. So we don't know what he knows, or where he's traveled to." 

"Oh..." she nodded. "I see..." Melanie said slowly, then giggled. "I could tell him I don't know what he's talking about, that I've been with you two on site the whole time, working. He might think he's losing his mind." 

Jonna recognized the scheme. "You mean gaslight him?"

"Yeah--" Melanie said to Jonna. "You saw that movie, right?"

"Yeah."

Veronica looked confused.

"It's an old black and white movie from the forties," Melanie explained.

Jonna continued, "Yeah, some guy concocts this scheme to make weird things happen, to make his wife think she's going crazy."

Veronica  said, "Hmm. I guess I don't watch enough television."

"I've been trying to tell her that," Jonna said to Melanie, who smiled.

She and Jonna bumped fists and laughed. Melanie was pretty cool. Jonna thought she would enjoy working with her.

Veronica rolled the coffee cup in her palms, half-smiling. "Well...that might be fun and all, but maybe we should just go old-school and say we'll tell his wife about you and him, and leak the story to the press--"

"He'll be too afraid of spoiling his reputation," Melanie finished for her.

"Right."

"Is that gonna be enough?" Jonna asked.

"Maybe."Veronica looked at Melanie. "When was he supposed to fly to the dig site?"

"End of December, unless he changed his ticket."

"Well if we go in mid-November, that'll give us plenty of time to excavate, and arrange transport. Maybe we can be long gone before he even arrives."

Melanie nodded. "So when do we leave?"
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It took them 17 days to excavate the dragon and its clutch of eggs. Operation: Steak and Eggs, as Jonna called it. 

All that remained, according to Veronica, was getting the fossil of the dragon into a plaster cocoon of surrounding rock and soil, and calling for the helicopter to bring it down from the alcove. As second-in-charge, Veronica could authorize that without involving Dr. Craig.

At the campsite near Pitfall Cave, none of the students had arrived yet, and Veronica was happy that they were actually ahead of schedule with the excavation. 

The four wheeler was chained to a tree, and she unlocked it and attached the cart behind it, maneuvering it into the cave, where the plaster was stored out of the elements. They would be using the ATV to transport some of the plaster to the alcove.

Jonna insisted on loading the heavy bags into the cart behind the four-wheeler, after displaying a flexed bicep. Melanie and Veronica let her do it, while they discussed how they were going to fashion the plaster cast.

The professor looked around at the various holes in the ground where graduate students had revealed a wide array of fossils. The hole in the top of the cave had been a delivery chute for many different types of fauna, and like the conditions present in the alcove, the minerals of Pitfall Cave had preserved them almost intact. There would be months, maybe even years, of specimens to examine, and the New Zealand team would get quite a lot of press for the find; a location that Veronica herself had found six years ago, on her first dig with Dr. Craig.

"All of this will be pivotal to paleontology," she said to Melanie. "Everyone involved will benefit from the funding. Careers will be made. But ours will be the most profound, because of the dragon. It's not only an intact specimen, but a creature that no one believed even existed."

"Douglas will try to share in that glory, though," Melanie said with disgust.

"Well, as the scientist in charge, yes. But I'm not going to let him take the credit for the dragon. That will be mine and Jonna's, with you as part of our team."

"Good luck with that. He has a way of stealing the limelight."

"For obvious reasons, we can't mention the artifacts, but we will damn well mention the dragon. Which is good, because it will deflect attention from the artifacts."

Jonna heaved the fifth sack of plaster onto the cart. "What are we going to do with them? The artifacts."

"Keep them hidden."

"How are we going to do that?" Melanie asked. "Douglas has both of them."

"We'll cross that bridge when we come to it. We have an idea where they are, though, and we'll be back in the states and can get them when he leaves to come here. We wouldn't have been able to preserve the dragon if they hadn't allowed us to travel back to the Jurassic. None of this would have been possible without the artifacts. They are powerful, and in the wrong hands, quite deadly."

"I'm still reeling that Douglas shoved me off that balcony, and then tried to kill me with the artifact, just to keep everything for himself. The rat bastard."

"Well, lucky for you, he just transported you. And that little bit of history has been changed, since we zapped back to stop the balcony-thing, and then to the Jurassic to save you. So now you have a fresh start. And without Dr. Craig blocking you at every turn. You'll be working with me and Jonna."

"Is this enough plaster?" Jonna asked, backhanding the sweat from her forehead.

"Yes, I think so. If we need more, you can come back."
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Melanie and Veronica had given Jonna a crash course in excavation over the last 17 days; Veronica was pleased with how fast she learned things, though not surprised. Jonna had revealed her nascent intelligence repeatedly during their adventure. 

Now, back at the lair with the plaster, Jonna had proved herself valuable in still another way. She had rigged a pulley system to haul up the bags of plaster. From the rocks below the ledge, she loaded a bag at a time and used the pulley rope to lift it to the ledge, where Melanie and Veronica removed it, and sent the basket back down. In this way, they had the plaster and mixing supplies in the dragon's lair within an hour.

Jonna then navigated the cliffside trail up to join them. There, Veronica gave Jonna the rundown on how they prepped the fossil for transport. A field jacket would be applied, which was merely a plaster cast. 

They'd already dug the trench around the main fossil, and after that, it was just a matter of applying burlap cloth dipped in plaster around and on top, and then down the sides. They'd use jacks to lift it up and over on its side after the top plaster dried, and then apply plaster to the bottom.

After the plaster was applied and dried, they would slide the specimen on wooden dowels onto a canvas harness, lying flat on the ledge, and then farther out onto the ledge. From there, the helicopter would be able to latch onto the D-ring carabiners around the harness, and deliver it to the truck for transport to the airport.

Veronica and Melanie stood just inside the dragon's alcove, sharing the canteen of water, while Jonna opened a plaster bag and started dipping the powder into a bucket.

Abruptly, Veronica felt something strike her in the back, propelling her forward, where she landed on the ground. When she turned over and looked, her stomach lurched and tightened.

Dr. Douglas Craig had Melanie against him, with a large knife at her throat.

"I see you've all been busy."

"Dr. Craig--" Veronica said. "You don't want to do this. Let her go." She pulled herself upright slowly, as Jonna dropped the plaster scoop and stepped forward beside her.

"You think I'm just going to stand idly by while all of you betray me? Take everything I've worked for away from me?" 

Melanie winced as the blade pierced her skin slightly, a thin red line.

He spoke into Melanie's ear. "I don't know how you are still alive, Mit. I thought I took care of you." He took a step to one side, pulling Melanie with him. "So you've figured it out, have you?"

No one answered.

His grin was malevolent. "I have to say I'm surprised. You surprise me, Dr. Hill. But I intend to collect what I'm owed after all these years."

Melanie's face had flushed white, and she was breathing in fits and starts, careful to remain still as the sharp blade teased the skin of her neck.

"Dr. Craig," Veronica said evenly, stilling Jonna by grasping her arm. "Put the knife down. We'll let you have it. You can have it all. Just let her go."

"Not a chance. Am I supposed to trust you now? Here's what's going to happen. I'm going to have a peek at this dragon fossil," he inclined his head to the lump of earth behind them. "I am, after all, the one in charge of this dig."

"Yes, you are the one in charge, Dr. Craig. So there's no need for the knife. You can just say you're the one who found it."

"Don't patronize me, Dr. Hill. You and I both know what's happening. You were all going to hang me out to dry."

"How were we going to do that?"

"I heard your discussion in Pitfall Cave. Imagine my delight when I heard about the dragon carcass. The beasts are incredibly hard to kill..."

Veronica's mind jumped back to that conversation, and she tried to remember all that was said. All that Craig would have overheard.

"I know what your plans are. But the plans have changed. The artifacts are mine, and they will remain in my possession. Since I know they have--shall we say--special functions, they'll be put to good use. Starting with this fine specimen you have so graciously prepared."

Jonna turned sideways, saying, "We still have to put the plaster on, though--" When she turned back, Veronica saw the pistol in her hand. What the hell? 

She aimed it at Dr. Craig. "Let her go."

Craig repositioned Melanie directly in front of himself, using her as a shield. He blinked a few times, glancing behind himself. Soon, he was taking steps backward, out of the alcove opening. When he was near the edge, he grabbed Melanie by the hair, fisting his hand in her blonde tresses and shoving her to the very edge of the cliff. 

Her hand came up to his wrist, clinging there, whimpering with terror.

Craig said, "You put that gun down, or she dies." 

Jonna glared at him. "You sure do like tossing people off high places." 

He frowned at her. Obviously, he had no memory of the scene on the balcony at the museum. That part of history had been changed, erased.

"Put the gun down," he ordered. "Or Mit takes a swan dive."

Jonna held the pistol in both hands, aimed at his chest. A couple of seconds passed before she squeezed the trigger. The only sound was an impotent click. She turned the gun sideways in her hand and frowned at it.

"You have two seconds to put the gun down," he barked. "Or I send her over!" He shoved at Melanie, who gave a short scream. "One--!"

"Okay, okay!" Jonna held her hands out, and carefully put the pistol down.

Veronica knew what Jonna had been thinking. She had a clear shot at Dr. Craig, and even if Melanie fell, they could zap back and save her in some way, just as they had so many times before. But Jonna's inexperience with a gun had been her downfall, and Veronica had no time to tell her that the safety was on before Dr. Craig gave her no time to think, and no choices.

Again holding Melanie with the knife to her throat, he motioned them to the other side of the alcove, as he eased inside. 

"I've had quite an adventure over the years," he said. "The first time I transported, I nearly died. But I figured out the artifact in the cave." 

He bent down, bringing Melanie awkwardly with him, and picked up the gun. Once it was in his hand, he shoved Melanie toward them, and trained it on them, taking a second to click off the safety on the side of the pistol. "You should always check to see if the safety's on, you idiot."

Jonna's neck flushed red, and Veronica was sure she saw tears welling in her eyes. 

"Since then," Dr. Craig continued. "I've been gathering all kinds of useful information. You have no idea, the things I've seen. One scenario in the future, however, did not meet with my approval." He motioned toward her with the pistol. "Your success, Dr. Hill. You see, I was not meant to fade into the background while you enjoyed the accolades that should have gone to me. When I jumped ahead, I learned about your press conference, and I attended. That's when I found out, along with the rest of the world, about your little fossil secret."

Inching over to the fossil, he looked down at it, checking that they were all staying put, as he took a few lengthy looks at the prize. His gasp of pleasure echoed in the small cavern. His lips curled back in a triumphant smile that never made it past his snarl. Craig addressed them again. "So I came here to claim what was rightfully mine." He kept the pistol trained in their direction. "Now, we're going back to Pitfall Cave. Don't try anything or I'll splatter your brains." 

Craig walked carefully behind them on the cliffside trail, until they were safely on the beach, and then he motioned for them to start walking toward the cave.

Making their way through the trees, Jonna whispered, "Where is a raptor when you need one?"

Walking alongside her, Veronica whispered back, "That's my gun."

Jonna averted her eyes. "I'm sorry. I just thought we might need it."

Tears tracked down Melanie's cheeks. "He's going to kill us."

"No talking!" Craig bellowed from behind.
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When they reached the cave, they didn't go in. Instead, Craig motioned them around the base of the hill, and up the incline. The farther they walked, the more certain Veronica was of his plan.

Melanie must have figured it out, as well, since she muttered, "Oh, no..."

He halted them next to the opening. The pitfall.

Jonna muttered with disappointment, "Fuck."

"Now then," Craig said. "Who would like to go first?"

Silence reigned for a moment, and then Jonna laughed. "You're going to have to shoot us," she said.

"Do you think I'm stupid, you cow? How would I be able to report this tragic accident if you have bullet holes in you?"

"Well," Jonna said. "You'll have to deal with that, because we're not just gonna to do a half gainer to make things easy for you."

Veronica had not fully appreciated the height of the drop. Seeing it from above, the floor of the cave looked a mile away.

Jonna repositioned herself in front of Veronica. 

"You two--" he gestured toward Veronica and Jonna. "On your knees."

"No," Jonna said.

It was like a Mexican stand-off, except that the three women were armed only with their wits. In order to make it look like an accident, Craig knew he couldn't shoot them. But if they refused to just fall in the hole, what could he do? Jonna had been shrewd enough to figure that out and announce it to him right away. She probably felt a great need to make up for her mistake with the gun. Veronica also knew that Jonna was ready to engage in hand-to-hand combat with him, if he got too close.

Craig ran the back of his hand over his mouth, swallowing hard, as if he needed a drink of water. He was  nervous, now, wondering if his plan was doomed to fail.

Veronica thought Jonna had it right. Their only chance was to refuse what he asked them to do. Craig was a smart enough man to know that he wouldn't be able to explain bullet wounds. He had not thought this through. But he was thinking now. So Veronica held the back of Jonna's shirt, to keep her from charging him, and waited as he considered his options.

Melanie was crying softly, murmuring softly, "I have some kind of curse on me..."

"What now, dickhead?" Jonna said to Craig.

Veronica tugged at the back of her shirt, whispering, "Jonna, no."

Ignoring Veronica's insistent tugging and verbal warning, she continued. "We're not going to voluntarily jump to our deaths. You can shoot us, but if you do, there will be an investigation, and you will be the prime suspect because you would have something to gain. The police might not know that right away, but they'll know after you have a historic find like a dragon, won't they? And you can't just shoot us and hide our bodies, because everyone will know we have mysteriously disappeared at the dig site you were in charge of, and again, you're the prime suspect. And either way, you'll go to death row. You've painted yourself into a corner."

Veronica wondered if Jonna had said those things out loud for Melanie's benefit, so she'd know to just wait, that Craig was trapped in his own plan, or if she thought Craig needed to hear the holes in his rather ill-conceived scheme. She hoped Jonna didn't mention that if he gave himself up, he'd go to jail as well. They might want to encourage the thing that will keep them alive.

Craig's breathing was heavier, and he wiped a sleeve over his perspiring mouth again, even though the breeze was cool. Jonna had got to him. He was really feeling screwed now. The pitfall now applied to his current predicament. He blinked rapidly, his eyes darting around, his mind searching for solutions.

Melanie cleared her throat. "Douglas..."

"Shut up."

"Douglas...listen...if you let us go...if you don't kill us, we'll agree to keep quiet. We know you'll find us and kill us if we do. But this way, you can have the dragon, and the artifacts, and no has to die..." Fresh tears rolled down her face.

He considered her for a long moment. "That's fine except for one thing."

"What?" she asked.

"I have trust issues." 

The loud retort made Jonna and Veronica jerk back. But Melanie. Melanie stood still as a post, and then looked down at her stomach. A small geyser of crimson bloomed on her white t-shirt. She placed her hand there, as if to stop the blood. Then she sat down, as if to rest a moment, stunned.

"I know where the four-wheeler is, with its handy little cart. There's a massive ocean out there, too. And I know where a boat is. I can make all of you disappear." Craig circled and approached Melanie from the side, the gun still trained on Veronica and Jonna. He lifted a foot and shoved Melanie's shoulder, and she toppled into the hole. She didn't scream this time. The sickening sound of her body hitting the ground below sent a wave of nausea through the professor's stomach. 

Jonna faced Craig, keeping Veronica behind her. "You stupid fuck. Now you've sealed your fate. You're a dead man."

"You're dead first," he said, pulling the trigger.

Veronica felt Jonna fall against her, it seemed, even before she heard the shot. Jonna sank to the ground in Veronica's arms. More blood.

Another shot, and the sensation was a hot poker in her side. She hugged Jonna, tears spilling from her eyes to land on Jonna's shoulder.

Dizzy, she slumped toward the ground. Soon, vaguely aware of Jonna no longer there beside her, and then the pressure on her shoulder. His foot.

She was suspended, as if in a dream, falling.

Then the sudden stop that felt like being hit by a bus. A bus. A stego-bus. No. Jonna. No...
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No. Not after all this. 

The pain. 

No, no, no.

Her eyes fluttered open. Veronica lay across her on the cave floor. They were lying half inside the hole where the artifact had been. It was gone. She couldn't use it this time to save them.

She shifted, and felt a dagger in her hip. Her chest was so tight, she could hardly breathe. A burning rod of steel seemed embedded into her hip, and extended to the middle of her stomach, where another torturous pulsing stole what little breath she had left.

Movement. Veronica's hand snaked into her coat, and Jonna felt the hard object as the professor drew it out between them. Jonna watched her place a trembling hand on the screen of the ZapTablet. 

It powered on. Veronica tapped at the screen with violently trembling fingers, coated in blood. Then the professor's hand went limp.

Jonna slid her hand over and propped the tablet onto the professor's arm. The pain was unbearable. Surely her hip was broken, her vital organs bleeding out from the bullet, but she had to stay conscious just a few seconds more. It was her fault he had the gun. Her fault. 

She blinked her vision clear enough to see the settings on the triangular screen. Two. Two hours. Past. Good. She wiped the blood from her hand on the fabric of Veronica's shoulder, and pressed her palm to the screen. Her head swam with pain and darkness...no....no....she forced her eyes open and pressed a quaking finger to the activation question.

Light.

Compression.

Darkness.
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Soft ground.

Not ground.

Sand.

Jonna blinked a few times. Blue. Sky. Clouds. A breeze on her cheek. The smell of salty air.

She turned her head. Seashore. Swishing of water.

Turning her head the other way, she saw the professor on her side next to her. "Vee?"

Jonna inhaled a deep breath and let it out, pushing up to an elbow, only then noticing the ZapTablet in her hand. She pressed it to her chest, the other hand going to the professor's shoulder. "Vee?" She shook her.

Veronica opened her eyes and sat up like bread popping out of a toaster.

They both checked themselves. No blood, now.

Sitting up, Jonna joined the professor in looking for Melanie. The grad student was there, at their feet.

Both of them crawled over to her, rousing her with a shake.

Melanie sat up almost as abruptly as Veronica had.

"What? What happened? What--" She looked at them, remembering. Her attention went to her own stomach. Nothing there but the white fabric of her t-shirt. She looked them over, then, a sigh escaping her lips.

The four-wheeler with trailer attached was a few yards away.

They sat in a triad, just breathing, and getting their wits about them again, accompanied by the sound of the waves breaking at shore.

Melanie focused on the two in front of her. "Are we...did you--"

Jonna lifted the ZapTablet. "We were able to zap back...after we landed in the--"

Melanie stuttered, "After he--"

"After he shot us and kicked us into the pitfall," Veronica finished.

Jonna pushed herself to her feet and went to the trailer behind the ATV. "Plaster," she said, looking down into the bed of it.

Veronica joined her. "Okay, then I calculated the settings right."

"Yeah, we're, what, about two hours away from the time when he appeared at the lair?"

The professor looked across the beach at the peninsula. "Yes, we got the plaster up there and had just begun that process when he showed up and grabbed Melanie." 

Jonna turned her back on the woods, whispering. "So he's probably tailing us right now..."

"And," Veronica said. "He might have just seen us wake up...so we should just..." She made a face and sighed. "If he's watching us right now..." she said softly.

Jonna suddenly spoke a bit louder. "No, I think we ought to dig the dragon out first. We can come back for the plaster."

Melanie and Veronica nodded, and the three of them turned and walked across the beach toward the cliffside trail.

Traversing the path up the side, they stepped into the alcove. Veronica pointed. "We can hide around that corner." It was the spot that she and Jonna had been trapped in when the red dragon entered the lair. Now, they would be waiting for a different sort of beast.

Jonna hovered at the opening of the alcove, peeking out. "There he is..." Veronica peeked around her. Craig was creeping along the beach, headed for the base of the cliffside.

"Okay," Jonna said. "Let's hide and wait."

They gathered behind the curved wall. Jonna pulled out the gun and clicked off the safety, then held the pistol against her chest, whispering, "I'll get the drop on him, and you two tie his hands with that rope over there."

Melanie nodded. "Then what?"

"Then--" She stopped. "I'm not sure, but I think we ought to walk him back down to the beach where we can figure out what to do with him," she whispered. "I want to keep him away from high places."

Veronica gave a sick sort of grin.

"Vee? Didn't you say there might be a way to use the ZapTablet to--"

"Shhh," Melanie said. "I think he's coming."

They mashed themselves against the wall and waited.

Veronica didn't so much hear him step into the alcove, as feel him. The movement of sound changed in the general direction of the alcove opening. 

From the dark recess, they could see him creep forward and pause at the dragon fossil, excavated to the point where plaster could be applied. Shrouded in the dimness of the chamber they watched him lay a hand on the fossil. "Oh...." He breathed in awe. "You beautiful thing..."

He had a knife in one hand.

Jonna pivoted away from the wall, cocked the pistol and trained it on him. "Don't move a muscle, Craig."

He froze, his eyes going to the black gun in her hand. He feigned innocence. "What's the problem here? Put that gun away, it's just me."

Melanie emerged from the dark. "Lie down and put your hands behind your back," she said, with probably more authority than she felt.

 He stared at her like she was a ghost, but forced himself to remain composed. "Mit...sweetheart...I thought I'd lost you...Imagine my surprise when I saw you coming up here with them. That awful accident with the artifact all those years ago--"

"Can it!" she said, snatching a coil of rope from the ground.

"What's wrong, Mit? What's going on here?"

"I told you to lie down and put your hands behind your back. If you don't, I'll have Jonna shoot you where you stand."

"Mit...sweetheart--"

"Don't sweetheart me. Get on the ground!" she shouted.

He held his hands up, placating her. "Now, just calm down--"

Suddenly the rope in her hand snaked out and struck him like a bull whip in the cheek, drawing a trickle of blood. His hand went to the injury, as he stared at her in shock. But he got to his knees and then lay down on his stomach.

"Hands," she demanded.

He put his hands behind his back. "Mit, honey, you--"

"Shut the fuck up!" she barked. She tied the rope around one wrist and tightened it enough to make him grunt with discomfort. "You have no idea how much I hate you. You don't even have any idea how many times you've tried to kill me. Don't test me, now, Douglas. I'd like nothing more than to gut you like a fish and leave you to die."

Jonna thought, wow, Mit has some fire in her after all. Nothing like being killed repeatedly to spoil your sunny disposition.

Veronica helped Melanie complete the job of securing his wrists together.

Jonna said, "Okay, we're going back down to the beach. March."

He sighed and struggled to get up, but no one helped. Eventually, he made it to his feet, and headed out the alcove opening. Standing on the ledge at the head of the trail, he said, "I don't think I can do this with my hands tied. It's a little dangerous."

"Like I care," Jonna told him. "If you fall, you fall. So what. Get moving."

Gingerly, he stepped onto the trail and walked carefully down as they all followed. Jonna kept plenty of distance between herself and him, just to be safe.

Once to the beach, Jonna directed him across the expanse to the boulder that marked the entry into the forest. "Sit," she ordered. 

He plopped down against the boulder.

The trio moved off out of earshot, as Jonna kept an eye on him, the gun at her side.

"Okay, what's the plan?" Veronica asked.

Melanie glared over at him. "I've got a plan. Hand me the gun and I'll put a bullet in his head."

Veronica put her hand on Melanie's arm. "Mit, I know you're angry. You have every right to be. We all do. He tried to kill all of us. For all intents and purposes, we're all three murder victims right now. But we have a chance to set things right somehow and we can't let ourselves stoop to his level. We have to be able to live with this decision."

"I can live with it," Melanie assured her, sending a dagger-stare at him again.

Veronica said she was not okay with just killing him, outright, any more than she was okay with killing a dragon for her own purposes.

They couldn't call the police and report what Douglas Craig had done, because that would reveal the existence of the artifacts. They'd already agreed that no one could know about them. They were too dangerous in the wrong hands.

Still, he had tried to kill them, and had actually succeeded several times in killing Melanie, even though each time she had been saved by the artifacts Jonna and Veronica used to change the events.

Melanie assured them that Douglas Craig would never let it go. His ambition and sense of entitlement would be a constant thorn in their sides; they'd never have a minute's peace--he'd be gunning for all three of them from now until hell froze over.

"I say we zap him to the Jurassic," Jonna said. "He'll have plenty of communion with his beloved dragon, then. We wouldn't be killing him, but he'd be somewhere else away from us...like a sort of prison, where he deserves to go anyway. And by the way, it's exactly where he'd go if we could report this to the police." 

"That's perfect," Melanie said.

They both looked at her.

"He belongs in prison, but we can't make that happen. So let's just send him where he sent me and he'll either survive or he won't, but he won't be able to hurt us, or anyone else, anymore."

"That's great," Jonna said, "Except that if we zap him there, the other artifact is in the alcove. If he finds it he can still get out of there and come after us."

"Not if we remove the artifacts," Veronica said.

The other two exchanged looks.

Veronica continued, "Mit and I can go dig up the artifact in the alcove and bring it back here."

Jonna pinched the bridge of her nose. "So, the Pitfall artifact is still gone--it's at the museum, right?"

"Right," Veronica said. The only one here we know about is the one in the alcove." The professor slumped, lifting her face toward the sky, closing her eyes. "No, wait..." She drew out the ZapTablet. "There's a map of artifacts. Let me make sure there are no other artifacts he can use here to escape." She tapped around on the screen.

"Does he know about the other artifacts?" Melanie asked.

The professor shook her head. "He's obviously traveled around. But I don't think he knows about the other ones. It didn't seem that he knew how to operate the tablet. He probably would have mentioned it."

"Yeah," Jonna added. "Especially when he was about to shoot us and shove us in the pitfall. He would have asked if we had the ZapTablet, and he didn't."

"Good thinking," Veronica nodded. "So we have to assume he never figured out how to turn the tablet on, and that means he would probably not even know where the other artifacts would be."

"It was kind of a fluke that we discovered it," Jonna pointed out.

"--and it would be awfully hard to find them without a map." Veronica nodded slowly. "That makes sense to me." She studied the map on the tablet. "Crap."

"What?"

There are a few on the North Island."

"But would he be able to get to them, even if he knew?"

She looked into the forest, considering what he'd have to accomplish to find the other artifacts so far away. "It just doesn't seem possible to me." Veronica powered the ZapTablet off. "So, Mit and I will go get the one in the alcove, and then we can wrap this whole adventure up."

The other two nodded their agreement.
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It was nerve-wracking to wait the hour it took Veronica and Melanie to retrieve that alcove artifact. When they moved across the beach toward her, the artifact in Veronica's arms, Jonna heaved a sigh of relief.

The professor set the artifact down in the sand. 

"Welcome back!" Jonna said, still keeping her eye and her gun on Craig.

The two women joined Jonna.

"Okay, now, Vee, you said you found a setting that can use the ZapTablet for remote-zapping. Can you figure it out?"

She nodded. "I'll see if I can get it to work. And then, we can test it on something first." She carried the tablet to a grassy ledge and sat down, tapping around in the ZapTablet screen.

Jonna watched Melanie glaring over at Craig. She looked like she could strangle him with her bare hands. Finally, she had been victimized enough to get truly angry. This was good. Jonna reached out to pat her shoulder reassuringly. She broke off her eye of the tiger stare at Craig to acknowledge the gesture with a calming breath.

"You okay?"

"Yeah...I just...can't believe I ever had feelings for that prick. How could I be so blind to who he is?"

"Bad people have fooled good people forever. It happens. It just means you get to be one of the good people, so that's okay, right?"

She nodded. "I don't feel all that good right now. I'm having murderous thoughts."

"So am I...but we don't have to act on them unless we're forced to."

"I want him to suffer," Mit said.

"Well, if you just kill him, he won't. If we zap him to the Jurassic, he will. Trust me. We were there for days, and if we hadn't had that pack of supplies, it would have been really bad."

"Okay!" Veronica called, standing up. "I think I have it. But I should test it to make sure it's not going to zap me instead of him."

They nodded.

She tapped a couple of things on the screen. "Now, if this zaps me," she warned. "I'll...just zap back, okay?"

Jonna nodded, but felt uneasy about sending Veronica to the Jurassic alone.

"Here goes," she said, palming the screen and tapping the activation.

Jonna and Melanie shielded their eyes through the light show and then blinked to clear their vision, looking back for Craig. He was still sitting there. They turned, and saw that Veronica was gone.

"Dammit." Jonna sighed. "Okay, let's give her a minute." Jonna counted her own heartbeat to forty-seven before the light flashed again. They opened their eyes and Veronica was standing there again. 

"Sorry," she said, half-giggling. "I think I got it now. I know what I did wrong." She marched through the sand toward Craig, and they followed. 
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Standing a few feet away, Veronica selected the new settings.

Against the boulder facing the beach, Craig's hands and feet were bound by rope, his arms secured around the rucksack. Melanie had graciously decided to let him have it, along with its contents, so that he could have a fighting chance at survival. Jonna was sure it was only to ease her own mind, and not because she actually wanted him to survive.

Veronica made a few more tweaks on the tablet, and aimed a red beam of light at his chest. It looked like one of the laser lights from a sniper's rifle. 

Craig scowled up at the three women. "You're not going to get away with this."

"Oh I think we will," Jonna said.

The professor tapped the activation button on the ZapTablet.

Bright light. 

Silence.

They opened their eyes.

Dr. Douglas Craig was gone.

"Whatever happens to him now is his own doing," Veronica said.

Melanie nodded. "Right. Nothing wrong with a little passive homicide."

Jonna hefted the backpack onto her shoulders. "He's going to be royally pissed when he wakes up in the Lost World." Jonna half-smiled.

Jonna loaded the artifact onto the ATV cart, and the three of them headed across the beach to the dragon's lair, to begin the process of enclosing the artifact and the fossils in a dirt and plaster cocoon.
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At Pitfall Cave, Veronica approached one of the grad students, with Melanie and Jonna in tow. The student, Lili, was a native Kiwi. 

"Have you seen Douglas?"

"Douglas Craig?" the young woman asked.

Veronica nodded.

"We've been looking for him. He's always early to the site, but no one can seem to find him." Lili looked at Veronica. "I guess that means you're in charge, right?"

Melanie grinned at Veronica. "You are second in command."

Lili looked at Melanie. "Are you new?"

"Um..." she glanced at Veronica. "No, I've been on lots of digs with Dr. Craig. But, haven't been here in...six years or so."

"Oh, well, cheers--" She extended her hand and Melanie shook it.

"Well then," Veronica continued. "I've got to find someone to run things while we deal with the transport of the...steak and eggs..."

Jonna grinned.

Veronica addressed the grad student. "We've got a few fossils we need to get shipped and we're going with them."

"Well..." Lili said. "There's Joshua. He knows just about everything around here. He's a wanker, but he's good at fieldwork and he's managed a smaller dig before. He's having a go at the mess tent, I think."

"Sounds good to me." Veronica hesitated. "You think everyone will be okay with this arrangement?" 

"Yes indeedy-pants," Lili said. "I'm glad Dr. Craig won't be here. No one really liked him except for the ones who got duped into snogging him."

Veronica's eyebrows shot up high, and Jonna looked at Melanie, who averted her eyes.

"Sorry," Lili said. "Maybe he's your mate--but--"

"Nope. Not my mate," Veronica said. "Not even for a second."

The other two shook their heads in unison and solidarity.

Lili nodded. "Right as rain." 

Melanie spoke up. "I can go tell Joshua if you'd like, Dr. Hill, so you can get started...you know, with the fossil."

Veronica winked at her. "Thanks, Mit. Meet us at the...beach, after you're done. We'll all hike over to the truck and drive the fossils to the airport."

Melanie winked back and headed over to the mess tent to find Joshua.

Looking Jonna up and down, Lili said, "Haven't had the pleasure--" and extended her hand.

Jonna shook it. "Jonna."

"Nice to meet you. Are you..."

She glanced at Veronica, who spoke up. 

"Jonna is my new...protégé I guess you'd say."

"Mmm," the woman hummed her approval, nodding at Jonna. "Lucky you."

Jonna smiled."Yes. I'm looking forward to it."

As the woman walked away, Jonna leaned over and said, "I'm not sure what protégé means, so I played along."

"Good thinking. Protégé just means I'm sort of teaching you, taking you on like a mentor, guiding and supporting you as a student of paleontology."

"Sounds good to me." She flashed a smile. "Especially the teaching me and taking me on part."

Veronica met her gaze. "I can already tell that it's going to be a two-way street." She put on her jacket. "So...shall we?"

"Let's do this thing," Jonna said.
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The director of the museum finished his fawning introduction with, "Ladies and gentlemen, please welcome...Dr. Veronica Hill."

Veronica rose, and approached the lectern, shaking hands with the director and placing herself in front of the microphone. Jonna was pleased to have the view of Vee's backside.

"Good evening, ladies and gentlemen. First I'd like to thank Jonna Clarke and Melanie Todd for their indispensable work on this project." She turned to wink at Melanie and Jonna where they stood behind her on the stage.

"I've brought you all here today to witness a history-making event in the world of paleontology."

Jonna found herself scanning the crowd, worried that somehow Douglas Craig would be lurking. Even though he was well and truly dispatched to the Jurassic. But she wondered if he knew something they didn't' know. Wondered if he'd found a way to escape the unconventional prison they'd sentenced him to.

"In the 175 million years in which pterosaurs and dinosaurs roamed the earth," Veronica was saying. "Scientists speculate that there must have been around 400,000 species. Yet we have only discovered around 1100 of them. Is it then inconceivable that there have been many creatures in myths and even beyond our imaginings which nevertheless did exist? It is my contention that absence of evidence is not necessarily evidence of absence."

There's certainly no absence of evidence now, Jonna thought. They had transported the dragon fossil and the eggs, along with the alcove artifact, to the airport. Then the three of them had boarded an Air New Zealand flight back to the states to wait for the shipment to clear customs and arrive at the museum. 

Veronica slid a note card behind the others and kept speaking. "If a creature with a 10 meter wingspan, weighing 200 to 250 pounds, had hollow bones, like modern-day birds, as well as four gas bladders just as modern day cows have four stomachs, and those organic vessels were used to create buoyancy, then the argument that a creature that big could not fly due to weight would be rendered moot."

A slight murmur was beginning in the crowd. Jonna watched them reacting to the professor's words. They knew something big was happening; like they were trying patiently to wait for the introduction of their favorite rock star to the stage.

"The same argument was put forth about the size speculations for the larger species of pterosaurs, namely, the Quetzalcoatlus and Hatzegopteryx--and yet we have found the evidence to prove that flying reptiles this big did indeed exist during the Cretaceous Period."

She slid the index card behind the others and continued, referring only briefly to her notes. Melanie reached over and squeezed Jonna's hand, gave her a buoyant smile. Jonna grinned back at her.

"If the very things that seem to place a creature in the realm of myth, actually caused skin and bone to deteriorate and disappear over prolonged stretches of time, this could explain the lack of any fossil evidence they exist. But as scientists, we cannot make emphatic statements about what did and did not exist, without empirical proof..."

Jonna had read the speech. This was the good part. The part where the oohing and ahhhing would begin, and Dr. Veronica Hill, the High Falutin' Fossil Goddess, would take her rightful place on the throne.

 "Therefore, today, Ladies and gentlemen, I give you...Hill's Dragosaurus. The first fossilized evidence of a fire-breathing dragon."

Surprised mutters swept through the crowd, as the stage hands pulled the tarp from the object on the stage next to Veronica, and the fabric fell away to reveal the fossil, positioned upright to make its form visible to all.

Gasping shock rose like steam from a pressure cooker. Some scientists immediately stood up and moved closer to the stage, and some sat in numb silence, jaws dropped, eyes wide.

After a moment of stunned silence, camera flashes began, and a hum of excitement swelled in the air.

"Radiometric dating has placed this specimen in the Late Jurassic Period," Professor Hill added. "It was discovered in a peninsula alcove on a dig location near Pitfall Cave, in a remote area of New Zealand."

Jonna knew Vee wanted to tell them she'd seen it with her own eyes. That she had, in fact been attacked by this very beast, and almost died, but for the artifact that allowed Jonna to send them back to a place before the attack. But she knew it would be a deal-breaker. As the professor said, Any stretching of credulity had to reside in the mere existence of the fossil itself. She dared not share the whole truth. No one would believe her. Her credibility was at stake.

At this point, Jonna could tell that Veronica knew better than to keep speaking, as scientists were already crowding the stage, wanting to see this discovery for themselves, needing to examine it with their own eyes.

She let them, smiling back at the beaming faces of Melanie and Jonna.

Jonna turned to pick up the textbook on the chair behind her and clenched it against her chest. She'd been reading it steadily for a few days now. Adventures in Paleontology by Veronica Hill, PhD.

 

[image:  ]

 

 

 

 

I hope you enjoyed my work. See Next page for special offers.

 

To stay informed of book news and other tidbits which I might think is more important than you do...sign up for the newsletter. http://kellijaebaeli.com (sign up box on right side near top). Right now, I'm giving away a FREE NOVELLA just for signing up! 

 

You might also like many of my other books with lesbian and/or female protagonists. Visit http://kellijaebaeli.com, or find me on Amazon 

 

Don't miss AKA INVESTIGATIONS book bundle for only $9.99 

You save 60% buying the bundle over buying each book separately.
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The popular AKA Investigations Series now in a box set. Share the adventures and romances of Jobeth, Phoebe, Izzy and Ginger. Never a dull moment, and plenty of chills, thrills and laughter too. Includes Also Known as Armchair Detective, Also Known as DNA, Also Known as Syzygy, Also Known as Rising & Falling, and Also Known as Sleepy Cat Peak.

Amazon US  ♠ Amazon UK ♠ Amazon Australia ♠ Amazon Canada ♠ Amazon Germany ♠

 

 

To view other box sets, visit this page

 

 

Also check out the popular Romantic Dramedy series of Rain Falls. Book one was a bestseller, number one in three categories on Amazon upon its release. Book two, In Absentia, was released soon after, and Book three is currently in progress.

Click to view on Amazon.
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http://www.amazon.com/dp/B00IVX77EK
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Bestselling author Kelli Jae Baeli began writing as a child, exploring poetry and journaling, and eventually moving on to short stories. After a romantic fling in the military with another female soldier, she decided to write a book based on the experience. The story that evolved took on a life of its own, but it became her first novel, As You Were. This was followed quickly by Armchair Detective, a book she said she wrote because she couldn't find other lesbian fiction she liked at the time, and so wanted to write something she would want to read. She's been doing that ever since. 

Believing in mastering every aspect of the business, she is also an editor, webmaster and blogger, all after eight years of University, to include pursuing a B.A. in Professional Writing & Editing. Formerly a managing editor for two small presses, and a freelance editor since 1995, Baeli has also done book cover design, typography, and formatting since 1998. 

Creativity comes as easily as breathing to Baeli. Living a life around words, books, art, and music not only fulfills her, but defines her. An independent publisher, she has authored and produced 40 books, both non-fiction and fiction, in a variety of genres. Constantly mining the world around her for literary tidbits, Baeli is always to be found with iPhone in hand, recording or thumbing in notes, a self-confessed story magpie who sees everywhere the fodder for her work. She is a talented singer-songwriter with over 200 songs to her credit, and loves pottery and clay sculpture, as well. A canny mix of business woman and artist, Kelli Jae Baeli is delighted to spend each and every day relentlessly feeding her muse. 

Formerly a managing editor for two small presses, and a freelance editor since 1995, she blogs on a regular basis, founded Kindred Ink Writers Initiative, Kind Red Ink Editing, Indie Literati Press, and has currently co-founded Lesbian Literati Press and Sapphica Books.net with her partner, fellow author Kate Genet. Baeli migrated from Colorado to New Zealand, where they currently make their home at the foothills of the Blue Mountains on the South Island. 
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