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   For my mother, Gay O’Neill, and my late father, Charles Russell O’Neill.  
 
   Thank you for my wonderful childhood, most especially for letting me roam and dream in the dinosaur halls in the Museum of Natural History in New York City, and for the endless hours spent with me as I trekked the forests, lava fields, and ancient ruins of Northern Arizona.
 
    
 
   ~ Deborah O’Neill Cordes
 
    
 
  
 
  


 
   What seest thou else
 
   In the dark backward and abysm of time.
 
    
 
   ~ William Shakespeare, The Tempest





 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   PROLOGUE
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   I knew they would come, thus I waited.
 
   And watched.
 
   ~The Keeper
 
    
 
    
 
   One million years B.C.E. in an alternate universe, on the red planet, Moozrab.
 
    
 
   Shanash stood with her fellow astronauts. She felt her head feathers raise and push against her space helmet’s interior. The moment had arrived.  
 
   The volcano before her beckoned, overwhelmed, its slopes so enormous she could glimpse but a fraction of its bulk, one nameless, eroded butte. She opened her mouth to speak, knowing everyone awaited her words, but in her excitement she could not utter a sound.  
 
   She gathered herself and tried again. “Mission Control.” Her voice crackled in her headset. “We are standing on Moozrab.”
 
   She took a breath in relief, now free to imagine her message winging through outer space to her home world, the blue-water planet called Shurrr. Once heard, it would elicit the triumphant trills of a billion saurians. This was the culmination of ten years of intense work, the result of an alien laser signal sent from red planet to blue. The signal had flashed for three consecutive days and then ended as abruptly as it started, leaving the saurians with a mystery. Despite repeated attempts to answer back, they had received no response, only brooding silence. And yet, the signal had been undeniable proof they were not alone in the universe. Even if the aliens were long gone from the Solar System – or long dead – Shanash knew, everyone knew, there had been Others.  
 
   A trembling rose inside her, an eagerness barely contained, and she set off toward the volcano’s great shadow. Bright chatter filled her headset, the other astronauts echoing her mood. Together, they moved past jumbled rocks of rust and gray, beyond the reach of the pale-pink sky. Shining their chemlights before them, they found the place where their digging drones had toiled, a lone stairwell of alien origin.  
 
   Down, down they went, their footfalls soft on dust-draped steps. They passed through a vast chamber of glittering amber walls and stumbled upon a door. A handprint had been carved on it, the figure in bas-relief, three-fingered with long claws. Incredibly, the alien print nearly matched their own trio of digits.  
 
   How is this possible? Shanash stood for a long moment. As a physician-scientist, she knew the enormous evolutionary odds against such a thing happening. Puzzled, she reached out and touched the handprint, but after barely grazing it with her gloved fingers, she pulled back. What lurked beyond the door?  
 
   Or who––?
 
   The door shuddered and then swung wide, the space around it alive with whirling motes of dust. Mustering her courage, Shanash stepped into a vacant chamber and surmised it was an airlock. With a wave of her hand, she motioned for the others to follow. The door automatically closed, sealing the room tight for pressurization. Shanash heard a deep whoosh as air rushed in, yet she and her companions remained safe within their spacesuits, for the atmosphere here was surely alien and unbreathable.
 
   On the far side of the airlock, another door opened, revealing a chamber with a large, rectangular structure of polished red stone. It resembled a queen’s sarcophagus from Erraz, an ancient Shurrrian civilization. Could this possibly be an alien tomb? And if so, who was buried inside?
 
   Shanash stared at the tomb, transfixed, and then roused herself, beckoning everyone forward. Straining with the effort, they pushed and pulled on the heavy lid and forced it aside.  
 
   An alien rested within, copper-skinned and perfectly preserved.  
 
   Breathing deeply, Shanash willed herself to a semblance of calm, knowing she must examine the corpse with scientific detachment. The creature looked much like her species, the head containing sensory organs – eyes, nose, and mouth – the trunk broad and powerful, with paired appendages, two arms and two legs. Yet it retained a structure saurians no longer possessed, a long and well-muscled tail that she guessed the alien had once used to wield a mighty swipe.
 
   Through  her  helmet’s  headset,  Shanash  listened  to her colleagues as they studied the creature: “It appears to be  asleep  – so well preserved.” 
 
   “Yes, like someone in a nesting bed.” 
 
   “Did you see that?  Is it breathing?” 
 
   “By the Goddess, it’s alive!”
 
   “What?” Shanash moved in closer, almost within touching distance of the alien. Unexpectedly, she detected a hum, faint at first, but steadily growing louder, until a great rum rum rum echoed in her ears, the sound traveling all the way back to Shurrr, or so it seemed.
 
   She reached into the sarcophagus and touched the shimmering cloth covering the alien’s lower torso. Through her gloves, she could feel a vibration. Was this a stasis-vault instead of a tomb?  
 
   As if in response, the creature groaned and blinked its 
eyes – blue eyes. Stunned, Shanash fell back, bumping into the others, their startled hisses echoing within her helmet as they ran for the door.
 
   The cloth dropped away, revealing the alien’s bulging genital sac. A male? Kept in honored stasis?  
 
   It could mean only one thing.
 
   Shanash fought her apprehension. “Courage,” she said, looking at her companions. “Think of what we have discovered. We should not fear him. If he is The One––”
 
   “You have come.”  
 
   She jumped at the alien’s deep-throated voice.  
 
   He sat up, carefully worked his jaw, and then bowed his head to her. “You are wise not to fear me. I wish you no harm.”  
 
   The other saurian-astronauts crept back to stand beside Shanash. She could hear their heavy breathing, their fear, and heard her own gasps as well. She tried to ignore the alien-blue eyes, and gulped in more air. Panicked, she yearned to rid herself of her spacesuit, to break free. The creature lived and breathed in this place, but could she, could she?
 
   “Remove your helmets,” he said, as if reading her mind, “for the atmosphere here will not poison you. I evolved on a world much like your own.”
 
   “But you could have pathogens dangerous to us,” Shanash said. “Or we could infect you.”
 
   “My physiology at the molecular level is so different from yours that cross-species contamination cannot occur. Besides, why would I harm you?”
 
   Shanash considered his words and then looked at her comrades. The dark threat of contagion kept their gazes rapt upon her, yet she also sensed their desire to believe him, to make real contact.  
 
   “Indeed, why would you harm us?” she asked as she broke the seal on her suit and took off her helmet. Air wafted over Shanash’s face. She took a tentative breath, surprised by the lack of odor.
 
   “Have no fear,” the alien reassured.
 
   As her companions removed their helmets, Shanash breathed deeply of the pure air. “Who are you?” she asked the alien. “Why have you summoned us?” 
 
   “I am the Lord Keeper. I am the Guardian of All Knowledge, the protector of this world.”
 
   “How do you speak our language?” 
 
   “There is a matrix of molecular computers hidden within the depths of this planet. It has monitored your civilization for many years. I have been in stasis, but my cranial implant recorded your progress. From that device, I learned your language––”
 
   The Keeper fell silent, his skin now pale, his veins throbbing and blue as his eyes. Dropping back into his stasis-vault, he cried, “Help me!”
 
   “He is ill – move aside! – I must get my equipment,” Shanash shouted. She grabbed a wad of nano-meds from her medical kit, deciding to use the old method, the fastest way to deliver them, the so-called “mothering.” Despite his physiological differences, she knew the nanos would unfailingly adapt and heal. She placed the wad in her mouth, hastily chewed, and swallowed. Bending close to the Keeper, she parted his lips, pressed her mouth to his, and regurgitated.  
 
   Oh, dear Mother Goddess, please help him! But then, she gritted her teeth and pushed aside the old beliefs, determined to use logic and the scientific method.
 
   She stood back and waited, still silently berating herself, yet the pull of the ancient ways proved too strong. The bittersweet aftertaste of the meds gave her hope and she prayed once more. Help me, She-Mother!
 
   The alien did not move.
 
   “Swallow,” she commanded him. “You must swallow.”
 
   His eyes fixed on hers. He started to choke, but managed to ingest the meds and keep them down. In relief, she watched the twitching start beneath his skin, as strength returned to his corrupted organs and bones.  
 
   When he sat again, he looked about and said, “As I now breathe, so too may you breathe. As I now live, so too may you live. For saving my life, I will reward you with unparalleled knowledge, with a gift for the ages. You have brought new hope to me.” 
 
   “Oh, it is you who have given us hope,” Shanash countered. She threw back her head and trilled. “The high priestess of Azinor foretold the coming of one such as you. You are the Savior who shall lead us to enlightenment. Long have we awaited The One!” 
 
   ***
 
   All of the saurians went down, groveling before the Keeper, as though he had always been their master, as though he had always been supreme in their lives.
 
   Mindful of the effect his presence had on them, on the influence he had over the ancient, reptilian parts of their brains, the Keeper recalled a wisp of memory from another universe, where evolution had taken a different path. There, alien creatures called humans ruled a blue-water world implausibly called Earth. Like the saurians, their brainstems also betrayed a remote reptilian past, but some humans were not enslaved by it, with the ability to rise above the primordial pull and think on their own. Troublemakers. Revolutionaries. May such humans be damned.  
 
   But here, things were different, weren’t they? He felt confident few, if any, saurians had the ability to question authority.
 
   He gazed at the saurian astronauts again and decided this was the best universe.
 
   With a wry chortle, the Keeper remembered something more about humans. He flashed his teeth and then he said, “Take me to your leader.”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
  

PART ONE
 
   Chapter 1
 
    
 
   Think of the religions that have risen, in all the far-flung realms, a universe awash in religions! And they are all wrong.
 
   ~The Keeper
 
    
 
   Thirty years later in the depths of the Keeper’s lair, in the Royal City of Moozrab.
 
    
 
   Tima kept her gaze on the hatchling-clone’s sweet face, not trusting herself to look at the Keeper. She waited a moment as Shanash, the Alpha-Nu Dracon, raised the hatchling before the Court of the One. The Ceremony of the Soul-catcher had begun, and Tima nervously waited to fulfill her role.
 
   “Behold, the Royal Consort!” Shanash intoned.  
 
   But not the first. Tima fought the urge to howl in agony. The last little hatchling had died less than two years ago, a precious four-year-old whom Tima had lovingly raised, the one before that only three years old and darling, too. The Alpha-Nu had personally conducted the autopsies, and her findings indicated both had succumbed to deadly mutations as a result of complications of the cloning process. Yet, as time wore on, Tima had grown uneasy about these conclusions, her instincts teetering toward her worst fears, until she could think of little else.  
 
   She hazarded a glance at the Keeper, whose face betrayed nothing but the gloat of satisfaction. From the moment he had assumed power, he’d used the ancient ways of her race, even the most hallowed ceremonies, to further his aim.
 
   Murderer. The thought came from nowhere, her mind seizing the dark possibility of what might have been. You murdered those innocents. 
 
   Shaken, Tima watched as Shanash turned to the Keeper. 
 
   “My lord, what name have you chosen?” Shanash asked.
 
   He looked out over the awaiting saurians, his eyes narrowing for an instant, before he said, “Dawann-dracon.”
 
   The same name, always the same. Tima shuddered as Shanash affixed the soul-catcher to the hatchling’s brow. The baby would now receive the spirit of someone else: her temperament, the essence of her mind, perhaps a few stray memories. Tima had always assumed it was from the Keeper’s former love, a way for him to recapture something of his own kind, a race which had died out so long ago. But now, she wondered...
 
   Murderer.
 
   She remembered the two precious hatchlings, now dead. They had gone back to the Eternal Silence. She could do nothing more for them.
 
   She looked at the baby again.
 
   This time I’ll be ready, she told herself.
 
   The hatchling gave a yawn as she was placed in Tima’s sheltering arms. The baby-scent was as clean and sweet as a nest of softest down. A surge of love swept over Tima as she moved away from the crowd and toward the royal nursery. She swooped into the light-filled room, pink as the Moozrabian dawn-sky, and dismissed the other attendants with orders for fresh baby food.
 
   Satisfied she was finally alone, she placed Dawann in her nest-bed and whispered, “You are dear to me, little one.”
 
   The baby looked straight into her eyes, her gaze sparkling – and too bright – and then she opened her mouth a little, moving her jaw and fussing. “Da... da,” she repeated. “Da... da.”
 
   “Da... wann?” Tima whispered, startled a hatchling should make such sounds.
 
   “Dawn,” the baby said.  
 
   Tima took a step backward and stared.
 
   Almost immediately, the light went out of the tiny gaze, the baby returning to innocence.
 
   And Tima watched her for a long time, but, to her relief, the sparkle was absent that night, nor did it come back in the years afterward.
 
   The baby grew and thrived, never again uttering the name Tima believed had sealed the fate of the others.  
 
   And because of that, the hatchling survived.
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   Chapter 2
 
    
 
   Time bears all things away, even our minds.
 
   ~Virgil, Ecloges
 
    
 
    
 
   Fifteen years later, in Moozrab’s Royal City.
 
    
 
   Tasha. Earth. Harry. NASA. Kris.
 
   Sometimes, at the oddest moments, the unintelligible words of a strange language filled the head of Dawann-dracon. Some words were even pronounced with a blunt “s” rather than a proper hiss. Never in her life had she heard anyone utter such sounds.
 
   Puzzled, she looked around her bed-nest chamber, then into her hand mirror, and studied her reflection. A lovely face, pale green with finely wrought features, stared back. Feathery black lashes framed her green eyes, while long feathers cascaded off her head, black with a rainbow sheen. She had been told she was the fairest saurian in the Solar System, yet she found herself out of sorts, for the image in the mirror brought no satisfaction. Waves of uncertainty coursed through her.
 
   Tasha. Earth. Harry. NASA. Kris.  
 
   What is happening to me? she thought. Why do I seem to remember the words of a foreign tongue? Or is it merely gibberish? Am I losing my mind to madness?    
 
   Last week, she recalled awakening in her bed-nest, her head tucked beneath her arm, warm and safe, yet feeling strangely discomfited, like a lost soul staring out of alien eyes. Since then, her mind had been possessed by unfamiliar speech and fleeting images, some so bizarre they seemed impossible to comprehend.  
 
   Dawann closed her eyes and let her imagination roam. Like her quick, episodic dreams, a mystifying vision flittered through her brain. She took a breath and concentrated on the image. What had she just seen?  
 
   Then, quite unexpectedly, she knew. Eyes closed against the world, she saw a face unlike any she had envisioned or even imagined: intelligent hazel eyes stared out of tanned flesh, the pupils round, large – and so different from her own vertically slit ones – the features tightly sculpted with a square jaw and a prominent nose, the head covered with thick, yellow hair.  
 
   Hair? Her heart beat wildly as she visualized the small, furred rat-mammals, the preferred food of the worker drones and other slaves. Mammals were the only things that possessed hair, weren’t they? How could the face of her imagination have hair on the top of its head? How? It wasn’t natural. In fact, in the world of the saurians, she knew it would be viewed as a terrifying apparition.  
 
   Dawann sat still as she fought down the feeling of dread, but, to her amazement, her imagination blazed forth in the next moment. She watched as the creature’s face took on varied facial expressions. First, the brow furrowed, and then the lips pursed. Finally, with amazement, she watched as it leaned forward and bared its teeth to her.  
 
   Oh, what could it mean? Bared teeth? It was the darkest of images, the stuff of deepest nightmares.
 
   And yet, on impulse, Dawann imagined herself baring her own teeth to the creature and this took her by surprise. In response, the mammal’s toothy expression expanded until it seemed to fill its face. Was it making a friendly gesture? Suddenly, she felt warmth toward it, as if it were one of her own kind, as if it were special. Indeed, unbelievably, she realized this strange being had once been very important to her.  
 
   A question, full-blown and all consuming, surged to mind.  Had she loved this human – yes, the word was human – in another place and time?
 
   Her eyes opened. Fears forgotten, she pondered the faint echoes of another universe.  
 
   Another universe? But how could that be? The greatest thinkers in the Solar System believed there was no life beyond the temporal existence. You were conceived, you lived, and you died. Life was therefore very precious. Even though scientists had extended life to an average span of two hundred years, it was at the whim of the Goddess how long you lived.  
 
   There was no other existence, though. Only the here, the now.
 
   Yet Dawann had lived somewhere else once, hadn’t she? On the blue-water planet, on Shurrr. No, it was called Earth then. Her mind roiled, brimming with impossible thoughts. Earth and Shurrr are the same place, but how?
 
   She swallowed, suddenly afraid, yet not willing to suppress her outlandish thinking. Somehow she had been born as a human on Earth. And in that other existence she had traveled by spaceship to a neighboring world, a place called... Mars.
 
   She looked out the window, seeing the ruddy sands of Moozrab, the glowing hills beyond the palace walls, this saurian colony called Missloo. Holy Mother She-Goddess, this is Mars. We call it Moozrab, but it’s Mars.  
 
   She trembled, her feelings an unsettling mixture of fear and astonishment. When was her other life? How had everything changed? What was she remembering?
 
   Dawann abruptly recalled something more from that previous existence; she’d known and loved someone named...
 
   Gus. Yes. She knew with certainty the human in her vision, the one with yellow hair, was a male named Gus.
 
   She glanced around, eyes wide. Nothing made sense any more, absolutely nothing.
 
   She leapt to her feet and dashed across her bedchamber. Without looking back, she withdrew from the room, quickly closing the door behind her.
 
   Gus. Gus. Gus.
 
   Gus!  
 
   As she ran down the long corridor, toward the Great Hall of Statues, the name echoed in her mind. The clatter of her toe claws against the polished stone floor shattered the silence, but she did not stop. Entering the hall, her gaze swiftly passed over statues of marble, gold, silver-gilt, and jade.  
 
   She moved on, streaking past renditions of the Keeper and his favorite courtiers, including a new sculpture of her by the acclaimed artist, Eni-dracon. At any other time, she would have paused to admire her statue, for it was a beautiful work, carved from the finest Shurrrian jade, its translucent color perfectly matching her skin tone.
 
   But she didn’t care about it now. She wanted to find only one piece – and one piece alone.
 
   Her limbs ground to a halt before the statue of the Mother and Child. By the brilliant, cutting-edge artist, Cree-dracon, the sculpture had been carved from green-tinged marble, the fine tracings of muscle, arteries, and sinew giving it the appearance of living tissue.  
 
   Dawann searched the Great Hall. Confident she was alone, she studied the lifelike statue.  The feathers on the mother’s head were superbly rendered, as was the downy covering on the baby’s skin. The mother was bent over, her lips lovingly pressed against the hatchling’s tiny mouth. For the saurian race, it was a daring rendition of a startling idea; that a mother would actually care for and nurture her child.
 
   Dawann stared at the statue, at the beauty and wonder of it. She closed her eyes and hugged herself, imagining a downy hatchling in her arms. Now, she regurgitated into its little mouth. And then, she watched it swallow the food.
 
   She paused, reeling, for a feeling of utter emptiness overwhelmed her. She wanted to hold and feed a child – her own child – more than anything in the world.
 
   Touching herself on the belly, she looked down at her chest, suddenly possessed by the vision of an infant suckling at her swollen, pink breast.
 
   Stunned, Dawann reached up and felt her flat chest. She extended her arm and stared at her naked, green, snakelike skin. Breasts? Pink skin? In the name of the She-Goddess, what was she thinking? What did her visions mean?
 
   But Dawn had possessed two soft, rounded breasts on her chest, hadn’t she?  
 
   Dawn? Dawann-dracon stood rooted, not even daring to breathe, as a distant voice rose in her thoughts. Dawn. So there it was, the name of her twin soul. She had once been someone called Dawn.
 
   “Dawn? Dawann?” she whispered. The similarity between her name and that of her vision startled her, made her feel more fearful than ever.  
 
   Turning, she stared at a full-length mirror hanging on the wall. Slowly, with tentative steps, she inched toward the looking glass. Uncontrollably shivering, she dropped her gaze as she halted before it, her eyes tightly shut, afraid of what she might see.
 
   Inexplicably, Dawann sensed the presence of someone else, a watcher, and she forced herself to look up. But there was nothing unusual in the reflection, nothing strange. Swallowing, she couldn’t shake the feeling someone was there, yet her mind railed against it and she turned to go. Suddenly, she heard something faint, like the soft tinkling of Shurrrian shells on a wind chime. She whirled around just as the mirror shimmered and cracked, shattering into a thousand fragments.  
 
   Dawann leapt away, but to her surprise no shards of glass fell, her side of the mirror still intact, the floor spotless. Incredible as it seemed, the mirror appeared to have broken from the inside, the pieces falling back into the looking glass, revealing another world.  
 
   Staring back from the depths, an unfeathered biped had replaced her own reflection, a creature with distinctively mammalian features, including dark brown hair on its head and five fingers on each hand.  
 
   Dawn? Human Dawn? The nictating membranes rolled over Dawann’s irises, and she feared she would lose consciousness. She breathed deeply and forced her eyes to clear. The vision of Human Dawn had vanished, the mirror now whole, and her saurian reflection stood there, as it had always been.
 
   Hissing aloud, Dawann wheeled about and stumbled blindly, frantically, out of the hall.  
 
   She raced down the corridor. For the barest moment, she wanted to escape this universe. Her world was now upside down. Reality turned inside out. What had happened? Was she actually losing her mind?  
 
   Dear Goddess, she prayed, please, help me, save me––
 
   Without warning, she ran headlong into someone tall and strong, the shock of contact forcing her to focus her gaze once more. The Keeper. The Exalted One. The most dreaded and mighty Lord of the Solar System.
 
   “What is it, my pet?” The Keeper’s hawklike face expressed concern as he held Dawann at arm’s length. He was naked except for an imperial sash of blue silk, which exactly matched his eyes. The muscles of his body were hard, his genital pouch bulging, proof of his power – and interest in her.
 
   Dawann looked around. Dozens of bejeweled, perfumed, and naked saurian courtiers and heavily muscled bodyguard drones stood behind him. Most wore blue contacts over their irises, a new style which Dawann had resisted adopting. The gossips at court had already spread their poison, noting she did this at her own peril, not realizing the Keeper had told her in private he loved her green eyes.  
 
   “Dawann?” the Keeper asked. 
 
   He sniffed the air, and she knew from his intense stare her body still wafted the scent of fear. His eyes narrowed as he studied Dawann’s face, then he dismissed his followers with a sharp hiss and a flick of his powerful tail.  
 
   “Leave us now,” he demanded.
 
   They obeyed without a word. Bowing, they backed away and then to a saurian they whirled about and rushed off. Only the Keeper’s senior bodyguard, a towering, fang-jawed, dragon-green mutant named Slaven-varool, remained behind.  
 
   Dawann waited in breathless silence, watching as the fiercesome Slaven fingered the hilt of his laser knife.  
 
   “Go to my chambers,” the Keeper ordered Slaven. His tone was now more even-tempered, yet his great tail trembled as if he had the urge to whip someone.
 
   Slaven cast a brief, icy glare at Dawann. “As you wish, my lord,” he said as he backed out of his presence, then turned and left.
 
   The Keeper waited until the last of Slaven’s footfalls had died. “What is it, Dawann?” he asked, staring into her eyes. This time, he lowered his head to her neck and lightly touched his teeth to her skin.
 
   Dawann’s stomach knotted, for the Keeper’s gesture was filled with implicit meaning. Immediately, she let herself go limp in his arms, showing complete submission to his will.  
 
   “My throat is at your mercy,” she said.
 
   Into her earhole, he whispered, “What did you see?”
 
   “I...” Before she could get the thought out, her brain rebelled, and her mouth clamped shut. No, she told herself. You must not say anything to him.
 
   His head reared back, his bronze skin deepening in a show of anger. “Tell me.”   
 
   Dawann forced herself to calm. She concentrated on the Keeper’s head feathers. Shiny as polished copper blades, they had recently been dressed with fragrant bango oil. She inhaled the sweet scent and lied, “I saw a Shurrr rat, my lord. By the statues. It merely startled me. They are so filthy.”
 
   His baleful expression cleared, replaced by a look of disgust. “A Shurrr rat? In the Great Hall?” 
 
   “Yes. I overreacted, my lord. The rat must have escaped from the kitchens. The drones are sometimes careless.”
 
   “I see.” He released his grip and stroked his chin.  
 
   “May I leave, my lord?”
 
   “Yes. Go.” Staring distractedly down the hallway, the Keeper waved her off.
 
   Heart thumping in relief, Dawann walked away without looking back. Only the soft click, click, click of her claws echoed off the floors.
 
   Once inside her bedchamber, with the door closed tightly behind her, she felt a little better.  
 
   She drew a breath and looked around. How long before the Keeper sensed her deception and discovered her truth?
 
   And what exactly was the truth? What was she remembering? 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   Chapter 3
 
    
 
   “I can’t explain myself, I’m afraid, sir,” said Alice, “because I’m not myself, you see.”
 
   “I don’t see,” said the Caterpillar.
 
   ~Lewis Carroll, Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland
 
    
 
   Hunched over her thinkbook, Dawann spent most of the afternoon trying to find an entry about her origins, but she met with no success. The lack of information puzzled her. Everyone had an entry; at least, that’s what she’d always heard. Frustrated, she also found herself wondering why she had never tried to find her records before now. Why had she been so unconcerned? What caused her lack of inquisitiveness? Sheer laziness?
 
   Soft clawing sounded at the door. Without looking up from the crystal screen, Dawann distractedly asked, “Yes?”
 
   “Forgive me, Your Royal Highness, but I have your banquet-supper.”
 
   Already? Unless there was a formal affair Dawann was expected to attend, Old Tima always brought the evening meals to her. However, it seemed a bit early.  
 
   Glancing out the window, she was surprised by the slanting rays of sunlight. Her stomach growled and she realized she’d missed second lunch. Rising, she walked to the door. “Do come in,” she said, pulling it open. 
 
   Tima lumbered into the room with halting steps and low bows. A worker drone followed, loaded down with a tray of food. Dawann studied the little creature, with its mottled, golden-brown skin, reptilian head, stocky limbs and short, yet muscular, tail. Drones ate live mammals, squeaking, furry balls of wiggling flesh.    
 
   Dawann fought her revulsion, letting her thoughts return to her vision of mammals as intelligent beings. Humans were self-aware and alive with purpose, unlike the primitive rats and stupid drones. The saurians – and the Keeper – were the only comparable species to humanity. More alien words flittered through her brain: mankind, people, Homo sapiens. Her mind railed in a storm of warning, madness threatening, and she trembled at the implications. What terrible trouble would she unleash with her strange thinking? 
 
   Tima cleared her throat. “Shall I share your meal, Your Highness?”   
 
   Dawann’s heart beat wildly and she almost said no, but then she reconsidered. Perhaps Tima could help in her quest for information. After all, Tima was much wiser than she, having hatched over one hundred years ago on the home world, Shurrr. She had been one of the first colonists on Moozrab, and she knew a lot of history.
 
   “Yes, Tima,” Dawann said, striving for calm. “Yes, I would enjoy the company.”  
 
   Tima threw her a glance, but Dawann turned away and watched the drone set two places at the table. When the creature left, she took her seat and surveyed the repast; bowls of steaming broth laced with pungent spices, a fragrant, gelatinous, purple pudding, and a big platter of nano-assembled meat. Gone were the days when saurians ate living prey, or even dead tissue. Now the sensibilities of the pickiest members of her species had been assuaged, for micro-machines could assemble any food by rearranging the molecular structure of plant tissue.  
 
   “Does Your Highness wish to be served?”
 
   “No, Tima. And, please, we are alone. Formalities are unnecessary. Sit down.”
 
   “Thank you.” Tima settled her bulk into the chair and took a sip of broth. “I can tell when you’re in a mood. What is troubling you, my dear?”
 
   Dawann took no pleasure in hearing this. Old Tima could always read her mind. She glanced about, fearful of being overheard, but then forced herself to relax. No one was listening. This was her private chamber, and it was swept for listening devices twice a week, the last time yesterday evening. It was safe to talk.
 
   “Who were my parents, Tima?”
 
   Reaching for some nano-meat, Tima’s fingers froze in mid-air. “Your parents?”
 
   “Yes. I know I was hatched here on Moozrab. Where is my birth record? There must be a genetic chip available somewhere. Who were my progenitors?”
 
   “Why would you want to know such things? Most do not care.”
 
   “You raised me, Tima, and I also remember being cared for by the worker nursemaids––”
 
   “As most of us are, my dear. I must say, I don’t understand where this conversation is going.” Tima resumed her quest for the nanomeat. She found a big chunk and gulped it down whole. “Ahhh,” she said, loudly smacking her mouth. “You should try some. Very tasty.”
 
   Dawann instead reached for a bowl of broth. After taking a sip and finding it too salty for her taste, she placed the bowl on the table and declared, “I don’t belong here.” She forged on, gaining courage as she slowly told Tima about her disturbing thoughts, until she finally revealed what she’d seen in her visions.
 
   Gaping after hearing this last, Tima’s hands started to shake. “Oh Goddess, I feared this would happen.”
 
   “What do you mean?” Trembling herself, Dawann clutched the table for support and leaned forward. “What do you know about this?”
 
   “How do I begin?” Tima hesitated. “You did not hatch from an ordinary egg. You are a clone whose embryo was grown in a laboratory inside an artificial egg.”  
 
   “A clone?” Dawann released the table and sat back, shivering with disgust. Clones were bred to serve. They were considered the lowest members of society: soldier-slaves and servant-drones.  
 
   “But you are not the usual sort of clone,” Tima explained, her tone soft with sympathy. “You are a special creature, the Royal Consort of The One.”
 
   Dawann felt no reassurance from Tima’s words. Although saurians fawned over her as a matter of course, proclaiming her the Solar System’s greatest beauty, she now realized she was as much a slave as any drone.
 
   “Let me calm your fears, for I know how shocking this must seem,” Tima said. “You are different from every other clone in existence. Have you not wondered at your own perfection? Poets write odes to you. Artists create works in your image. I was told a flawless creature provided the genetic material to make you. She was a legendary beauty.” The nictating membranes of Tima’s eyes closed, then opened with a nervous flutter. “I hoped this day would never come.”
 
   Dawann could not reply, her mind numbed to silence by a whirl of disbelief.  
 
   Tima took a breath and looked at her, her gaze now steady. “You must not tell anyone about your visions.”    
 
   “But what am I remembering?”
 
   “I cannot be sure. I know only part of the truth; you were cloned with no real memories. That is the way, of course. The clone’s brain is as blank as any hatchling’s. But the Keeper has a machine that can preserve someone’s spirit, the ‘soul-catcher’. When you were first delivered to him, he took the entire royal court to see it, to use it on you.”
 
   “Why have I never heard of this?” Dawann asked.
 
   “I do not know,” Tima whispered back.
 
   Dawann stared at her with newfound suspicion. “I think you do. It was deliberately kept from me.”  
 
   When Tima did not answer, Dawann grew more determined than ever to draw her out. “Where is this soul-catcher? Tell me, Tima.”
 
   “It is underground, beneath the Keeper’s chambers.”
 
   Dawann visualized his luxurious abode. It was known within court circles that long ago his alien forebears had built a vast complex below the palace, obsolete rooms whose original purposes were lost to time – at least, that is what they’d been told. For safety and security, these subterranean chambers were declared off-limits. Access to the complex was restricted to weaponized robot drones and the occasional visit by the Keeper’s bodyguards. 
 
   Dawann trembled now, for she had never considered what secrets the ancient complex held, never had the nerve or desire to question, never thought to wonder why.
 
   Tima looked into Dawann’s eyes. “Did you know the Keeper gave you the name Dawann?”
 
   “He gave me my name?” 
 
   “Yes.” Tima went on to describe how Dawann had momentarily “awakened” as a baby and said words that sounded somewhat like her name. She then reassured Dawann no one else knew about this; it was a secret Tima would take to her grave.
 
   Dawann paused, recalling her vision of Human Dawn. Had the Keeper known Dawn? But how? “I think I know where the name came from. But how shall I find out for certain?”
 
   “You must not pursue this. It is a most dangerous path. This has happened before. I saw it with my own eyes. If you act upon this, I fear you will end up like your predecessors.”
 
   Dawann sucked in her breath. It took a moment to regain her presence of mind, such was her shock. “Predecessors?” she finally managed.
 
   Tima gave a little groan of agony. “It was a terrible time. I never knew why they were destroyed, but now, I fear––”
 
   “They had visions, too?”
 
   “Yes. When the Keeper found out,” Tima’s gaze grew hard, “he killed them.”
 
   Crying out, Dawann placed her hands over her earholes. “Oh, my Goddess, stop, stop!” She dropped her hands and stared at her lap, trying to convince herself this was merely a nightmare. The Keeper had raised her from childhood. She had been his consort since she came of age. For two years, she had been his love. Did she really believe he could kill her?
 
   Tima sniffed the air. “You must calm yourself, for I smell your fear.”
 
   The Keeper smelled it, too, Dawann recalled. She breathed deeply, willing away her emotions.  
 
   “In his own way, the Keeper does love you,” Tima said, “but do not be lulled into complacency by his previous show of affection. He won’t hesitate to act if he finds out about this. If you divulge your thoughts to him about these visions, he will kill you, also. After that, he’ll direct his scientists to bring forth another clone, who will...”
 
   In a terrible flash, Dawann imagined a ruinous future. She will take my place, her thoughts finished for Tima. She will take my place in his bed – and his heart.
 
   ***
 
   Dawann-dracon lay in her bed-nest, the diaphanous sheets soft and silky. The nano-fibers of the nest caused the pillows and mattress to conform to her body like a second skin. She felt as if she might actually be floating in the sky, dozing on billowy clouds.
 
   But she was not. No, no, no.  
 
   From her bed, Dawann glanced out of the window, watching the sky change from pink to gray and finally to deepest purple. The moons of Moozrab had risen, and double shadows flowed from objects in the room. A cushioned chair gave off two dark images as solid and square as a pair of worker drones. From table legs, black spindles curved on the floor, reminding her of the long, graceful necks of...  
 
   Swans. Dawann closed her eyes. A strange word, another earthly-alien name to puzzle over. She breathed, hoping for sleep to carry her off. But she could not banish thoughts of her visions, and of Tima’s disturbing revelations.  
 
   She tucked her head under her arm and snuggled in. Unlike her remote ancestors, the small, nocturnal, hunting dinosaurs of ancient Shurrr, Dawann-dracon was unable to rest in the daytime. Millions of years of evolution had changed her species’ sleeping habits. Now, their waking moments were spent in the sunshine and they were creatures of the light. They slept at night. Like humans.
 
   Dawann’s eyes flew open, visions of two-legged mammals crowding her skull. Suddenly, a claw raked at the door and she recognized the sound. Only one person would dare disturb her in the night, only one.
 
   “Dawann, let me in. Please, my pet.”
 
   The bidding was familiar and warmly put. With a sudden, aching desire, she found herself wanting to run to the door and fall into the Keeper’s waiting arms.
 
   No, she had to keep her wits about her now.  
 
   Rising, she pulled a sheer sleeping gown around her body. How to handle him? What should she do?
 
   She knew full well he could not find out about her visions. Her life depended on it. He must not suspect what thoughts surged through her brain.  
 
   Her hand reached the door and slowly, with unsteady fingers, she unlatched the bronze bolt. The door swung open and the Keeper strode in, took her in his arms, and carried her off to bed.
 
   “Shall we use the rings?” he playfully asked as he placed her on the mattress and settled in beside her. The nano-components went to work immediately, making the nest conform to their shapes.
 
   With an effort, Dawann controlled her feelings. A vision of the head rings rose, filling her mind. Worn over the brows of both sex partners, the rings allowed lovers to feel each other’s pleasure. And, to some extent, read the other’s thoughts.
 
   Dawann said quickly, “The rings? No. Tonight I wish to feel primitive.”
 
   “Primitive? Ah, that excites me.” The Keeper’s body moved hard against hers. In a heartbeat, he had penetrated her.
 
   Looking into his eyes, she saw his passion, realized how much he wanted her. She gasped in surprise at his fervor, and then, with reluctance, she gave in to the coming sensations.
 
   ***
 
   Hours later, Dawann-dracon lay in the darkness, listening to the sounds of the Keeper’s even breathing. She wanted to howl out loud, to wail with the mourning sounds of sadness, and her inner voice began a harrowing lament, with shrieks and squeals reminiscent of those made by small mammals in their death throes.  
 
   She choked back her feelings, nervous she had already given off the inevitable, unmistakable smell of fright. She had to keep her emotions inside. If only she could...
 
   Cry. Yes, that was the word. She reached up and touched the inner corners of her eyes, but there were no tear ducts there.  
 
   But I could cry once, she recalled. I cried in joy and pain when I was human.  
 
   With a supreme effort, Dawann forced her nictating membranes to roll over her irises, and her eyeballs moistened. Yet, it was not the same.
 
   She could not cry. Her human counterpart could, though. Dawn had wept real tears.
 
   Gaze unfocused, Dawann stared into the darkness, and quite unexpectedly, her mind conjured up another face. Through remote space and uncountable time, a human female with white hair and blue eyes – different from the Keeper’s, but still startling – appeared to be staring back at her. As Dawann watched, tears rolled down the human’s cheeks. The female gazed down at a golden necklace, murmuring something about her children.
 
   Tasha? Dawann thought in fearful wonder. Sweet She-Goddess, was that your name?
 
   She gasped and the Keeper stirred.  
 
   He came up on his elbow. “What is it?” he asked.
 
   Her heart trembled. “It is nothing, my lord. I, I was dreaming.”
 
   “What is troubling you, Dawann? You have not been yourself of late.”  
 
   She analyzed his words. Simple. Direct. They had not been spoken in anger, only with concern. And, perhaps, a little love.
 
   Of course, he loves you. He’s always loved you.
 
   A bold thought erupted in Dawann’s mind, a plan which could give her a way to discover the truth, and one that would allow her to distract the Keeper.  
 
   She took a breath and forged on, “I want a child, a hatchling to raise as my own.”
 
   The Keeper was silent for a long moment. Dawann felt her pulse race with anticipation.  
 
   “We are not of the same species,” he finally said in a voice grown soft with melancholy. “Even if we were the same, I am sterile. Many years ago, when your scientists worked their miracles on my dying body, they could not change that. I cannot reproduce.”
 
   “I know. But I want a baby. Your baby. And I’ve thought of a solution.”
 
   He drew his face closer to hers. “Tell me.” 
 
   “You could provide genetic material for a clone. We would raise the child together. Your son and heir. And our baby.”
 
   Dawann briefly closed her eyes, hoping she sounded genuine. Please, believe me!
 
   She opened her eyes. He was still absorbing what she had told him. Despite the darkness, she concentrated on his shadowy features, but then she flinched when his teeth flashed gray against the night.  
 
   She felt speechless with fear. Stiffening, she fell back into the mattress. The nano-fibers softened around her, their comfort incongruent as she prepared for the pain of his bite. But, much to her relief, it did not come.  
 
   He sniffed the air, sensing her fright.  
 
   “My throat is at your mercy,” she croaked.
 
   “Fear not, my love.” He laughed with great chortles that ripped through the room. It was something she had never grown accustomed to hearing, as alien as his blue eyes.  
 
   He continued to roar with abandon. Forcing herself to respond, she made herself hoot and trill with false hilarity.
 
   “Of course,” he said, his laughter fading to a sigh. “I understand now. A hatchling? Ah, my pet, your brooding is understandable.” He took her in his arms and whispered, “You are brilliant, Dawann. And yes. I’ll see that your wish is granted. Tomorrow, we’ll go to see Mem.”  
 
   “What is Mem, my lord?”
 
   “Not what, but who. Mem-rax is a scientist.”  
 
   “Is he competent?”
 
   “Ah, he is a genius!” The Keeper laughed again. “His laboratory is located on the other side of the Missloo City. We’ll travel there tomorrow, and, with his help, you shall get your wish.” He rose from the bed-nest.  
 
   “Goodnight, my lord,” she said as he walked to the door.
 
   He turned toward her as his hand pressed against the latch. “Sleep now, my dearest,” he told her.  
 
   And, as he slipped from the room, he added, “Sleep. For tomorrow, you may very well meet your destiny.”
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   Chapter 4
 
    
 
   What’s past is prologue.
 
   ~William Shakespeare, The Tempest
 
    
 
    
 
   The next morning Dawann woke in confusion, vaguely sensing something was different. Had she been dreaming? Were her troubling thoughts simply the leftover sensations of a nightmare?
 
   Her gaze settled on her mirror. A moment of uncertainty advanced in her mind and then passed away, and she recalled her recent vision in the looking glass of the Great Hall. Suddenly, everything came flooding back in a tidal wave of remembrance. In her previous incarnation, she had been a mammalian creature, a human named Dawn. A strange, bipedal being with a headful of brown hair, five fingers on each hand, and two breasts. So, it was true. It was all still true.
 
   Tima, she thought, glancing at the door. I must find Tima.
 
   She reached toward the nightstand next to her bed-nest, turned on a light, and pushed a small button. In a moment, a soft clawing sounded at the door.  
 
   “Come in,” Dawann said. “It is not locked.”
 
   Old Tima entered, followed by two drones carrying the morning repast. “Your Highness,” she said with a bow, “I have been informed of your trip. The Keeper expects you to meet him at...”
 
   Tima’s voice trailed off, and Dawann realized it was because she had not yet risen from her bed. 
 
   “What is wrong, my dear? Are you ill?”
 
   Dawann shook her head and then flinched, startled she had responded with what she guessed was a human gesture.  
 
   Tima dismissed the worker drones with a hiss. When they were finally alone, she said, “You must take care, Dawann. I noticed what you did with your head. That comes from your twin soul, does it not?”
 
   “Yes, I think so.”
 
   “You must remember to growl. Do not shake your head. If the Keeper sees such a thing, he may conclude you are having visions.”
 
   “I know.” Dawann looked into Tima’s eyes. “I need your help. The presence of my other self is increasing. She’s filling my brain. I think I’m going to lose my wits! With all that I’m experiencing, what if I go insane?”
 
   “Oh, my dear girl!” Tima came over to the bed-nest and sat on the edge. “You will not go insane.” She stroked the feathers on Dawann’s head. “I promise to do everything in my power to help you.”
 
   “Is there anyone who can explain what I’m experiencing?”
 
   “Yes, I know someone who is trustworthy, who might help.”
 
   “Oh, thank the Goddess!” Dawann reached out and grabbed Tima’s arm. “Who is it?”
 
   “Her name is Fey-dracon, and she is a paleontologist. I know her better than anyone in the Solar System, for we hatched in the same rookery on Shurrr. Fey works with Mem-rax.”
 
   Dawann released Tima and sat back. “Mem-rax? That is the second time I’ve heard his name. The Keeper mentioned him last night. Please, tell me everything you know.”
 
   Tima glanced at the ceiling. “Mem-rax is a geneticist. He was the recipient of the Ogdanu Prize and is considered one of our most renowned scientists. Fey and Mem are mates.” Suddenly, her face paled and she warily looked around the chamber.  
 
   “Please, Tima, tell me everything.”
 
   “But, if the Keeper finds out about this, think of what could happen.” 
 
   “He will not find out,” Dawann said, explaining how her rooms were routinely swept for listening devices.  
 
   Tima gave a small grunt, then lowered her voice. “Yes, well, Mem and Fey have established a successful business providing clones for the royal court and for many of the colonists here on Moozrab. They run the best genetics laboratory in the Solar System.” She leaned over until she was close to Dawann’s right ear hole. “But they have a secret. Fey told me she found an amber fossil, made from petrified tree sap, which she excavated on Shurrr many years ago. There were two vials inside the amber.”
 
   Dawann sat bolt upright. “Vials?”
 
   “Yes, the amber wasn’t a natural fossil. Fey told me she suspected – correctly I might add – it was an artifact created by someone who knew amber could preserve tissue. The first vial did not produce anything viable, but when Fey and Mem cloned the genetic material inside the second vial, an embryo was produced, and it survived. The clone turned out to be an alien. It is a male, who is vaguely like us in appearance, but he has hair like a mammal, and he is tall, much taller than the males of our species. In fact, he is almost as tall as the Keeper.”
 
   Dawann gaped in astonishment. “He has hair?” 
 
   As Tima grunted again in affirmation, Dawann rose from her bed-nest and went to the window. The first rays of dawn outlined Missloo City in deepest garnet. She leaned forward until her face lightly touched the window. She felt the coolness of the plastine surface against her cheek, and recalled her visions of humans. Fey and Mem’s clone must be a member of the same species.
 
   Inconceivable thoughts entered her mind. Had the vial contained Gus’s genetic material? Could he have been cloned?  
 
   Closing her eyes, Dawann suddenly envisioned a complex of buildings. A strange red, white, and blue emblem was prominently displayed on the side of the largest structure, a huge, rectangular edifice that seemed as tall as a mountain. The sky above the building was clear – and blue – as she imagined herself walking toward some of the humans. The female named Tasha stood there with Gus. And then, she saw other humans, two males and another female. Who were they?
 
   With difficulty, she shook off the question. There were more important things to focus on now. Something was happening here, something incredible. She forced herself to concentrate. In her mind’s eye, she saw Gus lead the small group toward the enormous building.
 
   Dawann gasped. Nasssa, she remembered. It was called Nasssa, wasn’t it? She saw the blue sky again. Nasssa was located on Shurrr, er, Earth.  
 
   And Gus, Tasha, and the others were astronauts!
 
   “Did you say that Fey-dracon was born on Shurrr?” Dawann asked, spinning around to face Tima.
 
   “Yes, my dear.”
 
   “And that she found the amber artifact there?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “I must meet Fey.” 
 
   Tima had not moved from the edge of the bed-nest. “I will try to arrange a meeting, Your Highness.”  
 
   “Not try. You must arrange it.
 
   “Yes. Of course.”
 
   “And Tima?”
 
   “Yes?”
 
   Dawann came over to her side and dropped her voice, speaking softly into her earhole. “I wish to meet the mammalian clone.”
 
   Tima looked at her, eyes wide. “I’m afraid that might be... no, it is impossible.”
 
   “Nothing is impossible.” Dawann tried to sound more confident than she felt. “I will not be dissuaded in this.”
 
   “But it could be very difficult to convince Fey to reveal anything more about the clone. I know for a fact he was hidden away long ago.”
 
   “Where?”
 
   “I do not know. Fey never revealed his location to me.”
 
   Hearing this, Dawann’s heart fell and she was filled with doubt. “Are you certain about what you have told me so far, Tima? Why would Fey tell you anything about this matter? She must have known the risks involved in creating the clone. If the wrong saurians found out––”
 
   “There is no risk from me,” Tima said, her voice sounding slightly ruffled. “I am as loyal to Fey-dracon as she is to me. We would die for each other, and that is the truth. As I told you before, Fey was one of my egg-mates.”
 
   “I understand. All right, I believe you, Tima. I am convinced we must act, and soon. I am sorry to put you and Fey in such danger, but if I could just meet the clone, or even if I could see a picture of him.”
 
   “Ah, that might be more realistic.”
 
   “Will you ask Fey?”
 
   “Yes, I shall do it today. I was not able to stop the Keeper before, when he eliminated your predecessors, but this time, I will not stand idly by and do nothing, even if it means...” As Tima grew quiet, she gave a shiver. “I must not speak of them.”
 
   “Who?”
 
   “The rebels,” Tima’s voice was barely perceptible now, “who may count me among their ranks if I do what I fear is necessary in the coming days. Well then, let us not wallow in ‘what ifs’, for I believe we should pursue this. Perhaps Fey will agree to help you, and you will discover the answers you seek.”
 
   “That is what I am praying for.”
 
   “Still, care must be taken. If the Keeper ever finds out––”
 
   “Then it is clear, Tima. I shall die.”
 
   The words hung between them, the air filled with a heavy sense of purpose.  
 
   Golden-brown eyes dark with foreboding, Tima rose from the bed-nest and touched her forehead gently to Dawann’s.  
 
   “Help me,” Dawann whispered. “I don’t belong here.”
 
   They stood together for a long while, and Dawann-dracon knew they were of one mind, each determined that Dawn, now Dawann, must somehow, someday, find her way back home.
 
   ***
 
   The next day, Dawann breathed deeply in the safe, plush, enclosed atmosphere of the Keeper’s personal cruiser. She was traveling with him to Mem-rax Labs, so that he could provide genetic material to create his clone, the baby he believed they would raise together. They moved in a convoy of airtight, heavily armored, jet cruisers through Missloo City. The protection was necessary, for assassins lurked within the Empire, and these violent members of the rebellion would kill the Keeper if given the chance.
 
   Dawann was blessedly alone for the moment, because the Keeper sat up front with the cruiser’s pilot, guarded by the ever-present Slaven-varool. She looked outside, taking in everything along the route. The wind had come up, forcing ruddy dust into the sky. Her gaze lowered, and she studied the buildings before her, from newer structures like the huge, transparent, covered stadium for flying poga games, to the ancient buildings built by the Keeper’s forebears and now used by the high priestesses of Moozrab. Intricate, carved parapets set on monumental slabs of polished, red stone loomed above the jet cruiser, the metropolis made up of large building complexes linked by underground tunnels.  
 
   She leaned back in the comfortable nano-seat of the cruiser. Despite the wind, a few saurians in pressure suits had ventured onto the streets. She watched them, their spacesuits glowing pinkish-gray in the hazy sunshine.  
 
   Several of the pedestrians halted in mid-stride as the royal cruiser passed by. Despite the bulkiness of their spacesuits, with swift, practiced moves they bowed from their waists.
 
   Dawann turned, looking back, watching as they held their bows in deference to The One. Clearly, they were waiting for the entire convoy to leave the area.  
 
   Quivering slightly, she stared after them and wondered who they were. And how many among them could be counted as rebels.
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   Chapter 5
 
    
 
   A mere hole in the ground, which of all rights is perhaps the least vivid and dramatic, is enough to grip their attention for hours at a time.
 
   ~P.G. Wodehouse, A Damsel in Distress
 
    
 
   Fey-dracon felt edgy, for the Keeper and his entourage had never visited Mem-rax Labs before. Oh, Mem had met the Exalted One at a few court functions, but until this morning, when the royal palace’s advance team toured their facilities, there was never an actual visit by anyone from the court, let alone the Keeper.  
 
   Fey grunted, her nerves on edge. Their laboratory was a new operation, only thirty Moozrabian years old. It was known the Keeper had previously used other biotechnology firms for cloning and rejuvenation, but in recent years Mem-rax Labs had developed groundbreaking techniques for making mutation-free clones. Perhaps that was the reason the Keeper was interested in visiting them today.  
 
   A chill rolled down Fey’s spine as she thought of their other laboratory. It was far away, a world away, beyond the prying eyes of the Keeper, hidden deep in the wilds of beautiful Shurrr. She thought back to the moment it all started: the need for a hidden lair, for utmost secrecy.
 
   She had been a young paleontologist then, newly graduated from Shurrr’s prestigious Hish Institute, working on the northern continent of Mera, at the bone fields of Kesh. She recalled the moment as if it were yesterday, padding toward her dig, glancing at the beautiful blue sky, and feeling the heat of the Sun’s bright blaze.  
 
   Fey’s professional gaze traveled to a trench, wandering over its stratigraphic layers until it settled on a tier of small, roundish cobbles. She pondered the rock pile, which resembled the gizzard stones found in the fossils of herbivorous dinosaurs. A common enough find at such a site, she thought, but then again, something seemed different.
 
   She picked her way toward the pile. Actually, it did look rather strange, for gizzard stones rarely displayed such a distinctive arrangement; the oblong mound had a kind of geometric precision about it, as if it had been deliberately placed there.
 
   But that can’t be, Fey thought as she bent down, studying the dark-gray layer of clay in the strata above the stones. The clay had been deposited some 65 million years ago, when a large comet struck the world, setting off a great mass extinction. After that, only a few ancient dinosaurian species survived. How had they made it through the extinction? And how had one species given rise to intelligence by evolving into Fey’s kind, the saurians?  
 
   She looked up again. Alabaster clouds scudded across the heavens, while the Moon hung pale and gibbous in the sky. To the west, the snowy pinnacles of the Great Toothed Mountains rose majestically over the land. 
 
   Fey-dracon took in the beauty of her world and then dropped her gaze. There was still work to do, so much work. In silence, she watched the worker drones. For much of the morning, they had plodded on, methodically sieving through the rocks, pebbles, and dirt on a nearby slope, searching for fragments of fossilized bone. Now, several removed the cobbles from the trench one by one. The position of the stone pile was already entered into Fey’s recorder; the pictures would be studied later for clues to their origin.  
 
   Suddenly, a twinkle near the remaining stones caught Fey’s attention. She reached into her tool kit and retrieved a small trowel and delicate pick. With a fixed stare, she walked forward, then motioned the drones aside as she hopped into the trench. She knelt down and started to work on the patch of ground at her feet.  
 
   What she uncovered startled her: a flat sheet of an extremely hard, silvery metal. Oddly shaped symbols and curious pictures were etched onto its surface: a partially uncovered drawing depicting an upright figure; a representation of a planet with continents that resembled present conditions on Shurrr; several lines in an indecipherable, linear script; and, at the bottom, flowing scripts in varying segments that suggested different handwriting styles.  
 
   The pulse pounded in Fey’s ears. What was this? Some sort of plaque? She troweled through clods of dirt, hesitantly at first, then faster and faster to uncover the mysterious figure.  
 
   A moment more and she revealed enough to see the figure wore a helmeted suit, resembling the spacesuits used by saurian astronauts. But what really shocked Fey was the creature’s right hand, which was raised above its head. There were five fingers on the gloved hand. 
 
   Five fingers!
 
   Fey dropped her pick and regarded the three, clawed digits of her right hand. She raised her arm in imitation of the figure. Immediately, the nearest worker drones stopped and looked at her, gape-mouthed. And one little fellow actually growled in fear.
 
   Fey’s claws leapt out, but she fought down the instinctive urge for confrontation and retracted her talons. She dropped her arm with a grunt. The drones were afraid, and little wonder. In her culture, a raised hand was viewed as a considerable threat, indicating an imminent attack. So, what was the significance of the plaque? Why did it possess such a menacing symbol?
 
   It must mean something else, she decided. But what?   
 
   She touched the plaque again, lightly, caressing it from top to bottom with the tips of her claws. Despite her amazement at such a profound discovery, she felt trepidation. What exactly had she found?  
 
   It was some time before she came to the realization there were two possible explanations: that long ago, alien astronauts explored Shurrr, or that an ancient race of five-fingered, intelligent beings once inhabited the planet.
 
   Fey shivered despite the heat of the day. The nictating membranes rolled over her eyeballs, temporarily blinding her. She tried to speak out loud, to utter murmuring reassurances to herself, but the words would not come.  
 
   Her eyes opened and she studied the plaque again. She wanted to share her find with her paleontological colleagues, but they were at another dig on the far side of the site.
 
   Besides, it was not her place to announce the discovery to anyone. The project director and national scientific leader, the high priestess of the Holy Mother She-Goddess, Shanash, the Alpha Nu-dracon, would take that honor. It was the way of things, after all, and the Alpha Nu’s preeminent status was not to be questioned. In religious and scientific disciplines, only the Keeper of All Knowledge was considered higher than the Alpha Nu.  
 
   Only the Keeper.
 
   A feeling of loathing overwhelmed Fey. The Keeper was vile and corrupt. She held this intense hatred secret, however, for most saurians could not understand the need for self-determination. Only a few dared question the politics and religion of her society, and they had quickly succumbed to censure, or worse.
 
   And Fey felt no awe for the Keeper. She knew he could be ruthless, with the power of two worlds at his command.  
 
   Shielding her eyes against the Sun’s glare, Fey looked south toward the hemisphere’s other continent, the great landmass called Sagamish. There, rebel saurians plotted their revenge against the Keeper, waiting to strike against him at the right moment, hidden in the continent’s vast, steaming rainforests.  
 
   Fey lacked the courage to join the rebel forces. Instead, she found subtle ways to defy the Keeper’s authority, little, devious things to set things right.
 
   Touching the plaque, she rubbed the remaining dust from its surface. Until now, the Keeper was the only alien known to her people, but the plaque confirmed others had existed as well. Would this information threaten his position as The One, the Savior of the saurian race? How would he view the discovery of another alien presence – albeit long dead – in the Solar System? 
 
   Fey scanned the horizon. Shanash, the Alpha Nu-dracon, was scheduled to arrive this afternoon. Surely she would realize the significance of the discovery. Since the Alpha Nu was loyal to the Keeper, Fey was convinced she would inform him about the plaque. Yet, would they want to toss the plaque on a garbage heap? Would the Keeper order the destruction of her find?
 
   That arrogant alien filth, of course he will! Fey rose up and kicked the ground, determined to do something; she could not let him suppress such knowledge.
 
   She looked down, and her heart nearly stopped. A fist-sized amber nodule now lay at her feet. The result of her reckless kick? Holy Mother She-Goddess, what had she found? She leaned closer, staring hard at the amber. There was something inside it, something that looked like...  
 
   Teeth? What were teeth doing there?
 
   Fey panted with excitement. With a tremulous hand, she took her brush and combed away the remaining soil from the amber. Then she got up, retrieved a magnifying glass from her instrument kit, and examined the specimen more closely. Two clear objects – a pair of vials containing molars – were suspended in the midst of the petrified resin. Upon closer inspection, Fey saw something else in there: several long, fine filaments. She had no idea what they were, perhaps a contaminant. 
 
   Unless it was hair? She held the amber aloft. It caught the light, sparkling with a glow as rich and warm as sunshine. She turned it, studying the molars. They looked like carnassial teeth, reminding her of the dentition found in Shurrrian shrews and rodents.  
 
   Now the hair made sense. A mammalian biped? Fey asked herself. Could the alien astronaut somehow be related to our lowly rats?  
 
   What had she discovered? She stared at the remaining cobblestones, realizing they had been deliberately placed on top of the metal plaque and nodule of amber. Since that distant epoch, the stones had provided a sheltering layer, marking the spot where the makers of the amber artifact left a record of their journey.  
 
   Fey-dracon could not let the leaders of the Solar System destroy these finds. She must protect them above all costs, even if it meant risking her own life.
 
   Hide it. Hide it from them all.  
 
   She looked at the plaque, then at the amber, mentally gauging their sizes against the interior of her backpack. Her gaze lifted. Only the stupid worker drones stood nearby.  
 
   With a quicksilver move, she reached into her pack, retrieving her recorder. She took pictures of the site and then dumped the rest of her gear on the ground. Lifting the artifacts, cradling them, she put them at the bottom of her pack, then placed her gear above them.  
 
   Done. Hidden. Safe in my care.
 
   “Look. They’re here, Fey. The Keeper has arrived.”
 
   Thoughts shattered, Fey’s mind veered back to the present. She looked at her mate, Mem-rax, who stood by the window in their office. With a low growl, he turned. His topaz irises were hooded by his nictating membranes; clearly, he was afraid she would see the nervousness there, the hint of fear.
 
   “Mem, I know,” she said softly. “I feel it, too.”
 
   His gaze cleared. “Then let’s put our sharpest claws forward.” He paused. “I am reminded of what the rebel leader Snillor said, ‘If I lose the light of the Sun, I will fight by synthlight, no light. If I lose my weapons, I will fight with claw and tooth. I will fight always.’”
 
   Fey grunted in agreement. Mem’s advice, his keen intelligence and moral certitude, his great heart, always had a way of calming her, imbuing her with courage. He would stand by her no matter what. She turned toward the door, considering. Although the Keeper assumed the role of a benevolent monarch, he was, in truth, the antithesis of everything they held dear. The Lord of the Solar System was a dictator, and, from what their oldest friend, the royal courtier, Tima-dracon, had told them, he could be small-minded and brutal if he did not get his way.
 
   Fey submerged her thoughts when her daughter, Joolenli, raced into the room. Still all legs, the awkward youngster came to an abrupt halt alongside her father. Mem hooted with delight, then placed his right hand on the girl’s head.  
 
   As he stroked her feathers, Fey heard him say, “You must behave yourself today, Jool.”
 
   “I know. Did you hear I’m going to meet Dawann-dracon? She’s so beautiful!” Jool glanced over at Fey, then back at Mem. “Mother says I must act like a lady.”
 
   Fey-dracon’s mood brightened as she listened to her daughter’s giddy, high-pitched voice. Despite the fact Joolenli was nearing adulthood, Fey was still amazed she had been able to raise her own hatchling.  
 
   Back on Shurrr, it would have been viewed as a shocking choice in lifestyle. Raising hatchlings was a task for nursery drones, not female saurians, let alone famous scientists. The majority of females did not know, or even care about, the fruit of their own couplings; eggs were laid and hatched in breeding houses. Even with the current advanced state of genetic knowledge, few were interested in tracing their lineages, or in acknowledging their descendants.
 
   But I know my precious little Jool, Fey thought lovingly. And I have Moozrabian society to thank for that.
 
   Although living so near to the Keeper’s center of power concerned Fey, the scarcity of breeding houses on Moozrab made it acceptable to raise one’s own young. On the red planet, saurians like Fey had discovered that the rearing of children had its rewards. The concept of motherhood was now celebrated in Moozrabian art; the bold, new sculpture of the Mother and Child by Cree-dracon was already renowned throughout the land.  
 
   “Come. We must go,” Mem said as he grabbed Jool by the hand. He signaled to Fey with his eyes and turned toward the door.
 
   Together, they moved into the hallway. Upon seeing the excited expression on the face of her child, Fey-dracon forced herself to subjugate her feelings about the Keeper. For once, she would forget her loathing.  
 
   She took Jool’s hand in her own and walked on.
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   Chapter 6
 
    
 
   The jolly old beast
 
   Is not deceased.
 
   There’s life in him again.
 
   ~Edward Forbes, 1853
 
    
 
   Dawann-dracon stood in the large entry hall of Mem-rax Labs, waiting for the greeting ritual to begin. She had experienced such affairs before; usually they consisted of a boring ceremony, replete with groveling dignitaries, monotonous speeches, and unappetizing refreshments.
 
   But this was different, wasn’t it? Dawann glanced around in anticipation. Maybe the answers to her questions were in this building. After all, she had learned she’d been cloned here. She owed her existence to the work of Mem-rax and Fey-dracon. At any moment, they would appear.  
 
   If only they would help her. They had to help her!
 
   She felt someone’s gaze on her. Turning, she locked eyes with Slaven-varool and trembled before his might. Slaven and the other imperial bodyguards stood in a half-circle around the Keeper; their sharp-clawed fingers barely touching the hilts of their laser knives; their flashing, sulfurous eyes scanning the crowd for any hint of trouble.  
 
   Slaven cast his glance away from Dawann, watching the crowd, his face seemingly impassive. Dawann knew it was an illusion, however. If anyone dared to threaten the Keeper, Slaven would strike out as surely and swiftly as a poison-fanged snake. She had witnessed one such incident five years ago, when a Shurrrian rebel attacked the Keeper at the end of a banquet. 
 
   Dawann closed her eyes, remembering. The Keeper had just finished giving a speech celebrating a major victory over the terrorists, who had created havoc in Moozrabian tourist sites like the Great Rift Valley. The rebel had come out of nowhere and rushed the Keeper with a knife. After Slaven and the other guards wrestled her to the floor, they’d ripped her apart, eating her alive.
 
   A shudder passed through Dawann just as Slaven growled. Her eyes flew open. Was it her imagination, or had he, for the briefest moment, bared his fangs to her?
 
   Dawann started to flinch, but then caught herself. Hoping she had not given anything away, she turned aside. To her relief, the Keeper was gazing at her with undisguised pleasure, and she acknowledged his attention with a bow. She looked around the hall, hoping for a diversion, anything to keep her mind off her growing apprehension.  
 
   She caught movement out of the corner of her eye and turned. Coming down a corridor were a male and female accompanied by a youngster, and they were all holding hands.
 
   The breath caught in Dawann’s throat. A family? Her mind was transported back to the parallel universe of her visions, and she remembered having a family, too, with human parents and––
 
   Dawann jumped when someone touched her shoulder. “Over there. With the male and child. That’s Fey,” whispered Tima into Dawann’s earhole.
 
   “I see her.” Dawann watched a Mem-rax employee hand a bouquet of pink flowers to the child. 
 
   Tima said, “I’ll try to get Fey aside. After the tour, you should be able to meet with her privately.”
 
   “Yes.” Dawann dampened her excitement, assuming an imperial air. Leaving Tima behind, she walked forward until she stood beside the Keeper.  
 
   “Her Royal Highness, the Lady Dawann-dracon.” The voice of the Minister of Science for Shurrr and Moozrab, the Alpha Nu-dracon, boomed throughout the hall.  
 
   Dawann acknowledged the introduction with a graceful bow. The sea of Mem-rax employees, as well as Fey, Mem, and their child, bowed back.  
 
   “How do you do?” Dawann gaily greeted them. She looked beyond Fey and her family and studied the staff of Mem-rax Labs. Most wore shiny laboratory garments that covered their torsos. She looked down at her own form, naked except for an intricate necklace made of multiple strands of gold beads and rare, black, Shurrrian coral. Unexpectedly, she felt strange and exposed, as if her nakedness should cause shame.
 
   A human trait, Dawann realized. In public, Dawn had covered her body.  
 
   The Alpha Nu introduced the Keeper. Glancing up, Dawann forced herself to concentrate on the employees again. Additional bowing and groveling. And more awestruck expressions. She turned aside, her gaze settling on the features of the child. Although still displaying the usual gawky form of a juvenile saurian, the young one’s face was already quite pretty. Dawann was sure she would be beautiful someday.
 
   “Welcome, Your Royal Highness,” said the child in a squeaky voice. She placed the bouquet in Dawann’s hands.
 
   “Thank you. They’re lovely,” Dawann softly replied as she sniffed the flowers’ sweet fragrance. “And what is your name, my dear?”
 
   “Joolenli. But everyone calls me Jool.”  
 
   “Then I will call you Jool, too, if you don’t mind.”
 
   “Oh, no, my lady. I am, uh, yes, I don’t mind.”
 
   Dawann nodded, noting the child’s nervousness, her parents’ anxious stares. She felt a desire to put them at ease. “You are lovely, Jool. Now tell me, my dear, what kind of flowers are these? I am not familiar with––”
 
   “They are called fabloo,” the Keeper cut in. “Something recently developed from a wild Shurrrian form by Mem-rax Labs.”
 
   Dawann dropped her gaze and took a deep breath. Roses? she thought. Yes, I remember. Once I knew them as roses.
 
   After bowing low to the Keeper, Mem-rax said, “Fabloo. Why, yes, that is correct, Great One. I did not realize you kept up with our botanical research.”
 
   The Keeper plucked a flower from Dawann’s bouquet and then held it to his nostrils. “Botany interests me greatly,” he said. He looked directly into Mem’s eyes and added, “I’m interested in everything that happens here.”
 
   Dawann noticed that a swift, intense look passed between Mem and Fey. What could it mean? The Keeper seemed oblivious to it, however. For whatever reason, he now concentrated on the flower in his hand.
 
   “My lord Keeper, may I remind you of the time?” asked the Alpha Nu in a polite tone. “We must begin the tour.”
 
   By pre-arrangement, most of the lab workers moved off to other parts of the building, while Tima took Jool back to Fey and Mem’s office.  
 
   Dawann followed the Keeper and the others down the long hallway, cacophonous claw clicks echoing off the stone floor. Mem and Fey escorted the party to a laboratory filled with metal tables covered with research equipment.  
 
   The Keeper commanded his bodyguards to stay in the corridor and guard the door. Soon, he was engrossed in a conversation with Mem-rax, the Alpha Nu, several other members of the royal court, and a few laboratory technicians.
 
   Unbelievably, Dawann found herself in a corner of the room alone with Fey-dracon.  
 
   “Do you have any questions for me, Your Royal Highness?” Fey politely asked as she started to move toward the Keeper and the others, near a table loaded with vials, slides, and microscopes. “Perhaps, you would like to see our prepared slides? We’ve developed a foolproof method to obtain the full genome from the blood of the Keeper. Being an alien, he has some unusual components in his circulatory fluid. For example, his blood oxygen is carried by the blue copper compound hemocyanin. Consequently, when he bleeds, the fluid is a distinctive purplish-blue.”
 
   “Really?” Dawann asked as she continued to inch away from the Keeper, maneuvering Fey toward the furthest corner of the lab. “I’ve never seen my lord bleed.”
 
   Fey droned on, “The Keeper’s blue blood has parallels in our Solar System. Shurrrian mollusks also use hemocyanin. Did you know the Keeper’s blood cells do not possess a full complement of DNA, like ours do?”
 
   “Er, no.”
 
   “Well,” Fey said, “our relatives, like the birds, have the complete genome in their red blood cells. The Keeper is different, however, for only his white cells possess the full complement of DNA. This has another parallel on Shurrr. Mammals lack the genome in their red blood cells, and they have white cells circulating in their bloodstreams with DNA.”
 
   As Fey continued to talk, Dawann gauged their position. The Keeper and the others were now far enough away, while Slaven and the other bodyguards stood in the hallway. She could freely talk to Fey here. Moreover, by staying in this part of the room, there was little chance the Keeper would be able to smell Dawann or Fey’s pheromones.
 
   “Fey,” Dawann interrupted the paleontologist in a low, insistent growl.  
 
   Fey-dracon turned, looking self-conscious. “Forgive me for prattling on. I sometimes forget myself. Not everyone is interested in our scientific research––”
 
   “Fey, please,” Dawann said in a rush. “I must speak to you. Tima told me your secrets.”  
 
   Fey’s nictating membranes flickered. “Secrets?” she asked as the scent of fear rose off her skin.
 
   “I know about the clone of the unfeathered creature, the one with hair on the top of his head,” Dawann explained. “The one who is an intelligent mammal.” When Fey took in a sharp breath, looking as if she might faint, Dawann forged on, “His DNA was found in an amber fossil from Shurrr. You cloned my predecessors and me, but the Keeper killed the others. Only I survive.”
 
   Breath expelling in a horrified burst, Fey-dracon sputtered, “But – but how did you...?”
 
   “Fey, I don’t want to die like the other clones. Please, I need your help.”
 
   “My help?” Fey-dracon glanced at the Keeper, who was still busy with Mem and some of the others. “I, I don’t understand.”
 
   “Neither do I. I don’t know how it is possible, but I have weird memories. You see, I believe I was once like your mammalian clone. I think I looked like him, but I was a female.”
 
   “Dear Goddess!”
 
   “No one else knows about this except Tima. She believes your clone may hold the answer to all my questions. Perhaps, if I could meet him, I’d find out where I belong.”  
 
   Fey gave a little hiss.  
 
   “Please, Fey, I must know. I must find the answers.”
 
   “Do you realize the dangers?”
 
   “Yes.” Dawann almost nodded, then caught herself. “But I will not be deterred. I do this for my freedom. The Keeper must be stopped.”  
 
   There was an immediate change in Fey’s eyes. “What do you mean? Do you wish to join the rebellion?”
 
   “I, er...”  Dawann hesitated. “Yes, I suppose I must take a stand.” She made a move to return to the group. “Steady now, Fey,” she said, sounding more confident than she actually felt. “No one must know about this. No one must suspect.”
 
   She watched as Fey-dracon caught Mem’s eye. When she saw his answering look of devotion, Dawann drew strength from his presence, and she guessed he might agree to help her, too.
 
   “My mate must be told,” Fey said.
 
   “Of course.” Dawann breathed a sigh of relief. Had she done it? She hoped so.
 
   Then Dawann-dracon walked forward, taking her place by the Keeper’s side, impatiently waiting for the tour to end, and for her plan to begin. 
 
   ***
 
   “My Lord Keeper, I will escort you to the cloning lab, where we will retrieve your DNA.” The chief technician of Mem-rax Labs gave a bow, and then indicated the door with a sweep of her hand.
 
   The Keeper looked over at Dawann. “I shall leave you now, my dearest pet. I trust our hosts will find something for you to do,” he said as a mixed group of courtiers and scientists filed out of the room.
 
   Mem bowed to him. “Yes, my lord. We’ll keep the lady occupied this afternoon. We have some outstanding fossils to show her. Some are very pretty.”
 
   “Good. That should amuse her.” The Keeper tilted his head toward Dawann. “I’ll expect to see you at the banquet this evening.”
 
   “Yes, my lord,” she replied. In silence, she watched as the room emptied. Soon, only she, Fey, and Mem remained behind.
 
   “Your Highness, would you like to see our office, or go straight to first lunch?” Mem asked.
 
   “I am not yet hungry,” Dawann said, hoping their office would provide a private space where she could speak to them without fear of being overhead. 
 
   “Perhaps a tour of Fey’s discoveries, then?” Mem looked at Fey with affection. “My mate has some extraordinary fossils and geological samples on display here, things she found on her many expeditions to Shurrr and also on her last dig at the Great Rift Canyon.”
 
   “Yes,” Dawann said. “I would especially like to see what she found on Shurrr.”
 
   Fey-dracon’s gaze nervously locked on Dawann’s, but she said nothing as they walked to the office. Mem gave Dawann a description of the blood and tissue-sampling methods the Keeper would undergo that day, assuring her he would suffer no real pain from the procedures.  
 
   Soon, Mem halted before a pair of finely carved, wooden doors. “Do come in, Your Royal Highness,” he said as he pushed opened the double doors and stood aside.
 
   Dawann studied the room. Glass display cases occupied the far wall, while a scattering of overstuffed nano-chairs and a receptionist’s desk stood nearby. There was another door behind the desk. She guessed Mem and Fey’s actual offices were located in the room beyond.
 
   Mem looked around at the empty office reception area. “Where’s Vash?” he asked.
 
   Meanwhile, Fey gave Dawann a look that said, Good. We are alone.
 
   Mem turned to his mate. “Do you suppose Jool and Tima are with Vash?” Then he explained to Dawann, “Vash-dracon is our assistant, and she’s usually the first to partake in the noon meal. Perhaps she took Jool and Tima to eat.”
 
   “May I examine your display cases?” Dawann asked.  
 
   “Yes, Your Highness, of course you may,” Mem said.  
 
   Dawann moved to the first display case. Resting inside was a fossil ammonite, made extraordinary by the creature’s spiral shell, which had been infiltrated with a golden metal.
 
   Pyrite, Dawann thought. The metal is iron pyrite.
 
   But how had she known this? Human Dawn wasn’t a scientist––
 
   Or was she?  
 
   Dawann’s heart began thumping in excitement as she stepped to the next display case. It held something quite different from the first case: several small picks, some finely haired brushes, a magnifying glass, a digging stick, and an old, scratched trowel. She yearned to feel them in her hands.  
 
   Fey-dracon moved in beside her. “I used those tools on Shurrr. I unearthed the fossilized remains of our ancestral species – very rewarding work. I was a young scientist then, just a few years out of school.” Fey touched a claw to the glass, pointing. “Each has a different function.”
 
   “I know how to use them,” Dawann said, amazed by the admission. “I can’t explain this – not yet, at least – but I believe I was once a scientist like you. I did this in my former existence as a human.”
 
   “Human?” Mem asked. “Excuse me, Your Highness, but what––?”  
 
   “Mem,” Fey-dracon interrupted, wafting a nervous scent. “Go back, close the door, and lock it.”
 
   He stood there, perplexed.  
 
   “Please, Mem. It is imperative no one hears what I must say to you now.”
 
   He stared hard at Fey, whose gaze had grown steadfast and sober, and then walked to the door. After quickly surveying the hallway, Mem secured the lock and rejoined them. “All right. We’re alone,” he said as his gaze shifted from Dawann to Fey. “Now, would someone please tell me what’s going on? What’s this about another existence? And what is a human?”
 
   Dawann took a breath, then exhaled, seeking to calm her nerves. “I believe that something – my mind or my soul – once existed somewhere else. I was a human, the name for my species in a language called English. Apparently, it was my birth language. It also seems to me it was the common language used by international scientists.” She looked into Mem’s eyes. “Do you understand any of this?” 
 
   “About the common language... yes, I do. We scientists use––”
 
   “Mem, Dawann-dracon needs our help,” Fey cut in. “She believes our mammalian clone is a human, too, and that she was once like him.”
 
   “What? She knows about him!” The blood drained from Mem’s face, making it the palest shade of green.
 
   “Yes,” Fey said. “Tima told her about him.”  
 
   “I can’t believe this! Tima had no right to betray your confidence,” Mem said in a panicked tone.
 
   “She meant no harm,” Fey retorted.
 
   “Mem, please, I can be trusted,” Dawann insisted. “I want to join your rebellion.”   
 
   Wide-eyed, he asked, “My rebellion?”
 
   Dawann caught his scent, his fear unmasked, yet his gaze had locked on hers, betraying his curiosity.
 
   “Mem,” Fey reassured, “it’s all right. She knows.”
 
   Dawann nodded, fully aware of the gesture’s alien meaning. Instantly, she saw a flicker in Mem’s eyes, and she guessed he had seen nodding before, perhaps as an instinctive gesture of the human clone. “Please, say you’ll help me, Mem-rax. I never knew my own parents, not like your Jool. But I came from your lab, didn’t I? Perhaps, in a way, because you had a hand in my creation, I am also your child.”
 
   Fey let out a little cry. Mem glanced at his mate, then turned back to Dawann. “But––” 
 
   “No buts, Mem,” Fey said. “We must help her.” She looked into Dawann’s eyes and gave a soft trill. “I remember the day your heart started beating. I stood at your incubator, watching you.”
 
   Mem took Fey’s hand. “Yes, I remember. I was there, also,” he told Dawann.
 
   Dawann wished she could weep for joy. “Thank you. I have so much to tell you. My visions are incomplete, but perhaps, with your help, I’ll understand them soon.”
 
   Fey indicated three chairs. “Sit down and we will talk, my child.”
 
   The words echoed in Dawann’s thoughts: My child, my child.
 
   For the first time in her life, she felt as though she might be part of something good and healthy and fine, as if she were on the brink of being healed and made whole, as if she truly, finally belonged.
 
   Mem and Fey had created her, nurtured her in her infancy, and they were helping her now. But, Dawann wondered, do I actually belong here with them, or, for that matter, anywhere in this universe?
 
   She caught Fey’s sympathetic gaze and felt a glimmer of hope. Perhaps, together, they’d soon find the answer.
 
   ***
 
   Mem and Fey exchanged a long look after Dawann finished her story.  
 
   “Do you have a picture of the alien clone?” Dawann asked hopefully. “Perhaps, if I could see him, I could compare his appearance with my own visions.”
 
   “In truth, I do not believe he is an alien,” Mem said.
 
   “What?” Dawann asked in surprise.
 
   “You see, Your Highness, after years of study, I am convinced his DNA evolved on Shurrr, just as ours did. We can compare it with the Keeper’s genetic structure, which is most assuredly alien, because the orientation of the Keeper’s amino acids is right-handed. Amino acids in cells can exist in either right-twisting or left-twisting versions. But life in our Solar System uses only the left, with the exception of a few right-handed, acid-loving species of bacteria on Shurrr. The mammalian clone’s amino acids follow the left-handed orientation; again, just like ours. The clone also has five digits at the end of each limb. Nearly all land vertebrates – creatures with backbones – evolved from ancestors that possessed limbs with five digits.” He waved his right hand, with its trio of clawed fingers. “Even our ancestors had five. We’ve simply lost them in a process called evolutionary reduction. So, I’m convinced the clone evolved on Shurrr. He is somehow distantly related to us.”
 
   “But how could that be possible?” Dawann asked.
 
   “I do not know. It’s a mystery.” Mem looked at Fey. “Tell her your theories about the amber fossil.”
 
   “Well, I considered two possible explanations to explain the DNA in the amber fossil,” Fey began. “I wondered if it had been left by an alien race of spacefarers, who had explored Shurrr millions of years ago. I also speculated it was the last remnant population of intelligent beings, who had evolved on Shurrr before our own kind.”
 
   “That would explain the DNA connection, wouldn’t it?” Dawann asked.
 
   “Perhaps,” Fey said. “But no one ever found ruins or other artifacts indicating an ancient civilization, predating our own, had existed on Shurrr, with the exception of what I found, which comprised only a few objects. I have to agree with Mem. We have a mystery here.”
 
   Mem slapped the arm of the nano-chair. “Enough of this. There are more practical matters to address.” He turned to Fey. “Shall I show her?”
 
   “Show me what?” Dawann asked.
 
   “You asked to see the clone’s picture. Well, we can do better than that.” Mem continued to study Fey’s expression as he repeated, “Shall I show her?”
 
   Fey gave Mem a grunt of acknowledgement. “I suppose you must,” she said. “We must let her see him, so she can determine once and for all if our clone is the same species as her intelligent mammal.”
 
   Mem-rax moved to an unobtrusive corner of the office, which had paneled walls of a highly polished, blond, knotty wood. He touched a spot on one of the wooden panels, and the wall swung inward, revealing a hidden chamber.  
 
   Trembling with excitement, Dawann rose and went to the door of the secret room. Inside stood a saurian-sized, gray monolith, a glass display case, and a nano-chair. Upon closer inspection, she realized the monolith was equipped with a virtual retinal display headset, designed to “paint” laser beam images onto the back of the viewer’s eyeball.  
 
   A curiosity rose in Dawann, and she asked herself, Am I going to watch the clone through some sort of virtual reality transmission? Ignoring her racing heart, ignoring the smell of her own pheromones, she inched forward until she was within touching range of the monolith. Just then, she recalled how she had once wondered if Gus’s DNA had been responsible for the clone. It was a tantalizing thought, but undoubtedly a remote possibility. 
 
   She looked at the glass display case, hoping to find the amber Fey had found on Shurrr. To her disappointment, the case was empty.  
 
   “Where is the amber fossil?” Dawann asked Fey.  
 
   “We had to partially destroy the amber in order to retrieve the DNA sample that created the clone. What remains of it is locked away in our laboratory on Shurrr. The plaque is kept there, also.”
 
   “The plaque?” asked Dawann.
 
   “Yes,” Fey said. “I’ll explain it in a moment. Since we could not risk anyone finding out about them, there is a little trick.” Fey reached toward the display case. 
 
   It was the first time Dawann noticed a diamond ring on Fey’s right hand. The paleontologist touched the ring to the top of the glass case and stood back. A transparent, fluorescent-green cube appeared inside the case. As if suspended by invisible wires, the object floated in mid-air.
 
   Fey explained, “I found this ring at the excavation site after I uncovered the other artifacts. It was just before the Alpha Nu’s visit, and I barely had time to obliterate all evidence of the dig. Oh, I know what I did was unethical, but I feared the Keeper would suppress my discoveries.” She gave a soft trill. “You were right, Your Highness. I have many secrets.”
 
   Mem grunted in agreement. “The cube is my invention. It is made of fluoride glass which can be infused with atoms of rare elements and infrared laser light to store a three-dimensional image in the cube.”
 
   “Uh, yes,” Dawann said. “But I don’t see an image.” 
 
   “Ah, it takes two touches to activate it.” Fey tapped her ring on the glass case again, and this time the air inside began to shimmer, then coalesce into a view of an excavation site. “This is a compilation of five separate pictures of the site. It permits the viewer to examine everything I found. As I said before, the artifacts were removed from the dig and secreted within my gear. Tell me, Your Royal Highness, do you recognize anything?” 
 
   Dawann studied the image of a standard excavation pit. Tools scattered around. A glob of dirt-encrusted amber on the ground. A metal plaque.
 
   Her gaze zeroed in on the plaque. She moved her head and the image changed slightly, making it seem like she was walking around the paleontological site. She leaned in, still studying the 3-D display, and then did a double take. Was it her imagination or did the inscriptions on the plaque seem familiar?
 
   The nictating membranes rolled over Dawann’s eyes. “I – I think I understand!” she said, blinking her eyes clear.
 
   “What?” Fey and Mem said in one breath.
 
   “The plaque contains a depiction of a human space traveler. It was left at the landing site as a commemoration of the event. And I believe... yes, I can read some of it. The signatures at the bottom are––”
 
   “Oh, I was right then,” Fey crowed. “They are signatures.”
 
   Mind reeling, Dawann pointed toward the first signature, boldly written with a mixture of cursive and printed letters. “That one belongs to the ship’s commander. His name was Gus. See? Right there. G-U-S.”
 
   The couple stared.
 
   “As for the rest of the letters I don’t know,” Dawann said. She gave a small growl of frustration. “It’s so hard.”
 
   “Take your time, Your Highness,” said Fey. “Perhaps your memories will come back.”
 
   Dawann stood there, pondering the image, the jumble of letters confounding her. And then, quite unexpectedly, a name leapt out at her, incontestable proof her visions were true.  
 
   She rubbed her eyes and then refocused on a line of distinctively slanted handwriting, the strength of her astonishment nearly propelling her to the floor. “My Goddess,” she cried out, “that’s her signature!”
 
   “Whose?” Mem asked.
 
   “Dawn’s!” Dawann looked at the three digits of her own right hand and imagined herself in another time and place. But she was not a saurian. No, she was human. A human female. And she was little; without breasts, her body small and light, only half as big as an adult. Human Dawn was a child practicing her penmanship. Pushing a writing device called a pencil across the page again and again, grasping it tightly with her own five stubby fingers as she carefully formed her letters.  
 
   Dawann envisioned the girl writing, D-A-W-N. D-A-W-N. D-A-W-N.
 
   “Do you feel ill?” Mem asked, looking worried.  
 
   Fey’s expression matched her mate’s. “May I get you some water?”
 
   “I’m stunned, that’s all. I’ve lost so much of my other life, and each time I regain a part it takes me a moment to adjust and make sense of it all. Forgive me.”
 
   “Of course, my dear,” Fey said.  
 
   “But what did you see?” Mem asked.
 
   Dawann described her vision, then pointed to the plaque and pronounced the name for them in the alien English tongue. “Dawn Anne Ssstroganoff,” she said, the words coming in a slow hiss. “It says Dawn Anne Ssstroganoff. It’s the signature on the right, the one with the slanted letters. The full translation gives her title, too. It says Dawn Anne Ssstroganoff, Misssion Ssspecialist.”
 
   “Holy Mother She-Goddess!” said Fey as Mem grabbed her hand.
 
   Dawann turned to look straight at Fey. “Once, I was a scientist like you. I dug up old ruins and explored the ancient cities of my world.”
 
   “You were an archeologist?”
 
   “Yes, and I loved my work.”
 
   In the next few moments, Dawann was able to decipher only one additional word, the name Mars.
 
   “And that was the human word for Moozrab?” Mem asked.
 
   “Yes,” Dawann said. “See the letters? M-A-R-S. I don’t quite understand what happened. You said you believe humans also evolved on Shurrr? Then why did human astronauts visit the Shurrrian continent of Mera, as if they were exploring an alien world? Why doesn’t the plaque say something about Mera?”
 
   “Maybe someday you’ll be able to tell us, Your Highness,” Mem said.
 
   “There’s something else,” Fey said mysteriously. “Something I discovered after I left the site.”
 
   Dawann turned as Fey touched her ring to the case. An image of the back of the plaque shimmered into view. The metal surface was marred by a series of scratches. Amazed, Dawann took a closer look. There was printed script there.
 
   “I have pondered this for a long time,” Fey divulged. “I believe it’s an extra message, perhaps done in an emergency. It looks rough, as if written in haste. The hardness of the metal makes me conclude someone used the diamond ring to scratch the message. I would love to know what it says. It must have been important.”
 
   Dawann leaned forward, staring at the marks on the plaque. Fey’s assessment seemed correct; the script looked like it had been scratched into the metal. After a long moment, she said, “Other than the names Dawn and Gus, I can’t read it.” 
 
   “In time,” Mem said. “Perhaps you’ll be able to read it in time.”
 
   Fey gestured toward the virtual reality/retinal headset affixed to the monolith. “We have a direct feed to Shurrr, so we can observe the clone’s progress. This is what Mem referred to a moment ago. Our secret.”
 
   “Who else knows about this, Fey?” Dawann asked.
 
   “No one but us here on Moozrab. This is a quantum-secured communication device, which cannot be monitored by the Keeper or any of his government ministers and spies – another of Mem’s inventions, a new method known only to us and our closest allies. The distance to Shurrr creates a time delay, but you can watch and listen to the clone.”
 
   Dawann reached for the headset, which was cradled in a carved slot on the face of the monolith.
 
   Fey raised her hand. “Wait a moment, please. You must be prepared, Your Highness. The clone can be disturbing on first sight, for he is quite ugly, not only because of his flat facial features, but because,” she exchanged a look with Mem, “he has chosen to let the hair on his face and head grow long.”
 
   “Really?”
 
   “Yes, and his body odor is revolting if he has not bathed in the river,” Mem added.  
 
   “With our telepresence equipment,” Fey went on, “we can recreate everything, even the smells of the rain forest of Sagamish, and him. So, you must prepare yourself.”
 
   “I am prepared.”
 
   Mem said, “The clone has strange habits. For example, he is omnivorous.”  
 
   “Omnivorous?”
 
   “He eats meat, but prefers fruit. Physiologically, he needs fruit to survive, even nuts.”
 
   “Oh!” Dawann shivered with revulsion at the thought of eating nuts. “What else is different about him?”
 
   “Unlike us, he has long dreams when he sleeps,” said Mem. “When questioned, he told us about them. They’re wild stories, the most fantastic tales we’ve ever heard.”
 
   “And he’s afraid of snakes,” Fey said. “He acts as if all of them are poisonous.” 
 
   “But snakes are beautiful,” Dawann said in disbelief.
 
   “Yes,” Mem agreed. “The clone hates them, though. A peculiar trait, unless you take into account his mammalian heritage.”
 
   “What do you mean?”
 
   “I have a theory that he evolved from mammals, and reptiles and dinosaurs hunted his ancestors. That’s why he has an inborn fear.”
 
   “Oh, I want to see him!” Dawann said excitedly.
 
   Fey glanced over at Mem. “Yes, Your Highness,” she said. “It is time.”
 
    
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   Chapter 7
 
    
 
   Very old are we men;
 
   Our dreams are tales
 
   Told in dim Eden...
 
   ~Walter de la Mare, All That’s Past
 
    
 
   After Dawann sat in the chair, the nano-components went to work and molded to her shape. She grabbed the headset, disengaged it from the monolith, and affixed it to her brow. As she moved the tiny scanner screens to the level of her eyes, she asked Fey, “What did you name the clone?” 
 
   “We didn’t give him a name.”
 
   Dawann raised an eyepiece and looked at her. “I’m surprised. You treat him like a lab specimen then?”
 
    “Actually, he chose his own name,” Mem said. “He is quite intelligent, and decided when he was two years old that he wanted to be called Da. It was his first word.”
 
   “Da?” Dawann recalled Tima saying she had made that sound, too, during her brief “awakening” incident. A coincidence? Or do all human babies make such sounds?
 
   “Yes, it’s a strange name,” Mem acknowledged.
 
   “And how old is Da?” Dawann asked.
 
   When Mem squinted in thought, Fey jumped in, “Ah, in Shurrrian years, he is forty-four. In twenty-six days, he will turn forty-five.”
 
   “He is young then.”
 
   “We’re not certain about that,” Fey admitted. “His hair has started to turn gray, which may indicate advancing age in his species. There is still much to learn about him. We tried to clone other specimens after we sequenced the complete nuclear genome, which, as we indicated before, was successfully extracted from the samples found in the amber fossil.”
 
   “From a molar and two hair strands, to be exact,” Mem added.
 
   “But even though we had the complete genome, no viable embryos resulted after these initial attempts,” Fey said. “We blundered by using donor eggs from saurians, which, of course, did not work.”  
 
   “Donor eggs?”
 
   “Yes,” Mem explained. “Donor eggs with their genes removed. When you clone something, you need an egg to provide the nurturing, maternal chemicals that switch on the genes in your DNA sample, making them become embryonic again. An entire living being can grow from your original DNA sample. We already knew how to do this, but in our excitement, at first I’m afraid we rushed a bit.” Mem shot Fey a self-conscious look. “In our rush to clone the alien DNA, we ignored the fact the genetic material was from a mammal. At that point, we decided to use the ova of the primitive Shurrrian lemurs. To our delight, one egg began to divide. The embryo grew in an artificial egg––”
 
   “Actually, it was an artificial womb. To be more precise, an incubator womb,” Fey interjected, “because of the embryo’s mammalian status.”
 
   “Quite right,” Mem said.
 
   “And the embryo was Da?” Dawann asked.
 
   “Yes,” Mem said. “We nearly lost Da, however, when he was very young. After we removed the seemingly full-term fetus from the artificial womb – the time of full gestation was a guess in itself – we could not immediately find an acceptable food source for him. Fortunately, we stumbled on a nano-soy/nucleotide formula that mimicked the milk lactating Shurrrian mammals produce for their young. Da survived, but we’ve been unable to produce another clone of his species. Consequently, Da is one of a kind, unique.” 
 
   As am I, Dawann thought, feeling instant kinship. “I will look at him now,” she said.
 
   Mem and Fey bowed to her.
 
   She pressed the monolith’s activation panel, restored the eyepiece, and waited for the transmission to begin. The sensations of high humidity and tropical warmth enveloped her. Her vision cleared, and she looked out at a world thick with dripping vegetation and the constant, teeming din of life. She glanced up. Through the upper story of the trees, she saw the blue sky, and it was beautiful.
 
   Excited by the experience, Dawann felt light-headed. She closed her eyes and took a few breaths of the heavy, spicy, flowery air. Shurrr was gorgeous, the rainforest an earthly paradise, a veritable Garden of Eden––
 
   Her eyes flew open. What is Eden?
 
   Considering a moment, she tried to collect her thoughts. Then, abruptly, an ancient creation myth flooded her mind. The first humans. Adam and Eve in the Garden of Eden. And there was a serpent in the midst of the tale, wasn’t there? Dawann tried to remember more, but all she recalled was the reptile had somehow engineered Adam and Eve’s expulsion from beautiful Eden.
 
   Quite a fitting occurrence, she thought. Suddenly, she remembered what Mem had said about Da’s fear of snakes. The Eden tale appeared to be correct in one way; snakes and their relatives, including the dinosaurs, had been the cause of misfortune and death for countless generations of mammals.
 
   She hooted lightly, in pleasure, for the distant echoes of the past seemed like old, dear friends. Perhaps, if she tried hard enough, she would solve the mystery of her visions.
 
   With a newfound understanding, she regarded the forest before her. If this is Eden, where is Adam? she asked herself.  
 
   Just then, she heard the sound of running water, turned toward it, and spotted the clone. With his back toward the virtual reality recorder, the tall, muscular human stood tanned and naked by a clear, bubbling stream. Lightly streaked with strands of gray, his brown hair was long, trailing all the way to the small of his back.  
 
   “Do you see him?” Mem asked.
 
   Dawann jumped. She was so caught up by the transmission, she’d forgotten Mem and Fey were still in the room. As she opened her mouth to respond, the clone knelt by the brook, cupped his hand in the water, and took a drink.  
 
   “Do you see him?” Mem repeated.
 
   “Oh, yes. I see him,” Dawann said.
 
   “Is he a human, like the creatures you imagined?” Fey asked.
 
   “Yes, he is,” Dawann said in a hushed tone, remembering her strange visions. She felt thrilled, vindicated; she’d been sane all along.   
 
   “Interesting,” Mem said as Fey gave a little hoot of agreement.  
 
   The click of the door latch told Dawann they had left. She held her breath, afraid to stir for fear of losing her nerve. What more would she see? She exhaled slowly, deliberately. Now, she was alone in the hidden chamber, all alone as she studied the scene unfolding on faraway Shurrr. In awestruck silence, she watched the clone pick a flower. He rose to his feet. With a graceful air, he turned to face the recorder.
 
   She wanted to see his features, but the flower had captured his gaze, his long locks making it impossible to see his face. Her eyes roamed downward, and she was momentarily shocked by the display of frontal nudity, particularly because his penis and scrotum were fully exposed; humans did not possess the genital sacs of saurian males, or the Keeper.
 
   But I knew that once, didn’t I? Dawann recalled. She concentrated on Da’s naked form and tried to remember how human females reacted to such displays of male nudity. Her gaze roamed upward, slowly, admiringly, across the human’s flat stomach until it came to rest upon his broad, lightly haired chest.
 
   Suddenly, a musky stench assaulted her nostrils, and she noticed the human was drenched in some kind of smelly liquid. Sweat.
 
   Dawann screwed up her nose and held her breath, waiting for something to happen. As if on cue, the clone glanced at the recorder.  
 
   With a gasp, she looked him full in the face. Ignoring his beard and broadening smile, she concentrated on his eyes, which held her because of the sweetness of his stare, the clear blue-gray irises filled with such a shining innocence.  
 
   She wished she could laugh and cry for joy, for she recognized this particular human being. The answer to her previous question surged through her brain.
 
   “Lex,” she told herself with absolute certainty. “Oh, your name isn’t Da, or Adam or even Gus. It’s Lex!”
 
   ***
 
   After watching the Lex clone for what seemed like a long time, Dawann heard an insistent clawing at the door.
 
   “What is it?” she called out.
 
   “Your Highness, forgive me, but it is time to go,” Mem said. “Tima has returned from her meal. She’s waiting with my daughter in the outer office. Fey went to greet them.”
 
   Dawann took a final look at the Lex clone, then reluctantly removed her headset. “I’m coming.” As she moved toward the door, she felt a strange sense of excitement mixed with sadness. When would she get the chance to observe him again?
 
   The door swung open. For a moment, Mem watched her expression. “Did Da please you?” 
 
   Dawann trilled. “He is fascinating.”
 
   “Unfortunately,” Mem said, “Fey and I wonder if Da is bored because of his captivity. Many deadly beasts live in the rainforest, so our associates on Shurrr designed a protected living area for him, for his own safety. It’s big – some six square kilokecs – a natural, living laboratory in which to observe him. But he cannot travel beyond the boundaries of the compound.” He sighed. “In that regard, I suppose he lives in a zoo and is like any other caged animal.”
 
   Dawann looked into Mem’s eyes. “I remembered something about him.”
 
   “What?” Mem asked quietly, the intensity of his gaze betraying his excitement.
 
   “In his previous life, he had a different name.” Dawann heard her own voice grow soft with feeling, and her body trembled in anticipation of what she was about to reveal. “I’m certain his predecessor – the one who donated the tissue sample for the amber fossil – was called Lex. From what I can remember, he was some kind of physician. And he was my good friend.”
 
   “I see,” Mem said as they started to move through the room. When they reached the door, he turned back to face Dawann, his gaze clear and bright. “I would like to know more about this previous life of yours, Your Royal Highness. And also more about the one we call Da, whom you call Lex.”
 
   Quietly, she hooted, and then she said, “So would I.”
 
   ***
 
   The Sun was setting, taking on a characteristic pale yellow as it traveled below the ruddy Moozrabian horizon. It had been a memorable but exhausting afternoon, and Dawann felt tired. At this time of day, the palace gardens were almost certainly deserted, for most members of the royal court had started partaking of the banquet-supper.  
 
   Dawann looked around, satisfied she was alone. The Keeper’s meal had been delayed because of his trip to Mem-rax Labs, so she had time for a brief stroll through the magnificent gardens.  
 
   She looked up through the huge plastine bubble protecting her from the thin atmosphere of Moozrab. With a little sigh, she watched the falling dusk, saw the pale, pinkish gray sky, the first faint lights of the evening stars winking into view.
 
   Out there, somewhere, on the third planet from the Sun – on Earth – lived the Lex clone. Dawann didn’t know when she would be able to return to Mem-rax Labs, but she hoped it would be soon. Lex was tantalizing, absolutely amazing, the one tangible link to her former existence. And she realized his promise, what he could do for her; that he might be her savior, the one who could somehow set things to right.
 
   She halted, expelling the thoughts from her mind. You must save yourself, she decided. Save yourself, if you can.
 
   Dropping her gaze, Dawann considered the Keeper’s exotic garden. Despite its grandeur, the profusion of plants with the occasional butterfly, bird, or snake, it seemed but a weak imitation of the riot of life on Shurrr, the Earthly paradise, a living world.  
 
   Her eyes fell on a magnolia tree in full bloom, but the sight of its pale flowers gave her no real pleasure. For the first time in her life, she knew with certainty she must escape this Moozrabian – no, Martian – colony, this artificial dominion of plastine bubbles, pumped-in atmospheres, and imported plants and animals. She wanted to flee from here, to travel through space, to find Lex and live in the midst of the verdant abundance of the Shurrrian rainforest in the...  
 
   Amazon.
 
   She trilled, pleased to be remembering more and more.
 
   Dawann glanced back at the palace, realizing she was as much a prisoner here as the Lex clone was in his tropical zoo. Oh Lex, she wondered, how will I manage to escape? I want to find you, to talk to you and try to make sense of things. Perhaps, with your help, I’ll discover what happened to me.
 
   No, she suddenly thought. Not just to me.  
 
   Looking out, she felt a curious sense of belonging as she caught a blue speck shining in the heavenly blaze.
 
   Not just to me.  
 
   In bittersweet reflection, she sent her thoughts into the cosmic night. As her mind stretched across the expanding universe, she whispered, “To us, Lex. It happened to us.”
 
    
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   Chapter 8
 
    
 
   Look like the innocent flower,
 
   But be the serpent under ‘t.
 
   ~William Shakespeare, Macbeth
 
    
 
    
 
   The cloning of the Keeper had been successful, and Dawann-dracon now used the developing embryo as an excuse to visit Mem-rax Labs on a daily basis.  
 
   Standing in the cloning lab, she watched with regret as the new life grew in a transparent, artificial shell. The embryo rested there, barely longer than a thumb claw, a tiny, twitching thing, yet if all went as planned, she knew she would never see it hatch. She would be far away by then, far, far away in the rainforest with Lex.
 
   A chill passed down Dawann’s spine as she pondered the audacity of her plan.
 
   “Your Royal Highness?”
 
   She turned, welcoming the disruption of her thoughts. Fey and Mem’s assistant, Vash-dracon, stood at the door.  
 
   “I’m sorry to disturb you, Your Highness.”
 
   “What is it, Vash?” 
 
   “Mem-rax awaits you in his office. He asked to speak privately with you.”
 
   “Fey is not there?”
 
   “No. She’s been delayed because of Jool.”
 
   Dawann followed Vash down the hallway, through Mem and Fey’s outer office and into their inner sanctum. What could Mem possibly have to say to her in private?
 
   Mem-rax stood with his back to the door. He stared at the paneled wall concealing the room where she had watched the clone.
 
   “Her Royal Highness, Dawann-dracon,” Vash brightly announced.
 
   Mem turned and greeted Dawann with a short bow. His eyes were hooded, as if he’d been in deep thought. Dismissing Vash, he said nothing until the door clicked shut and they were alone.
 
   “I have something to tell you, Your Highness.”  
 
   Dawann’s heart fluttered in nervousness. “Yes?”  
 
   “It may give you the answers you’ve wanted.” Mem moved forward and took Dawann by the hands. The familiarity of his gesture surprised her, for no one save the Keeper or Tima touched her without permission. She fought down the instinctive urge to pull away.  
 
   “A paleoarchitect named Eshlish-dracon specializes in ancient Moozrabian structures,” Mem explained. He glanced down and then, with a self-conscious start, let go of her hands. “She was commissioned by the Keeper after last winter’s dust storms to work on clearing the debris around the entrance to He Who Watches.”
 
   “What?” Dawann asked in puzzlement.
 
   “Ah, forgive me, Your Highness. It is an archaic name. You might know it as the Great Eye, or the volcano Karesh. The Keeper’s kind named it He Who Watches, for they thought it resembled an eye when viewed from space. It houses the stasis-vault where the Keeper was found, but also, recently, Eshlish discovered a previously unknown network of tunnels and rooms. They were carved out of solid igneous rock by those who came before our species founded the colony on Moozrab and perhaps long before the Keeper’s kind lived here as well. Eshlish told me about it,” he lowered his voice,” because she thought it might help you.”
 
   “Eshlish knows about me?” Dawann anxiously asked.
 
   “Yes, I told her about you.”
 
   “But––”  
 
   “Please, listen to me, Your Highness. Eshlish believes she’s stumbled upon something remarkable, something she wasn’t supposed to see, possibly a portal to another world, or, perhaps, many worlds. It may provide us with the means to travel without spacecraft, or even allow us to go to other times and universes. She calls it a wormhole.”
 
   “A wormhole?” Dawann realized another thought had supplanted her previous anxiety. She’d often wondered how she would escape from Moozrab and voyage to Shurrr to meet Lex. Maybe now she had the answer.
 
   She grabbed the arm of the nearest nano-chair and sat with an audible thump.
 
   Mem slid into the seat beside her. “I’m not a physicist or engineer, but I know someone who can explain the wormhole to you. His name is Dev-rax, and he was the chief physicist on the gravity lens experiment in the outer Solar System. I have arranged a meeting with him and Eshlish this afternoon.”
 
   “I fear too many are becoming involved in this, Mem. How do you know Eshlish and Dev can be trusted?”
 
   Mem gave a soft trill of amusement. “Because they are my parents.”
 
   “Oh?” Dawann’s nictating membranes rolled over her irises. The concept of someone actually being raised by his own progenitors was still unusual enough to give her pause. She cleared her throat. “Does the Keeper know about this wormhole?”
 
   “It is interesting you should ask that. The answer is we cannot be certain. The fact that the Keeper’s stasis vault was built nearby leads us to believe it may be so. However, the wormhole appears to have been dismantled millions of years ago, perhaps well before the Keeper was placed in the vault. Mother knows she risks her life by keeping such a secret, but she is determined to study it without interference. Only a few of her most trusted aides and my father are privy to her discovery, and they are working with her to see if it can be used in our struggle against the Keeper.”   
 
   The rebellion is much more complex than I ever imagined, Dawann thought, barely able to contain her emotions. “When will I meet your mother and father?”
 
   “Ah, my dear,” he said, patting her hand, “you’ve already met them.”
 
   “When?” Dawann asked in surprise.
 
   “When you were a hatchling at the royal court, during your presentation ceremony to the Keeper.”
 
   “But then, were they loyal to the Keeper? I know they are your parents, but are you certain they can be trusted?”
 
   “Do not worry. Representatives of the rebellion are always present at court, hidden among the courtiers and sycophants.”
 
   This shocked Dawann. “Really?” 
 
   After giving a snort of affirmation, Mem’s gaze grew soft with memory. “My parents were always secretly sympathetic to the rebellion, but now, as they’ve grown older and wiser, they yearn for a new era of self-determination. They are hopeful they'll see it happen before they die. As you know, many look upon the Keeper as The One, as the Savior of our race. My parents do not. Admittedly, the Keeper has provided us with much knowledge, with technical expertise far beyond what our scientists could have developed.”
 
   “But at what price?” 
 
   “Exactly. The Keeper is a tyrant.” Mem grew silent, his face now sober. “There is something else, something that troubles me greatly. There is a dangerous movement growing on Shurrr, a new group hatching what I consider a wretched plan. They have broken away from the rebellion. Like us, they believe the Keeper is a false savior, but they also believe another alien will soon come forward.”
 
   Dawann felt a stab of apprehension go straight to her gut. “Lex?” she asked in horror. “Do they think he is The One?”
 
   “No one knows, but I fear if they have indeed learned of his existence, they plan to use him to further their cause. The rebels have waited a long time, perhaps too long in their eyes. The Keeper took the throne some fifty years ago. I believe this group wishes to act soon; we may actually have a revolution brewing on Shurrr right now. Fey and I are greatly concerned about it. Last month, someone tried to break into our compound in Sagamish. Our guards killed two of the intruders. The rest fled and were never found. Security was tightened, but we fear the intruders were part of this new group and that they would use the clone with no thoughts for his own safety, or his right to self-determination. Fey and I will do everything to protect him. We would never harm him, even if it means abandoning our rebel friends.”
 
   Dawann looked into his eyes, discerning his firm resolve, his protective nature. “You are wise and good, Mem-rax,” she told him.
 
   “Yes, well...” Mem faltered, clearly embarrassed by her praise. “I do what I can. But perhaps, it is up to you now.”
 
   “Me?”
 
   “I believe you will travel to Shurrr and somehow help Da, er, Lex, and save him.”  
 
   Dawann’s breath caught, for Mem’s thoughts bolstered her own.
 
   “Do you have the heart for this, Your Highness?” he added. “Do you have the resolve to give up your life of privilege? Fey has discussed this with me, and she is also concerned. I ask you again... do you have the heart?”
 
   Dawann-dracon touched herself on the chest, thinking of the future, remembering the past. “Yes,” she said without hesitation. “The path before me will be hard and maybe,” she swallowed, “quite dangerous, but in the end it could save my life. But this isn’t just about me, is it, Mem?”
 
   “No, it is not.”
 
   “Still, I can’t help feeling so small and lost. I am but one saurian. How could I possibly change things?”
 
   “If your heart is great, it does not matter how small you feel.” He took her hands again and this time she welcomed his touch. “Fey and I started down this path long ago. I see it in your eyes, your determination to help us free the saurian race from tyranny.”
 
   “Thank you,” Dawann said, feeling a renewal of hope as he gently squeezed her hands. “And if I can also help Lex, then the risks will be worth it.”
 
   ***
 
   Seated at a table in Mem and Fey’s private corporate dining room, Dawann studied the faces of Dev-rax and Eshlish-dracon, Mem’s parents. They were older saurians, their bodies having gained the girth associated with age, their facial skin slightly sagging at the jawline. Yet their eyes held a bright, childlike sense of wonder, the true mark, in Dawann’s opinion, of all scientists.
 
   Dev had already explained the concept of the wormhole to Dawann. It was believed huge gravitational fields in black holes curved space and time, perhaps punching through the fabric of the universe and forming tunnels called wormholes. Dev thought the wormhole gateways in He Who Watches had been created by an ancient alien civilization, predating the Keeper’s own species. The aliens had harnessed mini black holes to create their wormhole tunnel network, generating a magnetic dampening field to protect travelers from contact with the devastating tidal forces associated with black holes.  
 
   In other words, Dawann-dracon thought, if someone enters the wormhole, then he or she won’t be crushed out of existence!
 
   “Your Royal Highness, would you like something to eat?” someone said through a full mouth.
 
   Dawann turned, amazed by the hearty appetite displayed by Mem’s mother, Eshlish-dracon, as she wolfed down a large nano-filet.  
 
   Meanwhile, Fey took a place at the table, sitting beside her voracious mother-in-law. She exchanged a swift look with Dawann, her eyes twinkling as she watched Eshlish consume another succulent filet.
 
   “This is marvelous food,” Eshlish went on as she glanced at Fey. “You young ladies will waste away, I fear, if you do not eat.” She held up some food to Dawann, offering it anew.
 
   “Thank you, no, not now,” she demurred. Despite Fey’s amusement, her own thoughts were in turmoil. Dev-rax had indicated she might soon be able to travel through the wormhole. It was an exciting, yet frightening, prospect. How could anyone possibly eat at a time like this?  
 
   “I have much to tell you, Your Highness.” Eshlish wiped her mouth on a napkin as she studied Dawann.
 
    Dawann said, “Mem and Dev told me of your work inside He Who Watches.”
 
   “And did they also tell you what the interior is like?” Eshlish asked. “Of course, some of it was explored by the astronauts who found the Keeper, but the rest was unknown before this time. Several cavernous chambers are located inside, including one deliberately sealed from the outside world eons ago. Its entrance is filled with rubble and still impassable, but I found a side door, which could have served as a utility passageway. This chamber is a huge room filled with doors and tunnels.” She leaned closer. “Do you know about the test?”
 
   Dawann exchanged a look with Fey-dracon, who gaped in surprise. Dawann realized Fey was also hearing about this for the first time.
 
   “What test?” Fey interjected.
 
   Mem piped up, “I was waiting for this moment.” He looked apologetically at Fey. “I’m sorry, my dear. I thought it best if Mother told you and Dawann at the same time.”
 
   Dev-rax, still intent on his food, gnawed on a nano-bone. He grunted, then dropped it onto a nearby plate. “Ah, your mother always enjoyed keeping things from me, son,” he said, his eyes twinkling at Mem. “Now it seems you’ve inherited that trait as well.”
 
   Good-naturedly, Eshlish waved her hand through the air and then turned to Dawann. “As I was saying about the test... we were able to activate several of the doors.” She straightened her back, her gaze triumphant. “It took a long time, but we finally did it. Yesterday, we sent a hunta bird through the first portal of the wormhole, equipped with a virtual reality/radio tagcollar.”  
 
   “My Goddess!” Fey said.
 
   “Do you have any idea where the bird went?” Dawann asked.
 
   “Shurrr,” Eshlish replied.
 
   “Does the portal open to our own time?” Fey asked. 
 
   Eshlish said, “Yes, because we received the transmission. If the bird had gone to another era, there would be no way to get the transmission, so we know with certainty this first portal goes to southern Mera, to the plains of Xanderoo.”
 
   Dawann suddenly heard a voice in her mind. Xanderoo? it asked in drawling English. “Don’t you mean Texas? Well, what the hell do you think of that!”  
 
   Texas? Of course. Dawann held her breath, feeling the speaker’s ghostly presence, envisioning the human male named Gus. Gus had been raised in Texas, hadn’t he? Was it true then? Had Eshlish actually found a swift way to Shurrr, a hidden way? No desperate attempt at escape from the Keeper, no long, grueling space flight? Was this the path to freedom?
 
   Dawann abruptly realized the Texas of her memories did not exist. She looked down at her lap. Gus was only a memory, too, a remnant of a life in another place and time. 
 
   She knew there was only one human she would encounter in this universe, the Lex clone of Shurrr’s southern continent of Sagamish, with its Amazon.  
 
   “And what of Sagamish, Eshlish?” Dawann asked. “Is there a passageway?”
 
   Eshlish grunted. “We don’t know, Your Highness. We haven’t tried the other doors. Testing resumes tomorrow. Remember, we still have much to learn about the Xanderoo portal.”  
 
   “What do you mean?” Fey asked.
 
   “For example, the hunta bird arrived in Xanderoo in mid-air. It had to begin flying immediately. Do all portals open this way? If they do, we must provide a soar-sail for the traveler’s use, so he or she will not die in a fall. We must also find out if there is a way back. Xanderoo is one thing, but what if another wormhole opens to a place really far away, say outside the Solar System? We can’t send someone into the wormhole, only to have them get trapped without a means of return.”
 
   “Oh, I hadn’t thought of those things,” Dawann said.
 
   “There are other considerations as well,” Eshlish went on. “What if one of the wormholes opened to a world with unbreathable air? In that case, the traveler would need a breathing mask, or perhaps a pressure suit.” She paused. “Shall I show you the virtual reality transmission from Xanderoo?”
 
   “Yes,” Dawann said, waiting as Mem retrieved headsets from another part of the room.
 
   When the devices were over everyone’s eyes, Eshlish began a simultaneous broadcast. Dawann watched as the gateway door of the wormhole closed, and the hunta bird stood in absolute darkness. Then suddenly, a blinding light pierced the dark and the sky opened wide.  
 
   The bird caught the air and soared. Far below, hills covered with blue flowers rolled to the horizon. A small stream cut across the land, a ribbon of silver meandering toward the distant sea. Because of virtual reality, Dawann experienced exactly what the hunta bird did; the force of the wind on her face, the bracing scent of fresh air.  
 
   Squawking, the bird dipped its wings toward land. Dawann gave an involuntary trill. Down, down, she went, reveling in the freedom of flight, savoring the ride on the cooling breeze.
 
   Texas, she thought wistfully. An azure sky and royal-blue meadow blended seamlessly together. Dawann swallowed hard, feeling a sudden, deep connection with Gus, a bond reaching across time, from one universe to the other.
 
   The hunta bird tempered its descent and headed straight for the only trees in the vicinity, a swath of old cottonwoods hugging the serpentine stream. The bird alighted on a branch, and Dawann looked around. All was calm, and she felt only the softest hint of a breeze. The Sun was warm on her face, and the sky so clear! She closed her eyes and breathed.
 
   Suddenly, Eshlish called out, “I will stop the transmission here.”
 
   “Why?” Dawann asked in surprise. She removed her headset, waiting along with the others for an explanation.  
 
   “Lovely place, isn’t it?” Eshlish asked, directing her comments to no one in particular. “But what comes next has nothing to do with the wormhole. It is too graphic for civilized folk.”
 
   “Really?” asked Fey alertly.
 
   “Yes,” Eshlish said as she turned to Dawann. “I would suggest you forgo seeing the rest, Your Highness.”
 
   “Why? It can’t be that bad, can it?”  
 
   “It is,” Eshlish said, matter-of-factly. “Vulcool terror birds not only inhabit the continent of Sagamish, but populations have migrated to the north and now live in southern Mera, from Xanderoo all the way to the eastern Folosh peninsula. If we continue, you’ll see one and the outcome is not very pleasant.”
 
   “Despite your warning, I wish to see it,” Dawann said.
 
   Eshlish pondered this for a moment and then grunted in acquiescence.
 
   Replacing her headset, Dawann’s eyes strained against the eyepieces. True to her saurian nature, she was fascinated by tales of ancient species of dinosaurs, especially the extinct, Shurrrian predators, yet she was also repelled by their violent ways. The Vulcool birds were echoes of the distant past, a wild and vicious time when the ancestors of the saurians slashed and gnawed at hapless prey. And the terror birds had evolved only recently, around twenty-five million Shurrr years ago, forty million years after most of the dinosaurs perished in the last, great mass extinction.  
 
   Dawann held her nictating membranes wide open, drawn to the scene, yet wishing she could look away. She knew something ghastly was about to happen.  
 
   Meanwhile, the hunta bird had swooped down. It was now pecking at the ground.
 
   Dawann’s gaze flew toward a stirring in the blue flowers. She spotted a crouched figure. Oh, Goddess, no! she thought as the huge thing leapt from its hiding place.  
 
   Dawann gasped. The Vulcool terror bird stood twice as tall as an average saurian female, with a great, razor-sharp beak.
 
   The hunta bird immediately took flight, but the Vulcool’s beak opened wide and snatched the hunta straight from the air.
 
   There was a sickening crunch, and Dawann cried out. The remote feed flickered once, then went dark, the sound gone, the ending as final as death.  
 
   Dawann-dracon removed her headset, closed her eyes, and sat there, thinking of the dangers on Shurrr, almost afraid to dream of what the future might bring.
 
   ***
 
   Shaken to her core by the violent death of the hunta bird, Dawann-dracon walked through the halls of the palace and purposely chose to ignore the stares of the Keeper’s courtiers. She knew she was feeling paranoid; normal looks felt like accusations. But there were whispers in the royal court, whiffs of a conspiracy on one of the moons orbiting Moozrab. Dawann realized she had to be careful, not because of any personal knowledge about off-world terrorist plots, but because of her own plans concerning the Lex clone.  
 
   Despite the terrible dangers on Shurrr, Dawann was now more determined than ever to go there, to the rainforest. To find Lex was of the utmost importance to her, for he was the one link to her previous existence.
 
   And so, with a false air of abiding devotion, she addressed the Keeper that evening.
 
   “My lord?” she asked softly.
 
   He sat on a bench in his garden, enjoying the music of a rims-harp quartet. Light, bell-like tones filled the air. The atmosphere beneath the plastine roof was balmy, yet there was a slight, pleasant breeze, courtesy of the life-zone engineers.
 
   Dawann stared at the Keeper, at his taut, muscled body, at his regal profile. His eyes were closed, but she knew from the clench in his jaw he felt tense.  
 
   “My lord?” she repeated. “May I sit with you?”
 
   He patted the seat beside him, but kept his eyes shut.
 
   She sat down, her face and shoulders dusted with powdered gold, her body shimmering in the fading daylight. The air was thick with her floral perfume. She glanced over at the quartet and caught their admiring stares. Her confidence surged, and she knew she was still the most beautiful saurian in the Solar System.
 
   “I missed you today,” the Keeper said.
 
   She started. Was there a note of challenge in his tone?
 
   His fists clenched. “What took you so long at the lab?”
 
   Dawann’s heart raced. “My lord,” she said, carefully choosing her words. “Mem invited me to lunch with his progenitors. I met his mother and father.”
 
   His eyes opened. “I know them,” he said, the edge in his voice now unmistakable.
 
   Dawann held her breath, hoping her perfume would hide any of the uncontrollable pheromones escaping from her skin.
 
   He sniffed the air, then sighed. Gazing at her gold-flecked skin, he said, “You look lovely tonight.”
 
   “Thank you.” Steady, she told herself. Steady.
 
   “I wish to be alone with you.” He studied her face. “Do you wish the same of me?”  
 
   “Yes, of course, my lord.” She thought about the lab, then opened her mouth to speak again, hoping to distract him with a request for his favorite song.  
 
   His muscles rippled beneath his skin as the claws on his fingers jumped from their sheaths. “I leave tomorrow for Vervox,” he said gruffly. “Slaven will accompany me, and we’ll be gone for several days. There’s been an explosion at the lunar mines. The rebels are behind it. My security forces have captured one of the perpetrators. I will personally conduct the prisoner’s interrogation.”
 
   The music stopped. Dawann turned her face away. She felt ill as she saw in her mind’s eye the stark moon of Vervox. What horrors would the rebel prisoner suffer at the hands of the Keeper and Slaven-varool? Recalling the past, she wondered if the rebel would also be eaten alive. Thoughts of the prisoner’s fate were too much to bear. The Keeper would be off-world for days, providing more than enough time to test the wormhole. But at what price?  
 
   “I should have sent Slaven after you today,” the Keeper went on. “I’m leaving, yet you wile away your time at the lab.”  
 
   “But, my lord, I did not know––”
 
   “Silence! I do not want your excuses!” The Keeper’s eyes flashed as he turned toward the musicians. With a growl, he leapt to his feet and flicked his powerful tail in their direction. That sent them scurrying.  
 
   “Tell Slaven to post guards at the gates!” he yelled after them. “No one is to enter the garden. No one is to disturb us!”
 
   The Keeper grabbed Dawann’s shoulders and pulled her up. She felt terrible stinging as his claws raked against her flesh, golden powder mingling with traces of her blood. With a grunt, he put his mouth on the smooth, unmarred skin of her neck. She felt pressure, then a stab of pain, and she gasped with the realization he’d actually bitten her.  
 
   Dawann screamed. “My throat is at your mercy!”
 
   The Keeper withdrew his head and watched the blood trickle down her neck.
 
   Feeling the wet warmth on her skin, Dawann silently pleaded to the Goddess for help. The Keeper had never actually drawn blood from her before. “I submit, my lord,” she cried out, desperately trying to pull away. “My throat is at your mercy!”
 
   “That’s true, isn’t it, my pet?” The Keeper held her fast, looking deadly as a pit viper ready to strike.  
 
   Dawann’s eyes flicked right, then left. What was the Keeper going to do to her? Would he call Slaven?  
 
   She trembled, her legs wobbly. Am I going to die?
 
   Gasping, she feared she had but one more chance to turn this around, only one more. “Why are you doing this, my lord? I’ve done nothing wrong! I go to the lab to await the birth of your son. I want to be his mother!”
 
   The Keeper drew back and gaped at her, and Dawann caught a look of regret in his eyes. Then he said, “Please, calm yourself.” He gently lowered her to the bench and his hands slid away from her body.  
 
   There was silence. The air about them grew quite still.
 
   As she stared at him, she noticed a new look held by his eyes – deep, heartfelt agony.
 
   And his gaze made her certain he did not know about her plans for escape. She took a breath, intent on regaining her composure, fighting for strength.  
 
   He sat next to her. His shoulders slumped as he touched her throat and shoulders, wiping away the blood. His face, timeworn and pale, was drawn with sadness. With a groan, he lowered his gaze, would not look her in the eyes.  
 
   “I need your love, Dawann, to soothe me, to keep me civilized,” he whispered, his voice catching. “I did not mean to hurt you, and I am sorry, so very sorry.”
 
   Sorry? Dawann had never heard him utter that word before.  
 
   “Forgive me.” The Keeper’s face filled with earnest suffering as he gazed at the bite marks on her throat and the scratches on her arms.
 
   Fears fading in the twilight of this, her hour of reckoning, Dawann rose to her feet and bowed to him. With a sense of surprise, she found the courage to turn on her heel and walk away without looking back.  
 
   He did not follow.
 
   ***
 
   I’ve always intended to make you my queen, Dawann. I waited because you were so young, but now I feel it’s time. I love you, my dearest pet. When I get back from Vervox, we shall have the bonding ceremony.
 
   Dawann reread the note delivered to her that morning, the Keeper’s heady words echoing in her mind. How simple to give in, to dismiss her visions of life as a human female. She was a saurian, after all, despite the implanting of Human Dawn’s spirit, and she still possessed many attributes of her species, the ancient instincts and traits of the saurian race. The evolution of her reptilian ancestors’ brains had fostered a profound submission to authority. How easy to thrust aside her plans and become the Keeper’s queen!
 
   But the human side of her nature protested. After a long moment of contemplation, she recalled something about her heritage in that other, maddening existence. As an American woman of Russian descent, Dawn Stroganoff had friends and family members who stood with a patriot named Sakharov, during the downfall of a nation – whose name Dawann tried to recollect, to no avail. Yet she did remember something else in the muddle of strange memories; Human Dawn valued dignity and freedom above all else. She would never support a tyrant.
 
   And neither shall I. Through the window of her bed-nest chamber, He Who Watches stood distant, yet imposing. She studied the massive mountain, determined she would go there today, to see what Eshlish had found.
 
   Dawann reached for the button to summon Tima. It was time to leave the red planet, time to escape from the Keeper’s evil grasp, and then strike out on her own.  
 
   At last, she realized, she would fling aside the silken cords binding her to this life, to gather her courage and meet her fate headlong.
 
   She had to be free, to find her own destiny.  
 
   Dawann nodded with deliberation. Yes, free.
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   Chapter 9
 
    
 
   “There’s no use trying,” Alice said: “one can’t believe impossible things.”
 
   “I daresay you haven’t had much practice,” said the Queen. “When I was your age, I always did it for half-an-hour a day. Why, sometimes I’ve believed as many as six impossible things before breakfast.”
 
   ~Lewis Carroll, Through the Looking-Glass
 
    
 
   With the Keeper off-world, Dawann prepared to leave the palace. Without an official entourage, and, with only Tima by her side, she would join Eshlish and Fey for a clandestine look at the subterranean reaches of He Who Watches.  
 
   After a round of tedious morning duties, Dawann at last made her excuses and left the royal court. She hastened to her bed-nest chamber and pulled on her pressure suit, which provided a kind of blessed anonymity. No one, not even the guards, gave her a second glance as she walked through the corridors and then slipped out of the palace.  
 
   As planned, Tima had a taxi cruiser waiting by a service entrance. Dawann took a seat in the taxi, quietly listening as Tima gave instructions to the driver.
 
   Dawann gazed from the window. The wind stirred the atmosphere, and rusty dust now obscured the midday Sun. The taxi sped through the streets of Missloo City, then out to the vast plain bordering the outskirts of town.  
 
   As empty land swept past the cruiser, Dawann felt a mingling of feelings; a deep sadness at the path her life had taken, mixed with a renewed sense of hope at the thought of the Lex clone. She kept her eyes focused on a dust devil, pirouetting like a drunken demon on the horizon, and her thoughts teetered between apprehension and expectation.
 
   Soon, from afar, He Who Watches broke through the haze, a giant volcanic summit of burnt-red stone. The taxi sped on as Dawann scanned the clearing sky. High above, wispy trails of blue ice clouds filled the heavens.  
 
   She leaned toward the window. He Who Watches grew larger, coming into sharper focus, the slant of light showing the effects of wind erosion on its ancient surface.  
 
   The whir of the taxi’s engine cut off. They had arrived. While Tima paid the driver, Dawann continued to stare through the window. Two saurians, whom she assumed were Eshlish and Fey, stood in pressure suits at the bustling site, surrounded by several dozen worker drones and scattered pieces of heavy equipment.  
 
   Dawann stepped out of the cruiser and walked forward. Tima followed on her heels with slow, heavy steps. Fey and Eshlish turned in unison, exchanged greetings with them, and then, in silence, the group watched as the taxi sped away.
 
   Despite her pressure suit, Dawann felt as exposed and vulnerable as if she were standing naked in the deadly Moozrabian atmosphere. What was going to happen now? Through Eshlish’s efforts, would she finally travel to Shurrr? How soon before she found the Lex clone? How soon before she looked him in the eyes, or spoke to him?
 
   “Your Royal Highness, shall we go inside?” Eshlish’s voice burst through the microphone in Dawann’s helmet.  
 
   “Yes, I’m ready.”
 
   “Then please follow me.”
 
   Dawann took her place behind Eshlish and Fey, with Tima bringing up the rear. They negotiated around a curtain of scaffolding to reach a door cut into the rock face.
 
   Cautiously, Dawann studied the immediate area. To her relief, only a few worker drones labored nearby.
 
   Eshlish retrieved a chemlight from one of the outer pockets of her pressure suit, then opened the door. Shining the strong, steady, golden beam on the rubble-strewn floor, she told Dawann, “Rest assured, no one will ever learn you’ve been here.” 
 
   With Eshlish in the lead, the group inched through a long, dust-filled hallway. For their safety, small, blue-white temp lights had been placed along the sides of the corridor. A hiss suddenly filled her headphones, and Dawann asked, “What is that awful sound?” 
 
   Eshlish turned. “My engineers have not found the cause. Perhaps it’s interference from the workings within He Who Watches. We don’t have a definitive answer yet.”
 
   “But, is it possible that eavesdropping devices have been planted here?” Dawann asked in alarm.
 
   “No. My engineers have checked and double-checked. This place is clean. Have no fear.”
 
   Grunting in affirmation, Dawann stumbled slightly and then caught herself. She looked down the corridor and tried to get her bearings. Was it her imagination, or were they gradually moving downhill, deeper and deeper into He Who Watches?
 
   The foursome walked for a time, negotiating around rocks and cracked paving stones.  
 
   Finally, Eshlish halted. “It’s not much farther,” she said, slightly out of breath.
 
   Dawann looked about, not seeing anything unusual. She saw Fey and Tima’s wrinkled brows through their visors. They seemed as puzzled as she.
 
   “Ah, here we are.” Eshlish shone her chemlight at the wall, revealing a telltale mark.  
 
   An “X” had been scratched into the wall. Dawann felt laughter rising from somewhere deep in her mind. Aha! she thought. X marks the spot! Inadvertently, Eshlish had given their mysterious excursion a distinctively human touch.
 
   They moved forward several paces and reached a bend in the passageway. It was dark ahead. Since there were no blue temp lights from this point onward, Eshlish ordered Dawann, Fey, and Tima to retrieve their chemlights. Gloved hands delved into pockets, then three beacons flicked on. A door stood in the distance. Constructed of metal, it shimmered with all the colors of the spectrum.  
 
   “How interesting,” Fey said as she walked toward the door. “It’s made of pemright, is it not, Eshlish?”
 
   “Pemright?” Dawann asked.
 
   “A synth-metal developed by the Keeper’s kind,” Eshlish explained. “It’s highly impervious to the Moozrabian climate. Some of our architects have started building with it now. Have you seen the new poga stadium?”
 
   “I have. From a distance.” Dawann studied the surface of the door. At its center was etched a clawed, three-fingered handprint. From the length of the fingers and the curve of the claws, it clearly represented an extremity of the Keeper’s species.
 
   Eshlish placed her gloved fingers on the handprint. The synth-metal door immediately swung inward.
 
   With Eshlish in the lead, the others filed over the threshold. They stood for a moment, looking out at a huge chamber, as high and wide as one of the caves found beneath the cliffs of the Great Rift Valley. Eshlish swept her chemlight in an arc through the air, the beam diffusing and barely revealing the furthest wall, which was filled with doors.  
 
   “The wormhole,” Eshlish said as she motioned for them to follow.  
 
   Looking down, Dawann noticed the floor’s amber-colored tiles. They began with a small spiral design that veered off into a long, golden trail, stretching into the distance.
 
   She admired the floor’s beauty before pausing to study the wall of doors. Every twelfth door seemed slightly larger than the preceding eleven.
 
   “There are one hundred forty-four doors in this chamber,” Eshlish said, noting Dawann’s interest. “All were deactivated before we discovered them. Perhaps they were broken, but I think they were deliberately shut down. We were able to activate the first twelve doors after much effort. The first door leads to Xanderoo, to the place where we witnessed the killing of the hunta bird. This morning, we sent more hunta birds through the next eleven doors. All but one has relayed transmissions back to us. Unfortunately, the twelfth door appears to have swallowed our hunta bird, so to speak. As I mentioned yesterday, I believe that door could lead to the past or the future,” Eshlish explained. “It may have been used for travel to other places, distant places.” Her light fell on a row of plastine pressure-cages, each filled with a radio-collared hunta bird being readied for another round of tests. “If the bird sent through the twelfth door survived, it is somewhere beyond the reach of our receiver. It may be in another time period.”
 
   Or in another universe? Dawann wondered.
 
   Tima and Fey walked alongside Eshlish, but Dawann held back, staring at the twelfth door. As she studied its metallic surface, she recalled a human tale about a place called Wonderland.
 
   Now, the notion of traveling through the wormhole appealed to her more than ever. It took every bit of her willpower to keep from pushing on the twelfth door’s shimmering veneer, from stepping, like Alice, through the looking glass.
 
   But I cannot go, she thought. Not yet.  
 
   Despite her resolve, Dawann watched the twelfth door with a renewed sense of longing, but then forced her gaze onward. With a start, she realized she had fallen behind her companions. She could barely make out their lights in the gloom of the immense chamber, could barely hear their comments because of the hissing sound in her helmet’s headphones.
 
   Eshlish’s voice cut above the noise. “Come, Your Highness,” she said, turning around. “You must stay with us, or you could get lost.”
 
   Dawann hurried forward as the group moved toward the entrance of a tunnel. She followed the others inside. The tunnel was not long, and, within a few moments, they entered another cavernous chamber, the floor also paved with a trail of golden tiles.
 
   She looked beyond Eshlish’s beckoning form. The paleoarchitect shined her light on something tall and wide, a gleaming, golden-brown curtain. Dawann walked on, studying it. What had Eshlish found? It looked like a wall made of frost-laden panes of topaz glass.
 
   A disarming thought came to Dawann then, rushing to mind: was she finally going to solve the mystery of her past life? The image of an ancient, dust-filled room flooded her senses, a place somewhere nearby, perhaps just beyond the glass partition. Did it hold some kind of mind-reading equipment? Had she been there before as Dawn Stroganoff? Was that where the Keeper had downloaded her thoughts and stolen her soul?
 
   Dawann moved toward the sparkling curtain, while Eshlish opened the door to an airlock. Through an open doorway, Dawann saw the room beyond, and a crypt made of red stone. She recalled something from history. This must be the spot where the first saurian astronauts had found the Keeper!  
 
   But the Keeper’s stasis-vault did not hold her attention for long; instead, her gaze was captured by something on the opposite wall, a fantastic black void shaped like a half-moon. She remembered an old saurian myth. The void resembled the legendary Ish-pacal Gateway, the portal to She-Goddess Heaven.
 
   By now, Tima and Fey also gaped at the dark passageway.
 
   “I know,” Eshlish said, studying their awestruck expressions. “But it is not the Ish-pacal. It simply opens to a slick-shaft. I accidentally activated it when we were restoring the Keeper’s stasis-vault. The shaft ends in a room located far below this chamber. The other day I sent a drone down there with a recorder. The transmission was exciting. There is a monolith in the hidden room. I have not yet ascertained its exact function.”
 
   “It is the thing that reads minds and captures souls,” Dawann interjected. “I have been there. I once traveled down that very slick-shaft to the hidden room.”
 
   Tima looked unconvinced. “Are you certain, my dear? I know I told you about the soul-catching machine beneath the Keeper’s palace, but––”
 
   “There is one here, also, and, as I just said, I have used that one.”
 
   “As Human Dawn?” Fey asked.
 
   “Yes,” Dawann said. The void suddenly started to hum and quiver. “I want to go down there, to see it.” 
 
   “Please, Your Highness, no,” Eshlish protested. “The passageway is too unstable. Sometimes it disappears for a moment or two. The other day, it was gone for the entire morning. I’ve ordered my engineers to stabilize it, if they can.”
 
   “I take full responsibility for my actions.” Dawann heard a chorus of dissent as she hurried toward the gateway, but she ignored her companions. The uncertainty she’d known for the past few weeks had disappeared. In its place, feelings of hope and expectation rose, and she felt a surge of power.  
 
   “I cannot delay,” Dawann went on, “not while the Keeper is off-world. I must know what happened to Human Dawn. The soul-catcher will give me the answers.”
 
   She thrust her chemlight into the pocket of her pressure suit and took a running leap into the void. Immediately, she felt the nano-surface of the slick-shaft grab hold of her body. In a heartbeat, her friends’ protests faded away, and she found herself sliding down, down, down into the darkness.
 
   Soon, Dawann felt the nano-surface lessen its grip, felt her momentum slow, then stop. She retrieved her chemlight, flicked it on, and stared. She was curled up at the end of the slick-shaft, a darkened room before her. She scooted forward, directing the beam of light into the room, sweeping it back and forth until it hit a monolith and nano-chair.  
 
   Dawann held the beam on the monolith as she swung her legs around and jumped to the floor. “I do remember this place,” she said to herself.
 
   A harsh, white light instantly flooded the room. 
 
   In response, the nictating membranes rolled over Dawann’s eyeballs. She stood motionless until she adjusted to the glare. Blinking hard, she forced her membranes up, turned off her chemlight, and then recalled something about the air in here. Hadn’t Human Dawn been able to breathe without a pressure suit?  
 
   Slowly, cautiously, Dawann broke the seals of her helmet and waited. A faint hiss sounded and she took a breath. Yes. The chamber had a breathable atmosphere.  
 
   Removing her helmet and pressure suit, she ran her hand through her head feathers and then crossed the floor in four steps. She stopped for a moment and stared at the monolith, studying its smooth surface, then continued her exploration, walking around it until she found an indentation on the back side. Within the notch rested a headpiece attachment. She took hold of it and placed it over her earholes. Work, she thought, a little desperately.  
 
   She closed her eyes. Nothing happened, but then she remembered the lights had been voice-activated. Was the monolith, too?  
 
   “I am here,” she said in a loud voice. “Speak to me. Tell me about Dawn Stroganoff. I wish to know about her life.”
 
   ***
 
   Dawann may have lost awareness for a few moments – she couldn’t really tell – but something made her close her eyes, made her sink into a semi-conscious state. There was no voice at the controls of the soul-catcher, no real message or explanation. Only murky images came to her; of winding streets with rectangular buildings; of a surrounding forest with tall trees, and of distant, snow-topped peaks.  
 
   And then, quite suddenly, she knew. Complete images seized her mind, filling it with a sparkling clarity. Flagstaff, dazzling in the sunshine, the brisk mountain air softly scented with pine. Flagstaff, Arizona.  
 
   Home. Dawann-dracon roused and then shifted in the nano-chair. Now she was fully awake. Human Dawn had lived on Earth in a place called America. And Flagstaff – no make that Flag, as the locals called it – was her hometown. She sighed with happiness at all she saw, at all she was starting to remember.
 
   She leaned forward, hands pressing against the headset, hoping she would retain everything, wishing she could comprehend it all. Images of the city and its surrounding environment came faster and then she saw human beings. A tall, dark-haired man – was that the one called Dad? – then a small, blonde woman with big blue eyes. Mom. She saw her brother next, a brown-haired boy. Matt. He stood in the yard, eyeing a mixed-breed terrier named Buster. Matt and the dog began to play together, frolicking in the snow. It was cold, so very cold, but Dawn joined in. She, Matt, and Buster ran around, getting icy-wet, throwing snowballs and laughing when one hit Matt in the center of his chest.
 
   Then another set of memories rushed in, supplanting her previous thoughts. Human Dawn was older now, a girl of thirteen or fourteen, and it was the season called autumn. Blue skies overhead. Distant mountain peaks covered with patches of gold from changing aspen leaves. In brilliant sunshine, Dawn hiked in a dry streambed, away from the pressures of modern life, away from the pervasive computer culture of the early twenty-first century. The “ditch” – as kids nicknamed the streambed – was now her favorite haunt. She would roam there for hours, hiking with Buster, eyes glued to the ground, searching, always searching.  
 
   Once she found an obsidian arrowhead, so delicately flaked it was nearly translucent, shiny black and sharp-edged, standing out against the pea gravel and gray river rocks. Coincidentally, she was reading her first big novel, her grandmother’s favorite book, The Source by James Michener. 
 
   Sitting in her bedroom, dog by her side, Dawn held the beautiful arrowhead in her palm. As she read of Michener’s Tell Makor, dreaming of excavating the ruins of an ancient city, she realized she’d found the key to her future. She opened her palm, her fingers trembling, her gaze held by the arrowhead. An archeologist. Yes, she was going to be an archeologist.  
 
   She sighed happily, determined she would dig in dusty pits and uncover the mysteries of the ages...
 
   Dawann-dracon removed the headset, leaned back, and took a breath. The images of Human Dawn’s life had been startling. How odd it all seemed! She could scarcely imagine a world where sentient beings lived with their families as a matter of course. Where they willingly let their skin touch cold snow. Where they shared their affections with small, carnivorous beasts, with hairy, smelly, little dogs.  
 
   And where they controlled their own fates so completely.
 
   Dawann shook herself to action. You must see the rest, she thought.  
 
   Replacing the headset, she watched Human Dawn in school, saw her move toward adulthood. There were things she understood fully, such as Dawn’s first sexual experiences, the sweet, sharp yearnings associated with mating, but there were also things she could not comprehend, like the human female’s love of chocolate – to Dawann, the impression of its taste was revolting.
 
   Visions sharp and clear continued to pass by her inner eye. Human Dawn’s college years in Arizona. The hard work and sacrifice the young woman experienced in order to complete graduate school. A trip to a beautiful place called France, the taste of champagne – something Dawann decided she could love – and then back home, spending hours and hours uncovering the past in digs located in Northern Arizona.  
 
   Then Dawann learned that two startling things occurred in the summer of 2022: a space probe found alien artifacts on the Martian moon, Phobos; and a laser beacon had sent messages to Earth, from the vicinity of the great Martian volcano, Olympus Mons, which the saurians called the volcano Karesh, or He Who Watches.
 
   A few weeks later, the Jet Propulsion Laboratory released a photomosaic of Phobos. There, beneath the mysterious dark-red and deep blue, organically rich soil, hidden within the ancient dust-draped rills and in the endless, winding caverns, proof of extensive alien mining activity had been uncovered.  
 
   Dawann ripped the headset from her earholes. Was that why Human Dawn went to Mars? In Dawn’s universe, the Keeper’s kind had also lived on the red planet. When humanity found traces of that ancient, alien civilization, when they investigated He Who Watches, they needed an archeologist-astronaut to help them explore.
 
   Holy Mother She-Goddess, it makes sense now. I finally understand.  
 
   With trembling fingers, Dawann readjusted her headset and let the images come into her mind. Human Dawn worked at NASA now, training for the flight to Mars. Meeting the male astronaut named Gus and then traveling in a nuclear-electric propulsion spacecraft. Looking out the window and seeing a ruddy orb against the blackness of space.
 
   Moozrab? Dawann asked herself, gazing at the lifeless planet, suddenly filled with unutterable sorrow. But this was not her Moozrab, not her world. In this universe, the saurians did not exist, had never existed. Moozrab was not colonized, not a world filled with thousands of saurians and their teeming minions. Instead, it was Mars, dead, dry, uninhabited, freeze-dried Mars.
 
   Dawann rubbed her eyes, wishing she could cry. Forgotten images sprang to life, passion and knowledge crumbled to dust, then seemed to exist once more. Remembrances of both universes had come full-bloom to her senses.
 
   Dawann-dracon tried to push her emotions aside. She knew she couldn’t give up. She had to go on, to learn more about Human Dawn.  
 
   She sat for a moment, without moving, lost in her thoughts. How much time had passed since she entered the chamber? She turned and stared, relieved the slick-shaft stood empty. Fey, Tima, and Eshlish remained above. Now, more than anything, she wanted privacy, felt the need to learn everything about Dawn, from all points of view.
 
   She nodded, human-style. “Hear me now,” she said aloud, speaking to the soul-catcher, hoping it would signal back in understanding. “If you have recollections of the other humans in Dawn’s life – like Gus, Lex, and Tasha – reveal their stories to me. I want to learn what happened to Dawn, to hear what happened to them all.”  
 
   But mostly, she thought, I want to learn the truth.  
 
   Of how I came to be.
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   PART TWO
 
   Chapter 10
 
    
 
   Today’s today. Tomorrow, we may be
 
   Ourselves gone down the drain of Eternity.
 
   ~Euripides, Alcestis
 
    
 
   July, 2029, aboard the first manned spacecraft to Mars, called Destiny.
 
    
 
   Eyes searching the infinite darkness of space, Dawn Stroganoff gazed from one of Destiny’s viewing windows. Sighing to herself, she watched the gleaming stars, which washed her in a faint, silvery light. During the previous half year, she’d shared close quarters with six other crewmen, and it was good to have a moment alone for some quiet reflection.
 
   She held her Google glasses in her hand, then decided to put them away in a pocket. It was nice to detach from the ever-present Web, to look out at the universe with what was now called “naked vision,” minus the lens which gave her constant contact to the plethora of connections via recorded Internet and social media messages, the distance between Mars and Earth delaying instant access. 
 
   She became aware, quite suddenly, of the faint rumbling caused by the ship’s rotating, spokelike hub, which created an artificial gravity. It was an all-pervasive sound, yet she rarely noticed it; much like the ticking of a clock, her brain blotted it out. 
 
   Dawn breathed deeply, listening. In her mind’s eye, she saw herself standing in the viewing tunnel, one of the four portals connecting the spacecraft’s habitat sections to the slowly moving hub. The image in her thoughts changed, drawing back to hover, godlike, above the ship, and she saw everything as if from afar: her pale face at the window, a fragile human being going ‘round and ‘round, like someone stuck on a giant Ferris wheel.  
 
   Or like a caged rat racing in place on its wheel.
 
   “There’s a solar storm comin’. You’ve got about fifteen minutes to get into the safe room before you’re fried.”
 
   The easy Texas drawl jarred Dawn’s thoughts. She faced Commander Gus Granberg.  
 
   “Should be one helluva storm,” he added. He removed his Google glasses, rubbed his eyes, and then glanced through the window, gaze sure as he watched the stars.  
 
   “I was just standing here, thinking.” Dawn’s voice faded as she caught the hint of his smile. She could almost hear him saying, You know, don’t you, that daydreaming’s a waste of time.
 
   Well, Gus ol’ boy, she thought, it’s my way of staying sane on this hunk of space junk. As she followed him inside the safe room, she was determined to give as good as he did.  
 
   “There’s time before the solar flares hit,” he said, “but stay in here. And that’s an order, Dawn.”
 
   On impulse, she saluted. “Yes, sir. Of course, sir.” 
 
   He put his glasses back on, then turned, his face giving nothing away now, the consummate military man. He stood tall and straight, with close-cropped blond hair and hazel eyes, the brown of his irises flecked with bits of gold and emerald-green.
 
   Her thoughts veered, and she visualized a creek back home, the same bewitching color as the green in his irises. She had to admit this totally caught her off-guard, since she thought she had her emotions under control. Yet there it was again, that intense feeling of homesickness – mingled with what? Attraction?  
 
   Get a grip. You’re just lonely for Arizona, she berated herself. Besides, Gus doesn’t seem all that interested in you.
 
   Dawn took her place at the table, ignoring the other astronauts as she let her memories take over. She visualized her home near Indian Gardens in Oak Creek Canyon, with its lovely view of a bend in the creek and the emerald pool where she loved to swim in summertime. It was a nice, old house with a massive river rock fireplace, overstuffed furniture, and large picture windows. She’d lived in it off and on for six years, when she wasn’t training in Houston or Florida. There, along with her housemates, a pair of mutts named Peter and Wendy, she had a casual, kick-off-your-shoes existence, which suited her just fine.  
 
   But now, she was far removed from everything she held dear. She looked in the direction of Earth, imagining she could stare through the ship’s bulkhead and see the faint, blue point of light. From her vantage point in space, Earth would seem tiny now, so distant.
 
   “Well, were you plannin’ to keep us in suspense?” Gus asked, breaking into her thoughts.
 
   She glanced around. The rest of her crewmates were watching her, too.  
 
   “About what?” she asked, mystified.
 
   “You said this morning you’d tell a story about one of your ancestors,” Gus reminded her. “Remember? We’d just gotten that message off to Sagan Base.”
 
   That prompted Dawn’s memory. Had they received a reply yet? Most likely they had, but she’d have to check just the same. Sometimes the scientists stuck on asteroids tended to be a little lax in their duties. The bunch at Sagan Base on Eros was the worst. Dawn had a theory; too much near-zero gravity and space sex dulled their minds.
 
   “Your story?” Gus asked.
 
   “Oh, that.” Dawn rose and went to the galley. Gus must want to play nice now, she decided. He knows me too well. Just get me talking about history.
 
   Standing before the replicator, so-called because it resembled the ones from the Star Trek series, she searched the recipe screen and then touched the icon for Beef Stroganoff. It seemed a fitting choice, since the ancestral tale was about her family’s famous recipe. 
 
   “Hey, I’ll have whatever you’re having,” Gus said.
 
   Nodding, Dawn watched as the replicator’s 3-D printer combined molecules to create the Stroganoff, even to the level of reproducing its texture and delicious smell. A chime indicated when it was done, and she placed the meal on the table before Gus. 
 
   “So, you want a story?” Dawn asked him as she returned to the replicator and started her own meal. “Okay. In the Middle Ages, I had an ancestor who was skinned alive.” 
 
   “Whoa!” 
 
   Gus’s response didn’t surprise her. Upon relating her family’s history, she’d often seen such a reaction: at first a show of shock, then total fascination.  
 
   “You’re positive you want to hear this?” Dawn asked, as she put her plate on the table across from him and took a seat. “It’s gruesome. Maybe after we eat.”
 
   His expression relaxed. “Nah, go ahead. Tell it now. Anyway, there’s plenty of time.”
 
   That made sense to Dawn. Until the solar storm ended, they had to stay behind the safe room’s water-filled walls, which provided the only effective energy absorber against things like solar flares and gamma rays. Besides, they were all on edge after six months locked in this tin can. Maybe a good, old-fashioned B.S. session would do everyone some good.  
 
   She could take the lead with the Stroganoff story. It’d be like they were all in summer camp telling scary tales around the fire. She tried to hide her smile as she took her first taste of the creamy dish.
 
   “I didn’t realize your family had such a long history,” Gus said.
 
   “It was long and illustrious history.” Natasha Antipova’s heavy Russian accent cut through the air. Tasha placed a bowl of salad on the table, then looked at Gus. “I am thinking you must learn more about history.” She scowled. “Particularly glorious history of my country. When you told me you had never heard of Pushkin––”
 
   The skin around Gus’s eyes crinkled as he fought laughter. “I know, you almost up and died.” 
 
   To make a point, Tasha ran a hand through her prematurely white hair. “Almost,” she said.
 
   Dawn saw Lex Smith give Gus a sympathetic look. Lex, the crew’s oral surgeon, shared a long marriage and two grown sons with Tasha. Although he was his own man and never one to let his overbearing Russian wife bully himself or the others, he held his tongue now. Dawn understood his logic; why throw fuel on the fire while they were all trapped in the confines of the safe room?
 
   In the meantime, Tasha and Gus exchanged sardonic smiles, taking each other’s measure.  
 
   “So, Dawn, how come you’ve never told us this story before?” Gus asked.
 
   “She told me,” Tasha said, not giving up.
 
   “Like I said before, it’s pretty gross,” Dawn said. “Not good dinner conversation.” 
 
   Gus held his fork out, intent on spearing a piece of beef. “Well, that shouldn’t stop you,” he said, looking around at the crew. “Ya’all have strong stomachs, don’t you? After all, how many months have we been eating this stuff?”  
 
   Tasha deliberately heaped salad onto her plate. “In addition to all my other duties––” 
 
   “Hey, Doc, lighten up. No one’s asking you to give up your medical career for a permanent spot in hydroponics,” Gus said.
 
   “I realize that,” Tasha replied flatly, “but I hear no one else complaining about my salads, Eric Gustav Granberg.”  
 
   Dawn knew if there was one thing Gus hated, it was his full name. He sat there, saying nothing, but his eyes had that glint she knew so well.
 
   Gus turned and gave Dawn a forced, yet charming, smile. “Tell your story.”
 
   She smiled back. “Okay, my ancestor was a Tartar tribesman who refused to convert to Islam. He left his people and joined up with the Russians. Eventually, he married a Russian woman.”
 
   “Smart fellow,” Lex interjected as he gave Tasha a wry look.
 
   Dawn nodded. “My ancestor... I mean the guy had a really bad day. His former people captured him. They carried a deep hatred for him, because he’d rejected their way of life, so they skinned him alive.”
 
   “Poor bastard!” Harry looked up from his food.  
 
   A Canadian paleontologist, Harry Wong was not usually this demonstrative. Scholarly and a bit nerdy, the half-Chinese, half-English paleontologist was quite handsome, in a Keanu-Reeves-when-he-was-young sort of way. 
 
   “Why’d they skin him?” Harry asked.
 
   “Hmm.” Dawn mulled this over. “Two reasons, I guess. It was a horribly painful death – and they apparently felt my ancestor deserved such an end – and also because the Tartars believed if you were executed in a bloody way, you lost your soul. You couldn’t go to Tartar heaven. Interestingly enough, the Stroganoffs decided to have a recipe created to honor the first ancestor. It was the thing to do, to have a dish named after your family, like Noodles Romanoff.” Dawn smiled at the co-pilot, Jean-Michel Gonin. “So, to make a long story short, the Stroganoffs hired a chef from France.”
 
   “Fantastique. Even then, the French were the best chefs in the world.” Jean-Michel had been half-listening to the conversation while monitoring the ship’s control room with a virtual reality, or VR, headset.  
 
   “The chef was told the family history,” Dawn went on. “He learned about the flayed ancestor. That’s why the strips of beef are in Beef Stroganoff, to honor the flesh cut from my ancestor’s body.” With a grin, she dug into her meal and popped another forkful into her mouth.
 
   Gus stared at her and then pushed away from the table. “Damn,” he muttered, making a face.
 
   A deep, throaty laugh filled the air. “Don’t tell me you can’t finish, Commander,” said Kristina Jefferson in her soft, lovely drawl.  
 
   Dawn smiled as Kris, the crew’s planetary geologist, removed her dish from the table. Tall and pretty, she had flawless cocoa skin and beautiful brown eyes, which she tried to hide behind a pair of antique, yet Google adapted, horn-rimmed glasses, the shape of the frames not remotely suitable for her face. But the pretense of plainness didn’t work. As Kris moved around the room, the men stared anyway. Even nerdy Harry could be seen casting her an occasional, furtive glance.
 
   After dinner, the conversation moved on to everyday topics. Then, over chocolate cake and some of Tasha’s smoky-flavored Russian Caravan tea, Dawn and her fellow scientists watched recorded news from Earth. Meanwhile, Gus and Jean-Michel monitored the solar storm by interfacing with the interactive computer display projected on the now cleared-off table.
 
   “Houston.” The Frenchman softly spoke into his headset, while his fingers moved over the tabletop, working the computer by touch. “Houston, this is Destiny. If you read, we are all clear. The solar storm has ended. Do you copy?”  
 
   Because of the distance between Earth and Mars, it would take a little over nineteen minutes for the message to reach Mission Control. By then, the pilots would assess whether any electronic equipment had been damaged by the solar radiation. Repairs would be the first order of business should anything be amiss, but if all went as planned and the electronic systems were intact, the astronauts would soon be back in the midst of preparing for the Mars landing.  
 
   As the ship approached the red planet, the pilots used virtual reality and the computer interface system to rehearse energy saving maneuvers called aerocapture and aerobraking. After despinning the spacecraft, they would dip its aerodynamically designed nose repeatedly into the upper atmosphere for aerocapture. This would utilize air friction to place the ship in a closed orbit around Mars.  
 
   Then the lander Valiant would separate from the Destiny and use the aerodynamic braking procedure to slow its descent to the Martian surface. At that point, parachutes would deploy and drop the ship onto the landing site, near the robotic cargo barge that had preceded them. The first order of business after that was to establish a base for their year-and-a-half-long exploration of Mars.
 
   And all of this was happening in the next few days. Frowning thoughtfully, Dawn watched everyone file out of the safe room. She poured herself another cup of Russian Caravan tea, walked back to the viewing tunnel, and faced the window. After breathing in the heady aroma wafting from her mug, she closed her eyes – she could almost believe she smelled a camp fire. For some reason, she saw herself poking at embers with a stick, Gus sitting beside her.  
 
   Dawn glanced over her shoulder, seeing no one, but feeling self-conscious just the same. She shook it off, however, knowing she had only a few moments for silent reflection before she would have to join the others.  
 
   Taking a sip of tea, she observed Mars. Even after all these months in space, she still expected to see the ethereal blue, white, and soft browns of Earth. But instead, the barren Martian surface assaulted her eyes. Pale orange for the most part, the planet was dominated by endlessly sanguine hues. Actually, from orbit Mars looked more like a moldy tangerine, Dawn thought with a trace of amusement.  
 
   But there was more down there, wasn’t there? So much more.  
 
   She gazed at the rugged planet: at the great rift valleys streaked with rust; and at the leaden cones of towering volcanic peaks thrust high above the vermilion plains; at the dusty polar caps, with their strange, terraced, ellipsoidal tiers of frozen carbon dioxide and water; and, finally, at the shifting ocher sands abutting ancient, serpentine flood channels. The vibrant colors had parallels in a few areas on Earth, for here were hues as rich as the cinnabar sands of the Sahara, or the russet, bone-dry riverbeds of the Australian Outback.  
 
   But unlike the predominant, yet fragile, milky blueness of Earth, almost everything on Mars was bold and ruddy. The planet seemed like an open wound in the universe, the ancient realm of the God of War. 
 
   Dawn drew a deep breath and exhaled. The rotation of the ship caused the scene to change, and gradually the extinct volcano, Olympus Mons, rolled into view. It was the largest mountain in the Solar System, comparable in size to the entire state of Arizona.  
 
   And we’re going there, Dawn thought. She pressed her forehead to the window, felt the soft vibration of the ship on her skin. Recalling her previous thoughts, she was struck again by the planet’s desolate landscape. But Mars had not always been so empty. There had been life there once, intelligent life. The Martian laser beam – which had emanated from the southern reaches of Olympus Mons – and the mines on Phobos were proof someone had lived on, or visited, the red planet long ago.  
 
   It was the reason Dawn was making the journey. Years before, she would have laughed if anyone had predicted that an archeologist would travel to Mars. But after first contact in 2022, she’d raced to apply for the space program.  
 
   And, despite the odds, she’d made it. At age twenty-eight she had begun her training. For seven years she prepared for the Mars expedition; from rigorous survival exercises in the jungle, tundra, and desert, to lessons on life science, astrophysics, atmospherics, and earth science, to learning how to fly the spacecraft in the unlikely event the pilots became incapacitated. A mission specialist now, she liked to joke with her friends, putting a new spin on the famous Star Trek phrase about boldly going “to Mars, where no archeologist has gone before.”  
 
   But the knowledge of life on another planet – particularly of a neighboring world once visited by an alien civilization – always brought her back to sober reality. It meant long ago there had been other life-forms, including beings who could dream, hope, and plan for the future. It was considered the greatest scientific discovery of all time: life on Earth was not a fluke; we were not alone in the universe.
 
   Quietly, Dawn regarded the immense volcano, narrowing her eyes, imagining she could see into its interior. Who were the aliens who had constructed the laser beacon? What had happened to them? Or was someone down there still, waiting and watching, looking back at her now?
 
   She dismissed the questions, particularly the last. After all, Earthlings had answered the beacon with messages of reply, but in the years since first contact no one had responded back. It was as if the alien message had been sent on auto-pilot. No one was “home,” if you could call it that. Just the other day, Gus had speculated about this, saying maybe the aliens on Mars had died off ages ago, or simply mined Phobos for rocket fuel, then up and left our solar system, perhaps before human beings had even evolved.
 
   Once again, Dawn’s gaze fixed on the raw, rich flush of Mars. And then, she recalled how her Stroganoff ancestor had died. It was a bloody death, to steal his soul.  
 
   She experienced another twinge of doubt, coupled with a curious sense of foreboding. What – or who – awaited her down there? What was going to happen next?  
 
   The ship’s reverberations now sounded like a low growl, a warning. Sheesh, Dawn ordered herself. You’re a scientist. Act like one and think logically.
 
   But the question came back in a harrowing lament, a dark echoing in her mind. What’s going to happen? What will happen next?
 
   She took another mouthful from her mug and swallowed hard.  
 
   Only time would tell.
 
    
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   Chapter 11
 
    
 
   The great tide of civilization has long since ebbed, 
 
   Leaving these scattered wrecks on the solitary shore.  
 
   Are these waters to flow again, bringing back the seeds of knowledge...?  
 
   We wanderers were seeking what they had left behind, 
 
   As children gather up the coloured shells on the deserted sands.
 
   ~Austen Henry Layard
 
    
 
   Two days after touchdown, the lander Valiant rested on the Martian surface one kilometer south of the volcano, Olympus Mons. The establishment of Percival Lowell Base was the top priority. Especially in the next few years, it would serve as a jumping off spot for all subsequent explorations of the red planet.  
 
   But first, it was time for one stirring gesture. As Gus Granberg stood inside the ship’s airlock awaiting depressurization, Dawn looked through the inner window and focused on the virtual reality/telepresence headset affixed to his helmet. Through it, an estimated three billion people back on Earth would also participate in the first Mars walk on the new Pay-Per-View channel co-sponsored by NASA, the European Space Agency, and the North American Business Consortium. Now anyone with a VR set could hook in to the exploration of another world and help fund the space program.
 
   Gus Granberg would be the first human to walk on Mars. As the crew waited for the go ahead from Houston, time seemed to crawl. Despite his helmet’s reflected glare, Dawn could just make out Gus’s face, his sober stare, and she immediately understood his mood. This was one for the history books.  
 
   Her mind played back over the previous few hours. Right after touchdown, Gus tried to be his usual, disciplined self. But then, when he saw Dawn fiddling nervously with her own gear, he relaxed and let his guard down. 
 
   As he pulled on a glove, he asked her, “You think Neil and Buzz would’ve handled this better?”  
 
   “By putting on their gloves, or taking the first steps on Mars?”
 
   He smiled. “Smart mouth.” 
 
   She laughed. “At this moment, I’m sure every astronaut – past or present – wishes they were you.” She gave him a thumb’s up. “You’re going to do fine, Gus. You always do.”
 
   “Not if I fall flat on my ass!”
 
   The memory made her grin. Gus was a study in contrasts, professional and unflappable in tight situations, NASA’s golden fly-boy, yet he was also known for his irreverent sense of humor.
 
   But now, it was obvious to Dawn the magnitude of the first step was really hitting him. She regarded the unprecedented solemnity in his expression, and her grin faded. He stood there, a ruggedly handsome, intelligent man of thirty-eight. Eric Gustav Granberg, the great-grandson of Swedish immigrants. Born in Boston, but raised in Houston. Master’s degree in aerospace engineering from the University of Texas. Former Navy pilot, then American astronaut. Boyhood dream of being the first man on Mars now, fantastically, coming true.
 
   What must he be feeling?
 
   Dawn knew everyone else in the Solar System believed that a thousand years from now, names such as Armstrong, Aldrin, and Granberg would be spoken in the same breath, with the same reverence.  
 
   But Gus was in fact dismissive of such talk when it came to his legacy. The commander shot Dawn a nervous look, and she paused, studying his features. Would he ever be ready for such fame and adulation?  
 
   The capcom’s voice crackled into her headset. “Destiny, this is Houston. You are go for Mars walk. Do you copy?”
 
   “Yes, Houston, we copy,” Jean-Michel, who was still orbiting in the Destiny, enunciated the words precisely. He followed with a message of his own to the ground crew. “Valiant, this is Destiny. You are go for the Mars walk.”
 
   “Roger that, Destiny,” came Gus’s reply.
 
   “You are go,” Jean-Michel repeated. “Good luck, Commander.”   
 
   “Thanks, pardner. Wish me luck.”  
 
   Dawn smiled to herself, imagining Jean-Michel’s reaction. The prickly Frenchman disliked a lot of things, but Texas talk most of all. Yet she knew he would suffer it from Gus because they were friends.
 
   Slowly, the hatch of the spacecraft opened. Gus moved forward until he stood in front of the door and then Dawn heard him murmur, “Well, here goes nothing.”  
 
   ***
 
   Jeez, don’t fall. Looking down the stairs, Gus took one careful step, then another. At one-third Earth’s gravity, the tug of Mars felt light, almost moonlike. He lowered his foot to the ground. Like a puff of magician’s smoke, the ruddy Martian dust drifted from beneath his boot.  
 
   “I’m standing on Mars,” he said, aware his voice wavered with emotion. He brought his other foot down and steadied himself. A pinkish haze lingered in the air.  
 
   And Gus knew billions of other souls, all over the Earth, Moon, and asteroids, would soon be experiencing this moment, too. Twenty minutes from now. Billions.
 
   But only one really mattered. Just one.
 
   He looked back at the hatch and spotted Dawn staring through the airlock window. Her green eyes sparkled, her dark hair framing a sweetly pretty face. He felt a deep jolt to his gut. He wanted to do this right and make her proud.  
 
   He turned away from the lander and glanced at the salmon-tinged sky. Taking a breath, he prepared to recite something he’d memorized when he learned he would be the first man on Mars.  
 
   “We may mount from this dull Earth,” he began, quoting the seventeenth century astronomer Christiaan Huygens, “and viewing it from on high, consider whether Nature has laid out all her... finery upon this small speck of dirt.”  
 
   Gus stared at the immense volcano, silent and brooding. 
 
   “We shall be less apt to admire what this world calls great... when we know that there are a multitude of such Earths inhabited and adorned as well as our own.” 
 
   ***
 
   What’s that old expression Grandpa uses? It blows my mind? Dawn thought as she let her gaze roam over the landscape.  
 
   She looked up, staring at a countryside caught in constant Alpenglow. In the shadow of a boulder, she lowered her gaze and spotted a trace of frost, pearl white against the rust-red soil. With the Martian daybreak came deposits of mixed frost composed of carbon dioxide and water, which settled on the ground and persisted in the shadows.  
 
   In fact, there was water everywhere on Mars; in addition to vapor in the air, it had been found frozen as ice layers or permafrost beneath the ground and in the great, glacial stratum of the polar ice caps. Because of this life-giving abundance, someday, in the not too distant future, mankind would start to terraform Mars. It could take hundreds or thousands of years, but eventually humans might be able to throw away their spacesuits, to breathe Martian air and drink Martian water, and feel sunshine on their skin once more.  
 
   And Dawn was part of the first group of explorers here. Gramps is right, she thought. This really is a mind blower.
 
   She took a seat in one of the Mars Rovers parked near the Valiant. Feeling tired, she realized she needed a break from her initial exploration of the area. She stared out at the looming volcano, her mind brimming with questions. Who had constructed the laser beacon, and where had they gone? Were the builders indigenous to Mars, or had they originated somewhere else in the galaxy? And were there still vestiges of other life-forms, no matter how small and primitive, remaining on the planet? In other words, were there still living, breathing Martians?
 
   Dawn and the other members of the crew had spent the last few hours conducting the initial scientific surveys of the landing site. Although several dozen robot landers had already touched down on Mars, doing everything from testing for the presence of exotic Martian “bugs” to bringing rock and soil samples back to Earth, as far as scientists could determine, no living creatures, not even rudimentary microorganisms, survived on or near the surface now. Biologically, the red planet appeared to be a dead world, as lifeless as Earth’s Moon.
 
   But Dawn knew that view could change. Once, there had been free-flowing water on Mars; in fact, water still flowed on the surface in rare bursts, as evidenced by channels and eddies coming off the sides of crater rills and canyon walls. And billions of years ago, before the atmosphere thinned and deadly ultraviolet radiation blanketed the planet’s surface, life may have existed in now-vanished Martian seas. Since no one had drilled deeply into the core, there was a chance Martian extremophiles, possibly resembling microbes on Earth called archaea, still existed underground, especially in sub-surface water. 
 
   But drilling’s not in the cards for this mission, Dawn thought. She looked off, trying to catch sight of Harry. He was out there somewhere with Kris, using their infrared spectrometer in the attempt to find organic molecules, even flipping over rocks and looking for visible evidence for something akin to the soil microbes found in Antarctica’s Dry Valleys. A quick check, he’d said, before the real work started; they planned to find the nearest field of gypsum, the best place to look for the fossilized remnants of ancient Martian sea life.  
 
   “Hey, I found something!” 
 
   Gus’s excited voice broke into Dawn’s thoughts. She faced north again. Shovel in hand, the commander stood in the distance, waving to her from a small hill, near a huge drift of sand. As far as she could tell, no one else was within her range of vision.
 
   “Hey, Dawn!” Gus’s voice rang out again over the com-link. “You gotta see this.”
 
   “What did you find?”
 
   “Something alien.” He patched a feed into her helmet’s Google glass. It was a monolith.
 
   Her heart raced with excitement as she started up the Rover. “I’ll be there right away.”
 
   A minute later, she pulled up and saw the real thing: a rectilinear monolith, the base covered by a pile of red dirt, the top exposed and jutting out at an angle. Dawn immediately thought of the classic film, 2001: A Space Odyssey. But while that fictional monolith had been huge, this one was human-sized, reminding her somewhat of stelae found near ancient Mayan ruins. 
 
   What struck her as really peculiar was the metallic sheen on its surface. Even through the glaze of dust, she could see it glowed with all the hues of the rainbow.  
 
   Harry and Kris arrived in the other Rover. Harry gave a low whistle as he reached Dawn’s side. 
 
   “Whoa,” he said, glancing at Gus with a smile. “What the heck did you find?” He started to wipe dust off the monolith. “About one meter is exposed. I wonder how big this sucker really is.”
 
   “Some kind of granite?” Gus asked.
 
   Kris shook her head. “Nah, see the weird shine? It looks synthetic.”
 
   “I started digging,” Gus said, “then felt my shovel hit something hard. Thought it was a rock.”
 
   “Some rock, eh?” Harry gave another whistle. 
 
   “Let’s dig deeper,” Gus said as he placed his foot on the shovel.  
 
   “Hold on,” Dawn said. “You know the drill. We’ve got to excavate this thing scientifically.”  
 
   “Okay, you’re the boss.” Gus took a step backward, then relinquished the shovel to her.  
 
   “Mother of God, what is that?”  
 
   Dawn turned as Tasha trudged up the slope, Lex trailing behind her.
 
   “I am thinking of 2001 movie,” Tasha said, echoing Dawn’s thoughts. “Do you remember scene with ape-men?”
 
   “Uh huh.” Gus stooped as much as his pressure suit would allow and took a closer look at the monolith. “Only I hope this won’t have us dancin’ around like monkeys.”
 
   “But I think it does have a message for us,” Lex said. He pointed to the spot unearthed by Gus’s last push with the shovel. “Isn’t that a picture?”
 
   ***
 
   The excavation of the monolith took nearly three hours, and now Dawn and her crewmates headed back to Lowell Base. Once there, they would analyze the images of the monolith’s alien message.  
 
   Before entering the Valiant, they stopped to watch their first Martian sunset. For a moment, time seemed to stand still, as if the laws of physics had somehow been suspended in the alien firmament. The Sun hung low in the sky, a fiery, canary-yellow ellipsoid – dust particles in the atmosphere caused it to take on the peculiarly flattened shape – then it dropped beneath the horizon, and the sky dimmed to deep purple. An evening light, shimmering and blue, took its place in the heavens. The Earth!
 
   Surrounded by night, the astronauts stood for a long moment watching their distant home, then they took the stairs of the lander one by one, Gus bringing up the rear. After entering the hatch, they removed their spacesuits in the airlock as a necessary precaution against contamination by the pervasive Martian dust, then cleaned up, ate a quick supper, and checked for any messages from home. Afterward, they analyzed the data acquired from the monolith.
 
   Kris Jefferson stood back from the com-screen set up on the tabletop display and let the group take a look. There were several distinct drawings on the monolith, as well as a script written in a sequence of dots and dashes. It didn’t take a genius to realize the Martians had used binary code, like that used in the old days for computers.
 
   “The representation of Earth is dead on,” Kris said. “And take a look at the other picture.” She grinned. “How cool is that? It depicts the entire Solar System, all the way out to the start of the Kuiper Belt.”
 
   Jean-Michel’s face came up in a split/screen image on the com. “Oui, I agree with Dr. Jefferson’s assessment.”  
 
   In silence, Dawn studied the monolith’s picture. There were spherical symbols for the Sun and the inner and outer planets – including a long string of pearl-like marks stretching between Mars and Jupiter, representing the dwarf planet or plutoid called Ceres and the rest of the Asteroid Belt – and then beyond Neptune, the other plutoids and innermost Kuiper Belt objects, chief among them Pluto and its largest moon, Charon.  
 
   “Notice the fourth planet is set a little above the rest,” Jean-Michel said. “Might that signify Mars as their home world?”  
 
   Everyone stared at the screen as Kris said, “I don’t know. Maybe.”  
 
   Dawn leaned in. Something tugged at her memory, something familiar, like a feeling of déjà vu, and she swore she’d seen the Martian representation of the Solar System somewhere else. But where?
 
   She pursed her lips in puzzlement and then it came to her. Long ago, she’d read a book about the two Voyager spacecraft. With a grand leap of forethought, the scientists and artists of Voyager, including Carl Sagan and Jon Lomberg, decided to include a record on each, with images and messages for any alien civilizations encountered on the spacecrafts’ journeys through the cosmos.  
 
   The records could last a billion years in space, maybe even longer. If and when they were found, mankind might be long extinct. Perhaps the Earth would be a cinder, the charred remnant of the dying Sun. But the aliens would still be able to decipher the Voyager records, because Earth’s scientists had recorded information in the logical and decipherable binary code.
 
   Dawn studied the com display with new insight. Just what were the Martians trying to tell them with this message?  
 
   The middle of the picture held a line of dots and dashes going from left to right; they were the binary representations of the numbers one through ten, matching the planets of the inner Solar System. In binary, each successive position after the number one had the power of two, so as you shifted to the left, you got multiples of two. As a result, the number one would be written as “1”, the number two as “10”, while ten would be “1010” (8 plus 0 plus 2 plus 0).
 
   She focused on the first planetary symbol. Beneath Mercury was a single dot and then under Venus was a dot/dash. This was followed by a dot/dot for Earth, then a dot/dash/dash for Mars. The Martians had done this to give clues as to processing the rest of the code. 
 
   “Here. Let me switch this to the more familiar 0s and 1s,” Dawn said. “A 0 stands for dot, and a 1 for dash. That way, we can see this in a more familiar light.”
 
   Her fingers flew over the tabletop display, rearranging the data. “Now look,” she said as she pointed to the completed image:
 
    
 
   Mercury (one) = 1 (first planet from the Sun)
 
   Venus (two) = 10 (second planet, etc.)
 
   Earth (three) = 11
 
   Mars (four) = 100
 
   Ceres (five) = 101
 
   Jupiter (six) = 110
 
   Saturn (seven) = 111
 
   Uranus (eight) = 1000
 
   Neptune (nine) = 1001
 
   Pluto/Charon (ten) = 1010
 
    
 
   “Well, I’ll be!” Kris laughed. “The aliens decided to make it simple. I guess this was their message for kindergartners.”  
 
   Dawn smiled. “That’s right.” But then, her expression grew thoughtful as her eyes lingered on the extra symbols above Mars and Earth. There was more to consider here. There was a six (in binary – 110) above the Earth, while the number above Mars was very large. That number would take some time to compute.
 
   “What are those extra symbols above the third and fourth planets?” Gus asked, echoing her thoughts. “They can’t be moons.”
 
   Dawn nodded. “The numbers don’t fit any pattern, as far as I can tell. Besides, the spaces above the gas giants are blank. There’s nothing to indicate the moons of Jupiter, Saturn, or the rest of the outer Solar System.”
 
   Everyone frowned as they pondered the com display. Dawn went to work on the long string of digits above Mars.  
 
   Just then, Jean-Michel said, “It’s the binary representation of 410,353.” 
 
   “That’s a pretty big number.” Dawn’s eyes focused on the third planetary symbol. “Since six is far smaller, maybe we can figure out it’s meaning more easily.” She stood there, scowling. “Hmm, I still don’t get it. What’s a six doing there?”
 
   The question gave her pause. She focused on each member of the crew, then turned impatiently back to the com. Six, huh? 
 
   Striving for some sort of connection, Dawn began to tick off numbers, tapping her fingers lightly against her thigh. At that instant, her gaze veered to Gus’s face. The commander’s number one, right? She looked over at Tasha and Lex. The docs make two and three.  
 
   Unconsciously, she touched her own chest. Four.
 
   Her gaze widened as she glanced at Harry and Kris. Hey, wait a minute!  
 
   “Do you know what this might mean?” Dawn asked.  
 
   Kris looked up. “What?”
 
   Dawn’s brain throbbed with the possibilities. “Maybe it’s population data. Look here. That’s one heck of a big number above Mars. Perhaps it means there were hundreds of thousands of Martians when the monolith was created.” She pointed to the symbol above the Earth. “And there were six––”
 
   Kris gasped. “They had traveled to Earth! There were six of them. Six Martian astronauts were exploring the Earth!”
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   Chapter 12
 
    
 
   All right, said the (Cheshire) Cat; and this time it vanished quite slowly, beginning with the end of the tail; and ending with the grin, which remained some time after the rest of it had gone.
 
   ~Lewis Carroll, Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland
 
    
 
   The next morning, Dawn and the ground crew had mundane yet necessary tasks on Mars, including the retrieval of the rest of the equipment from the cargo barge. In fact, everything from the barge would be used in the establishment of Lowell Base; eventually even sections of the hull would be buried in the ground for use as habitat modules, providing an excellent shield against deadly space radiation and the ferocious winds caused by the sporadic, planet-wide Martian dust storms.  
 
   Meanwhile, Jean-Michel orbited in the Destiny and busily prepared for the next few months. In addition to monitoring the activities of his crewmates and providing a communication link with Mission Control from orbit, he was responsible for the upcoming deployment of new Martian weather and communications satellites, the depositing of several scientific probes on the Martian moons, Deimos and Phobos, as well as the establishment by remote control of a robotic rocket fuel factory on Phobos, providing a cheap, efficient means of making propellant for landings and take-offs for future missions. 
 
   By the afternoon, however, the lure of the unknown proved too strong, and the ground crew reconnoitered out on an informal survey of the foothill where the monolith had been found.
 
   As the pair of Rovers approached the area, Dawn felt overwhelmed. With only eighteen months of study on Mars, she knew her time was precious. Although it would take decades for her to analyze the anticipated findings, she wished she could stay a lot longer.  
 
   She found herself smiling. Given her state of mind the other day, when she felt so homesick for Earth, her thoughts now seemed quite contradictory. Was it logical to want more time on Mars, yet wish to be home at the same time?
 
   “How in the world am I going to make sense of all this?” Dawn asked, breaking the quiet.
 
   Kris and Gus, who were riding in the Rover with her, shifted slightly and gazed at her through their helmets, but did not reply.
 
   “I think I’m going crazy,” Dawn admitted. “I have no idea where to start.”
 
   “In that case,” Kris piped up, “take it one step at a time. Just do what you were planning to do. You’re the first archeologist on Mars. After we find the passageway inside the volcano, set up the muon probe we lugged all the way here and see if you can find any hidden chambers. Consider things from my perspective. I have an entire planet to survey. It may take decades, even whole lifetimes to explore Olympus Mons and the other volcanoes, the polar caps, and the Vallis Marineris. And I’m gonna do just that. All of it.”  
 
   “No harm in that,” Gus said teasingly, “providing we decide to leave you behind.”
 
   “Oh, you won’t have to do that, Commander. I’m hoping to be included on the third mission back here,” Kris said. She glanced at Dawn. “If I don’t make the cut, I think I’ll go crazy for the both of us.”
 
   Smiling, Dawn knew humans were now pretty much guaranteed a lifespan of around one hundred and twenty years, but who knew what discoveries were on the horizon? In the future, would they be able to live for centuries, maybe even millennia? “Well, if you hang around long enough,” she told Kris, “you might be able to come back many times, or stay here for decades or even for hundreds of years.”  
 
   Kris laughed. “Lord, I can see it now – my little, shriveled, five hundred-year-old body attempting to hike in the Vallis Marineris.”
 
   All of a sudden, Dawn felt wistful. “Wouldn’t it be grand, though? If only we did have all the time in the world.”
 
   Everyone grew silent, lost in their thoughts. The ride became increasingly bumpy, even teeth-jarring at times, but Dawn didn’t mind. Glancing around, she reflected on the landscape, struck by the similarity between Mars and the southwestern U.S. Here was comparable terrain, tinged with the same reddish hue of iron oxide and rugged topography.  
 
   In her graduate school days, she’d assisted with an excavation of Sinagua ruins on the Colorado Plateau of Northern Arizona. There, against a backdrop of extinct, volcanic hills, Dawn helped uncover evidence of native people who had lived over eight hundred years ago. For decades, the Sinagua survived in the shadow of the San Francisco Peaks. They farmed corn, beans, and squash near the box canyons and red-hued cinder cones, until the start of the eruption cycle of Sunset Crater during the winter of A.D. 1064-1065.  
 
   What had the ancient Sinagua people thought when the mountain exploded, raining ash and fire on their homes? Did they believe the world had ended, that their gods were filled with anger?  
 
   Because they’d left no written records, no one would ever know for sure. But people of the twenty-first century could guess what they were thinking, for they were also human beings. The prehistoric people of Arizona were not so far removed from them in time they couldn’t imagine their feelings. After all, the eruption had happened less than a millennium ago. In geologic time, not much more than the blink of an eye. And, in historical time, not so very long ago, either.
 
   But now, in the shadow of Olympus Mons, Dawn considered the antiquity of this place. When had the Martians placed the monolith in the ground? Hundreds or thousands, perhaps millions of years ago? Would human scientists be able to understand what had happened to them? And what about the laser beacon? What did it mean? And what would they find when they traveled to its place of origin?
 
   The two Rovers pulled up to the monolith site. Dawn used a magnetic locator to comb the area for additional artifacts. To her surprise, she found a second monolith not far from the first.  
 
   During the next few hours, the astronauts unearthed the new monolith, and then carefully recorded and deciphered a second alien message. Afterward, excitement grew to a fever pitch. While the previous news about Earth’s possible exploration by six Martians was still the talk of the Solar System, the new message contained something even more intriguing: a map of the interior of Olympus Mons. It indicated that a passageway, long hidden beneath the sands of a southern slope, led to a series of tunnels and chambers.  
 
   What could be inside those chambers? On the morning of the third day, Dawn pondered the images before her, taken by ground-penetrating radar and the muon probe a few hours after the second monolith’s discovery. It confirmed what had been suspected: there was something artificial inside the extinct volcano. But what exactly was it? A museum complex or a library – or both? Had the Martians stored the highlights of their civilization there, hoping that someone, someday, would find their treasures?  
 
   Dawn realized human conjecture about the purpose of the chambers was probably, at best, but a vague approximation of the truth. At this point, she could only guess at their function. After all, the Martians were an alien race. Maybe they were as different from humans as whales were from bacteria.
 
   But six of them might have visited the Earth. When? Why? The questions played over and over in Dawn’s mind, yet she had no immediate answers.  
 
   In frustration, she looked around, studying the barren landscape. Then she kicked the ground, sending up a cloud of red dust. There was nothing here, nothing beneath her boots. The lack of Martian artifacts struck her as peculiar. Other than the monoliths, no one had found anything new.  
 
   There were no parallels with Dawn’s archaeological experiences on Earth. Where were the garbage piles and kitchen middens? The ancient tools, potshards, and weapons? The telltale remains of everyday life? Had they been scoured away by fierce windstorms over previous Martian epochs? Or had they been purposely hidden inside the recesses of the volcano?  
 
   She shook her head at the lack of answers and then went back to work. Under her direction, the crew looked for the door leading to the nearest chamber. The next hour ended in disappointment as they sunk a few test trenches to the layer of gray, volcanic bedrock. Not much was found elsewhere, only permafrost and a few rocks which Harry and Kris found interesting.  
 
   And then, on the fourth try, a heart-stopping moment occurred; they discovered stone steps leading to a door! The whine of the robot digger cut off as Gus gave it the voice command to stop. Silently, he watched as the digger rolled away from the stairwell. The rest of the crew stood behind him, looking exhausted. Even with the robot, there had been plenty of physical work to do here; hauling away the sand and rock blown in during countless dust storms. They’d spent the better part of a day sweating beneath their spacesuits, shoveling away a ton of dirt.  
 
   “I think this is it,” Dawn said excitedly as everyone moved forward.  
 
   Gloved hands pressed against metal, scraping away years of accumulated dust, exposing the top of the door. Only the lower part remained hidden, perhaps no more than a half-meter was still covered by dirt.  
 
   Gus put his boot to the shovel, and the ground came away easily here. Soon, he had exposed some stone floor tiles leading to the base of the door. And then, he hit a spot directly in front of the doorway. Immediately, the door swung backward. Motes of dust stirred as ancient air rushed from the mysterious room beyond. As soon as the atmosphere settled, the crew peered into the darkness.
 
   “Damn!” Kris’s expression betrayed her dissatisfaction. She stood with Harry, who held a drill. On the ground rested other equipment: an airlock system, collecting tanks, and a remote-control video camera. They’d been planning to capture some ancient air for study, then place the camera inside the sealed chamber for an initial, noninvasive examination.  
 
   Forget it, an equally disappointed Dawn wanted to tell them. It was too late; the air was gone.  
 
   For a moment, Dawn stood still, feeling torn by ambivalent emotions; while she desperately wanted to enter the monument, she was also reluctant to disturb a silent reliquary of the past. Suddenly, she felt as though she could feel the spirits of the aliens, their watchful presences. And she did not wish to trespass on their world.
 
   But then again, they wanted you to explore their monuments, she told herself. Otherwise, why did they create the monoliths and send the laser beacon? You’ve got to see what’s inside.  
 
   She walked into the shadowy chamber and turned on her flashlight. Because the powerful beam trailed off into nothingness, she could tell the room was huge. Texas-sized, as Gus would say.
 
   With a small smile, she looked back, searching for him, but five flashlights danced behind her, blinding her.  
 
   “You see anything?” she heard Gus ask.
 
   The question jogged her memory, and she recalled a story about the Egyptologist Howard Carter, the discoverer of Tutankhamun’s tomb. Since the passageway to King Tut’s tomb had been filled with debris, it had taken days to clear it out. Then, with his benefactor Lord Carnarvon at his side, they finally reached the actual doorway. Carter broke the seal – the jackal god Anubis triumphantly standing above his nine defeated foes – and then drilled an opening in the upper corner of the door.
 
   Dawn reminded her fellow crewmates about Carter’s discovery. Almost immediately, she heard Jean-Michel’s voice over the com-link, reading Howard Carter’s actual words:  
 
   “Darkness and blank space, as far as an iron testing-rod could reach, showed that whatever lay beyond was empty. Widening the hole a little, I inserted the candle and peered in...  At first, I could see nothing, the hot air escaping from the chamber causing the candle flame to flicker, but presently, as my eyes grew accustomed to the light, details of the room within emerged slowly from the mist, strange animals, statues, and gold – everywhere the glint of gold.
 
   “For the moment – an eternity it must have seemed to the others standing by – I was struck dumb with amazement, and then Lord Carnarvon, unable to stand the suspense any longer, inquired anxiously, ‘Can you see anything?’”
 
   The Frenchman paused and then asked, “Do you remember the rest, Dr. Stroganoff, or should I patch it through to you?”
 
   “No, let me do this on my own.” Dawn slowly walked forward, then halted and stared as her flashlight caught the distant gleam of amber.
 
   She gave a little cry, as much from the sheer beauty of seeing the dazzling, golden path as from the thrill of discovery.
 
   “What is it?” The voice was Lex’s.  
 
   Whirling about, Dawn saw five dark shapes outlined against the blazing light of the doorway. Her crewmates had all held back. Only Dawn stood in the middle of the mysterious chamber, only she knew what rested beyond the gloom.
 
   “Can you see anything?” Gus asked, echoing Lord Carnarvon’s words.
 
   Spontaneously, Dawn nodded her head. And then, she recalled the words of Howard Carter.  
 
   “Yes,” she said, in a voice filled with awe. “Wonderful things.”
 
   ***
 
   They walked and walked, for what seemed like forever, following the pavement of amber-colored tiles. The glinting trail had started in the midst of the cavernous chamber, winding around in a spiral until it straightened out and meandered on.  
 
   Dawn led the way down the path, feeling a bit like Dorothy on her way to the Emerald City. What lay ahead? Would a wizard be waiting for them at the end of the golden road?  
 
   Dawn laughed to herself at such an outlandish thought, and then her flashlight caught the sparkle of a wall of golden-brown glass.
 
   “What a shame it is cracked!” Tasha exclaimed as she moved forward and touched the surface of the window. “It looks like mica, does it not?”
 
   Dawn examined the large, fractured, mica-like window. Streaked with frost, she could barely see what lay in the chamber beyond; only the vague outline of a dark, rectangular object was visible from her perspective.  
 
   She let her flashlight roam. The beam accentuated the dainty, fernlike patterns of frost, which shimmered like a frozen curtain of glass. With the rest of the crew fast on her heels, she walked down the window’s length, following the amber floor tiles until she stopped in front of a large, arched doorway. The door itself glowed with all the colors of the rainbow; clearly it was made of the same substance as the monoliths.
 
   “This is it,” Dawn said as her companions came alongside. The door was huge, perhaps half again as tall as Gus. There was a handprint at eye level, sculpted in bas-relief. The print had two long, slender fingers and an opposable thumb, with claws poking out from the ends of the digits. Weird and wonderful! Dawn thought. Studying the sculpture, she guessed the alien’s body had looked equally strange.
 
   But then, she made a human connection, for she remembered how Ice Age artists had created hand stencils in red ochre on the walls of Paleolithic caves.
 
   “Do you copy this, Jean-Michel?” Gus asked in an excited voice.
 
   “Roger. I copy, Commander. The door is fantastic, no?” 
 
   Harry studied the three-fingered handprint with an intense stare. “You know, this may sound kind of bizarre, but I think it looks like a dinosaur print.” He glanced over at Kris. “But that’s impossible, right?” 
 
   “Must be a coincidence,” she replied.
 
   Jean-Michel’s voice came over the com-link again. “Since we know the atmosphere beyond is corrupted, go ahead and touch the door, Commander. See what happens.”
 
   Gus shook his head. “No, you do it, Dawn. This is your show.”  
 
   She gave him an appreciative smile. “All right,” she said as she placed her glove on the alien handprint.  
 
   At first, nothing happened, but after a few seconds the door appeared to shudder and then it started to swing inward. This time there was no rush of air or flittering dust particles. Only a deep, frozen silence greeted the team of astronauts.  
 
   Dawn was dazzled by what lay before her. Beyond a small antechamber was an open door, and through it, she could see another room. In the middle stood a sarcophagus made of gleaming red stone.  
 
   “Beautiful!” Kris exclaimed.  
 
   “This appears to be the opposite of Egyptian royal burials,” Dawn noted. She turned to Gus. “The Egyptian priests wanted to prevent looting, so they constructed various physical and psychological barriers. But here the circumstances are different. There are no false passageways, and no curses or incantations written on the walls. The Martians made it relatively easy for us to find this place.”
 
   Dawn looked at the unadorned walls of the chamber. In contrast to the tombs of the Egyptian royalty, there were no hieroglyphics here. In fact, there was little to tell her about the significance of the site. She mentioned this to the others.
 
   “Uh huh,” Gus said, commiserating with Dawn. “You’d think they’d have left something behind. Some clue.” He let out a whistle. “Hey, look at that!”
 
   Gus walked forward, and Dawn’s gaze moved beyond him, catching some kind of marking on the wall. Was it just a trick of lighting, or was there another relief sculpture there?
 
   Dawn rushed to his side. Sure enough, she could make out another alien handprint.  
 
   “Looks a lot like the other one,” Gus said as he started to reach toward the wall.
 
   “Don’t touch it,” Dawn said. “I need some time to think about this.”
 
   Gus stepped back, relinquishing his spot to her.  
 
   After they exchanged a breathless look, they heard Jean-Michel’s melodious voice over the com-link. “What will you do, Dr. Stroganoff?” 
 
   I have no idea, Dawn thought as she considered the handprint before her. The other one had signified the existence of a doorway. But here, she shook her head in puzzlement, the wall seems entirely smooth.    
 
   It took every ounce of self-control to keep from touching the handprint, but Dawn knew she had to consider things further. “Well, I’m dying to see what’s in the sarcophagus, but I think this takes precedence over that.” She looked at Gus. “What do you suppose Houston will say?”
 
   “Wait a sec.” Gus turned off the feed to his com-link, so he was only audible to the crew on Mars. “We’ll check things out from here, Dawn, but ultimately, this will be your decision. And yours alone.”
 
   ***
 
   The handprint measured 18.2 centimeters long. Big by human standards, it was slightly smaller, yet identical in appearance, to the one found on the outer door. Only this time, there was a message carved beneath the hand. They hadn’t noticed it at first, but then upon further inspection the code had leapt out at them.
 
   Dot/dot. In binary, the number three. The Martian symbol for Earth.
 
   Dawn studied the message chiseled in the stone wall. Earth? she wondered. Just what were the aliens thinking?  
 
   She recalled how the ancient Egyptians had placed false doors in the walls of their tombs. They believed spirits would travel through them, passing back and forth between the realms of the living and the dead. Could there be a similar thought process here? Was there a hidden passageway beyond the Martian wall? Would something be waiting for her on the other side?  
 
   Suddenly, with a little chill, Dawn visualized Alice crawling into the rabbit hole.
 
   She took a deep breath, then exhaled. Get a grip. Like a tantalizing clue on a treasure map, the handprint stared back at her. Earthlings, I am here, it seemed to say. Touch me, and you will learn my secrets.
 
   Now the crew’s headsets were recording in VR again. NASA had estimated that this event would break all previous broadcast records, even the actual Mars landing.
 
   The capcom’s voice rang out, “You are go, Dr. Stroganoff. Good luck.”
 
   “Roger that, Houston,” Dawn replied. She looked back at Gus. “I’ll touch it now.” 
 
   He nodded and gave her a thumb’s up.
 
   Dawn faced the handprint again. Her gloved right hand moved forward until it pressed lightly against the wall. She wished she could feel the stone against her naked flesh, wanted to feel its smooth coldness, but her spacesuit was in the way. If only she could take her glove off.  
 
   If only––  Her thoughts broke as the room started to tilt. Something began pulling her from inside the wall, like a giant whirlpool sucking her into its depths! Dawn tried to break free. With a supreme effort, she twisted around, arms akimbo as she clawed at the air.  
 
   With a clap like thunder, the wall split open. For a moment, as she teetered on the brink, she shot a desperate look at Gus. But then, she was wrenched backward into the gaping, pitch-black hole.  
 
   What she heard next seemed beyond belief. “Houston, we have had a problem!” Jean-Michel cried out. How she’d hoped she would never hear those fateful words.
 
   Dawn barely registered Gus yelling, “Grab ‘er! Sonofa––”  
 
   His voice cut off neatly as the door closed with a resounding boom. Terrified, she careened down a pitch-black chute until the tunnel angled off, and her momentum slowed. Without warning, her body sailed into space, then struck solid ground.  
 
   Heart racing, Dawn held herself still for a long moment. It was totally dark. She brought a hand up to her face, seeing nothing. Everything was as black as outer space. With a shock, she realized her helmet had vanished. She was breathing air, a moist, thick, warm atmosphere with a slightly moldy aroma.  
 
   She stared out blindly and rose to her feet, rubbing a bruised elbow. It ached miserably, but she ignored this, resolving to let Gus and the others know she was alive. “Hey, guys, can you hear me?” she yelled, hoping she was facing the tunnel, willing them to answer.
 
   The lights flickered, then flashed on, as if in response, and she squinted, trying to adjust to the glare. After several seconds, she gauged the chamber where she stood. It was small, about the size of Destiny’s safe room. She turned, wondering what the hell she’d stumbled into, scared, yet overwhelmed by curiosity.  
 
   She sucked in her breath. A monolith stood at the center of the chamber. A third one?
 
   There was a recliner-style chair sitting next to it, reminding her somewhat of the kind used by dentists. It was coated with dust, but she could tell the upholstery was intact; in fact, it looked like it had been recently made. But how old was it? How had something as fragile as a chair survived the passage of time? 
 
   Resisting the urge to check it out further, she slowly, with modulated steps, circled the monolith. Then she realized there was a slight notch carved into its midpoint, the indentation stretching all the way around. On the far side, she found a device nestled in the notch, reminding her of an old-fashioned telephone, like the ones used before the time of her grandparents.  
 
   E. T., phone home? Despite her apprehension, she found herself smiling as she recalled one of her favorite old movies. If only Gus knew. He’d have appreciated that one.
 
   She spotted her helmet on the floor. How had it gotten off her head? A trickle of sweat rolled down her back. It was hot and steamy, like a rainforest. Removing her remaining gear, she stripped down to her T-shirt and shorts. She eyed the monolith again. Upon further inspection, she decided the device in the notch resembled some kind of VR headset.
 
   Should I try? Dawn’s curiosity got the best of her, and she decided to go for it. She settled into the chair. Immediately, something grabbed hold of her body. The chair had come alive, throbbing, reaching out for her, attempting to pull her inside.
 
   “Leave me alone!” she cried out and the weird movement stopped. She took several deep breaths, noticing how comfortable the chair felt, how much it conformed to her shape. Taking hold of the headset, she saw there was no eyepiece or microphone, just two small side knobs which seemed to belong on the ears, like stereo buds. For a moment, she studied the device, turning it over and over in her hands. The familiarity of the design was somehow comforting. Maybe the Martians had been a lot like humans, after all.
 
   She placed the headset on her ears, but it was too big. Had it been made for someone with a larger braincase? With a renewed sense of doubt, she tried to adjust it, pushing the knobs against her ears. When that didn’t work, she let go of the left side, then pressed the right knob only.  
 
   Dawn waited. Was she going to listen to some sort of welcoming speech? What if she was incapable of understanding the message?
 
   She closed her eyes, fighting a sudden dizziness, then felt a slight prick inside her ear.  
 
   “You are safe, Dawn Anne Stroganoff, PhD.”
 
   Her eyes flew open. “Wha – who are you?” she stammered.
 
   The deep, robotic voice rang out. “Dawn Anne Stroganoff, PhD, I have read the patterns of your cerebrum. Your brain waves are complex, and I am pleased with your intelligence. Now I know everything about you. Do not be afraid. I will not harm you, Dawn Anne Stroganoff, PhD.”
 
   “Dawn, call me Dawn. And what do you mean? How could you know everything about me?”
 
   “To put it simply – I read your mind. I know everything about you: that you love two members of the species Canis familiaris, whom you call Wendy and Peter; that you’ve always needed nine hours of sleep per night; that you love tea and chocolate; and that you’ve had three sexual affairs in your lifetime, with the most important involving a marine archeologist you met at a conference in California––”
 
   “Enough! I believe you.” Fingers trembling, she touched the headset. “Who are you?”
 
   “You would not be able to pronounce my name. In your language, I would be called the Keeper.”
 
   Dawn’s heart raced with all that the name implied. This wasn’t some kind of alien zoo, was it?  
 
   “I am the Keeper,” the voice went on. “I oversee––”
 
   “Is this a zoo?” she blurted out.  
 
   “I see you have heard of the Zoo Hypothesis. A few of your more imaginative scientists speculated Earth, and perhaps your entire Solar System, contain such rare oases of life in this quadrant of the galaxy that aliens have created a kind of national park, a big zoo to preserve all of your rare species.”
 
   “Yes,” Dawn whispered back, her mind awhirl.  
 
   “Being in a zoo might explain why no one bothered before now to contact you Earthlings, for the zoo must be kept contained and apart from all else, inviolate, uncontaminated by space aliens. The hypothesis is wrong, however. Human beings would not be part of the equation if this were a zoo, for you are not the caretakers of your world. In fact, you are the antithesis of caretakers, the very reason Earth is in crisis and so many species are dying in a planet-wide mass extinction. You humans have overpopulated and polluted your world.”
 
   “I know,” Dawn said quietly.
 
   “The name Keeper refers to my role here on Mars. My mind was chosen to be preserved because I was once, long ago, a historian. Now I am the one who keeps knowledge, who remembers all. It is most pleasing to me that you also keep knowledge, while you attempt to reconstruct the history and prehistory of your world.”
 
   He’s saying he likes the fact that I’m an archeologist? Dawn thought. Okay, okay, I guess that’s good. She had to admit this wasn’t so easy; being the first human to conduct an interview with an alien was a role she’d never prepared for, or even dreamed about. She glanced down at the chair, so weird and otherworldly.
 
   After taking a breath, she ventured, “Were you and your kind indigenous to Mars, or did you come from somewhere else?”
 
   “You humans are a curious species, aren’t you? Ah, but how do you say it? Is this to be a question and answer session?”
 
   There was a short pause. Was it Dawn’s imagination or had she heard something in the distance? It almost sounded like laughter, but it had a strange staccato, a weird rumbling.
 
   “There were no life-forms beyond the microbial level on Mars when we arrived.”  
 
   “Then you’re saying you came from another solar system? Where was your home planet?”
 
   “My species evolved on a small, terrestrial world. We were bipedal and oxygen breathing, like you. Our home planet orbited a star located some twenty thousand light-years from the galactic core. At the time of its demise, our star was in the Orion Spur of the Milky Way. If I use your method for calculating the passage of time, it burned out 4.1 million years ago. My species escaped before our solar system was destroyed and traveled for generations in search of a new home. I never knew my home world, having been born aboard a spaceship. We traveled for eons. Despite the fact there are planets orbiting the majority of stars, there are few worlds suitable for life.”  
 
   Dawn nodded. “Our astronomers have found thousands of planets, but so far, only a few worlds are rocky and similar to Earth, with the potential for supporting life. There’s the large super-Earth, Gliese 581D, and also the habitable world, Gliese 581g, but we can’t prove they actually harbor life.”
 
   “Yes, that solar system is close, only twenty light-years away. Beyond that, there are perhaps two billion planets with simple, microbial life in the Milky Way Galaxy, out of four hundred billion stars, many of them with orbiting planets, most not suitable for life. There are also ten million worlds with more complex creatures, like your animals and plants. A small percentage, but still, they do exist.”  
 
   Whoa! “Ten million?” Dawn asked. “I had no idea there were that many.”
 
   “The distances between solar systems with lifebearing planets are vast. It took my kind a long time to find yours. We looked for a system with rocky inner planets in what you call the “Goldilocks” zone – not too hot or too cold, with liquid water. It also needed gas giants in the outer orbits, so important for deflecting most comets and meteors away from the inner worlds, thereby preventing most catastrophic impacts and mass extinction events. Your Jupiter in particular serves that function well. Then, to our amazement, we found that six planets and moons harbored life in this solar system: Earth, Mars, Europa, Titan, Enceladus, and Callisto. We were particularly struck by many of Earth’s life-forms, because they had faces like us.”
 
   “Faces?” Dawn asked.
 
   “Intelligent life in the universe has evolved in myriad ways. We never found any other life-forms with faces – two eyes, a nose, and a mouth. It was amazing to find such a parallel to our own evolutionary path. Our scientists spent years exploring many of the planets and moons here. Your Solar System is the richest place we ever found, in terms of life.”  
 
   “You know, NASA plans to send a probe to Europa next year. It’ll capture the water shooting into space from the southern geysers, which could contain organics from the sub-surface ocean. Eventually, we plan to drill through the surface ice and then deposit a minisub into the ocean below. And now you’re saying––”
 
   “Europa is teeming with life,” the Keeper finished for her. “Actually, you have already seen evidence of it.”
 
   “What?”
 
   “A scientist named Brad Dalton postulated the reddish-brown streaks on Europa’s surface ice look like bacteria. The infrared signature matches your earthly Deinoccus radiodurans. In addition to that found in the southern geysers, the Europan ‘bacteria’ come up from the subsurface ocean whenever there are tidal upwellings, or after a meteor crashes onto the icy surface.”  
 
   “Is there more complex life there?”
 
   “Yes, your scientists will be amazed by what they find, especially when they see how bioluminescence is used by the more intelligent sea creatures for communication. Europa has the most advanced species, yet other moons harbor life as well. Callisto has an extremely salty sea filled with what you call halophiles, not unlike the bacteria found in your Great Salt Lake of Utah. Enceladus has an ocean beneath its ice-bound south pole, with primitive RNA-based life-forms; the ecosystem is similar to that found beneath the permanently frozen surfaces of your Antarctic lakes. And Titan has extremophiles adapted to its liquid ethane/methane lakes.”
 
   It took another moment for Dawn to digest all this. Life everywhere in the Solar System!  
 
   “All right,” she said, “then answer this for me. You ended up on Mars. But you said Earth’s creatures looked like you because they had faces. Why didn’t you settle the Earth? Even back then, it must have been more habitable than Mars.”
 
   “There were several reasons. Firstly, gravity was too great on the Earth. Because of our physiology, we could not adapt to long periods there. We had no choice; we had to live on Mars. Secondly, my species was terrified of the prospect of living on Earth.”
 
   “Terrified?”
 
   “We had traveled in flotillas of self-contained spacecraft for so long that a place like Earth seemed utterly chaotic. The planet was home to hundreds of billions of organisms. Many were viewed as wild and dangerous. As a result, even if we had not had the physiological limitations due to gravity, the Earth would have been considered unsuitable for colonization. On Mars, though, we could build structures that mimicked the safe, closed environments found in our spaceships, creating artificial living quarters on and beneath the Martian surface.”  
 
   “What happened to your people?” 
 
   “Alas,” the alien said, “I am the last of my kind.”  
 
   There was a profound silence, broken only when Dawn sighed. She wanted to ask the Keeper more, but decided to stay quiet. No doubt he was still in mourning. He had lost everyone, after all. Perhaps, his own family.  
 
   She glanced around the room, feeling quite lonesome herself.  
 
   “Do not despair,” the Keeper said, as if sensing her thoughts.
 
   Dawn looked back at the tunnel. “I’m confused. I––”
 
   “You are handling this quite well.”
 
   “But, where are my friends, my fellow astronauts?” 
 
   “I sense your concern, Dawn, but do not worry, for your companions are alive and well.”
 
   “Will I see them soon?”
 
   “I am certain you will be reunited in the future.”
 
   “But you can’t tell me when?”
 
   “No.”
 
   “Do they know I’m okay?”
 
   “No.”
 
   Dawn felt frustrated by his evasiveness, but she decided to ignore it for the time being and change the subject. “Then what about you?” she asked. “Are you alive?”
 
   “No, my body died long ago, ages ago. The essence of my mind exists deep within this planet. The technology is beyond the realm of your experience.”
 
   “But... if you died long ago, what have you been doing all these years?”
 
   There it was again, that eerie rumbling. Dawn shuddered, suddenly unnerved, then the Keeper broke into her thoughts by saying, “I have been dreaming, Dawn Stroganoff.  I have been dreaming of you.”
 
   ***
 
   “You’ve been listening to our transmissions?” Dawn asked.  
 
   She fingered her headset as she awaited the Keeper’s reply. In the last fifteen minutes, the alien had kept her busy with instructions for tightening the device and making the chair even more comfortable than before. 
 
   “Yes,” the Keeper said. “If I use your current dating system, I have been monitoring them since A.D. 1897. That was the year of first contact.”  
 
   “1897? I don’t understand.”
 
   “Tesla and Marconi,” the Keeper explained. “Surely you’ve heard of them? Each sent faint, localized, wireless signals – what you call radio – across small bodies of water for the first time in 1897; Tesla in New York, Marconi in England. And Marconi sent the first radio transmission across the Atlantic in 1901. The transmissions were extremely faint, but I detected them, even from Mars. You might recall it wasn’t until the 1920s that radio was used on a truly global scale. I have been listening to everything since, and then, with the advent of television, I have been watching your progress.”
 
   Progress? Despite her astonishment at everything the Keeper had revealed, Dawn couldn’t help but smile. She didn’t have the courage to ask him what he thought of the vast majority of programs. Although now displayed on 3-D flat-screens, TV was still known as the “idiot box.”  
 
   “If you’ve been monitoring us for well over a hundred years,” Dawn asked, “why didn’t you make yourself known to us?” 
 
   “There was no need to do that. If you did not destroy yourselves, I knew you would eventually find me. Mars is, as you humans would say, right next door.”
 
   “What about other intelligent life? The universe must be teeming with civilizations. Do they know about you? And what about us? Why haven’t we found them yet? Despite the S.E.T.I. project, we still haven’t picked up any verifiable transmissions or beacons from deep space.”
 
   “The technological civilizations you seek do exist, but the nearest one is over one thousand light-years away and beyond your present capabilities of detection, for they use spread-spectrum transmissions, and you do not have the computer power for finding them yet.”  
 
   Dawn sat still, her mind trying to take this in, to understand the profound implications. Of course, first contact with the Keeper had already proven aliens existed. Even so, the fact that there were others out there boggled her mind.  
 
   “Mankind has not found other civilizations,” the Keeper added, “not only because some transmissions are very complex – your S.E.T.I. astronomers have not detected them, merely dismissing them as random or natural space noise – but also because the distances in our galaxy are vast: a hundred million times your Solar System’s circumference. A few use radio transmissions, but others use ultraviolet lasers or pulsed laser signals, like that which was sent from here.” 
 
   “Are you in touch with any of these civilizations?”
 
   “No, most are too distant, in space and time. Besides, I do not wish to broadcast my whereabouts to anyone, other than humans. Most intelligent civilizations do not send signals into space. They’ve hidden themselves away.”
 
   Dawn frowned. “Why would they do that?”
 
   “Dangerous forces exist in our galaxy. It has been this way for eons, and I assume it has not changed since the days when my species wandered the cosmos. There may be several dozen intelligent civilizations in the Milky Way at any one time. Only a few have ruinous intentions, but they are formidable and truly savage. On the other side of the galaxy, in what you call the Scutum Centaurus Arm, there exists an evil empire.”
 
   She found herself smiling at that one. “You’ve got to be kidding.”
 
   “No, I am not kidding, as you so charmingly put it. The Evil Ones are silicon-based life-forms, essentially immortal and ruthlessly efficient at mass murder. These beings do not wish to share the Milky Way with any carbon-based species. Slowly, they have spread out, conquering vast regions of space. Humans must learn to exercise caution. Although most of the radio and television transmissions leaving Earth dissipate to a great degree after several light-years, more powerful signals could reach them. Radio astronomy is by its very nature a major culprit, of course, but also intentional signals meant as specific communication with aliens. There have been several attempts by your scientists to send messages into deep space, including one seemingly whimsical transmission by NASA of the Beatles’ song, “Across the Universe,” directed at the star which you call Polaris. I realize it excites your human imaginations to do this, but it is not wise to continue taking such risks, because the Evil Ones are always searching for carbon-based life – always. Since you live on the other side of the galaxy from them, you have thus far been spared.”
 
   Dawn sat in silence, mulling over the possibility of hostile alien races. It seemed fantastic, the stuff of pulp science fiction and B movies.  
 
   “Do you have proof of this?” she asked as she tried to imagine what a silicon alien looked like. “Is there a library here? Some kind of empirical evidence regarding what you’ve told me?”
 
   “Yes, of course. I will allow you to study everything we learned, everything we acquired.”
 
   Dawn could barely imagine what treasures awaited humanity in the Keeper’s library.
 
   “I must say, I was expecting a visit from Earthlings a few decades ago,” the Keeper continued. “But after the lunar landings, your politicians changed the agenda of your human-based space exploration. They became fixated with the space shuttle and various low-orbit space stations and then side-tracked with a United States government sponsored return to the Moon, which planned to use old technology when new methods were needed.”
 
   “Tell me about it.” Dawn nodded to herself. Little had changed in her time. Politicians were still trying to botch up the space program, but NASA had successfully contracted out the rocket program to a conglomerate of U.S. aerospace businesses, freeing itself to pursue what it did best: scientific exploration. 
 
   “But if humans had landed on Mars sooner,” the Keeper said, “I would not have met you, now would I?”
 
   Dawn hesitated. Was it her imagination, or had the alien’s voice just grown softer?  
 
   “What did you mean,” she ventured, “when you said you had dreamed of me?” 
 
   The Keeper did not answer right away, and Dawn swore she heard him sigh.
 
   “I did not mean it literally,” he finally said, his tone back to sounding flat and mechanical.  “I knew someday carbon-based, bilaterally symmetrical, bipedal, sentient beings would evolve on your world. And if you became a space-faring people––”
 
   “How did you know humans would evolve on Earth? I always believed species developed by chance. It’s simply a fluke we exist.”  
 
   Again, Dawn heard the strange, rumbling sounds.
 
   “For the vast majority of species, evolution is a fluke, as you call it,” the Keeper conceded. “But with sentient beings...” His voice trailed away.  
 
   “Yes?” Dawn asked, intrigued. “What were you going to say?” 
 
   “I will prove the process does not necessarily happen by chance. You love the past. Close your eyes, and I will send you there.”
 
   “Huh?” Dawn swallowed and looked around in panic. What the hell was he talking about?
 
   “I will send you to Shurrr,” the Keeper went on. “Long ago, it was the name for your planet. It means the ‘Whispering Ocean’. Poets believed the action of waves caused the seas of your planet to sigh and whisper. Close your eyes, Dawn. Watch for me. I will communicate with you from time to time.”
 
   “No, this is crazy!” She tried to squirm out of the chair, but the damned thing held her captive.  
 
   Try holding the Keeper off, she told herself. Maybe Gus and the others are on the way and you’ll be rescued. Still struggling against the chair, she called out, “Listen, if you’re planning to talk to me, then that means you could have contacted someone else on Earth. If that’s the case, why didn’t you?”
 
   “It is difficult to enter someone’s mind without the headset. But how do you know I have not done so already?”
 
   She fell back into the chair, stunned. “Who’s been contacted?” she managed to ask.
 
   “Over time, I have been in contact with several interesting subjects, putting ideas in their heads, so to speak. They did not realize it, of course. Have you never wondered why Einstein made such a tremendous intellectual leap with the theory of relativity, or why Mikhail Gorbachev dissolved the Soviet Union?”
 
   Could the Keeper be believed? But if this is true, then his powers are beyond imagining.  
 
   “I thought you said you’d been waiting for us?” Dawn asked. “If we didn’t destroy ourselves, you knew we would eventually travel to Mars and find you. You sounded patient.”
 
   “As you humans say... patience has its virtues, but time has a way of changing one’s perspective. I wanted to be found. If I had waited any longer, humanity might never have reached Mars. Nuclear holocaust is still a distinct possibility on your planet because of nuclear proliferation. Religious fundamentalism of every persuasion threatens the civilized world.  Unfortunately, the medieval mind still persists, and the assault on science continues. Surely, you know this.”  
 
   “Couldn’t you change that, too? I mean, couldn’t you––?”
 
   “No more questions, Dawn. It is time. I must send you back to Shurrr. Now close your eyes. You’re going home.”
 
   “No!” She tried to yank the headset off, but everything went dark. The last thing she heard was someone off in the distance, far, far away, and there was no mistaking it now.
 
   The Keeper was roaring with laughter.
 
   ***
 
   Oh, I don’t understand any of this! Dawann-dracon thought as she removed the headset. If the Keeper’s thoughts were part of Human Dawn’s soul-catcher, then why isn’t he speaking to me now?  
 
   Then she remembered how Dawn felt a slight prick in her ear when first using the soul-catcher. Had the Keeper implanted a monitoring device inside her cranium? Was that how he’d recorded Dawn’s thoughts and experiences after the initial reading of her mind? Did he see and hear everything she lived through after that?  
 
   I must tell Fey, Tima, and Eshlish about this. Dawann rose to her feet, moved away from the monolith and retrieved her pressure suit. You have to go back up the slick-shaft, she ordered herself as she replaced her gear. There’s a chance they can help you understand everything that happened. And then, perhaps, just perhaps, you can help the rebels and overthrow the Keeper.  
 
   She felt a surge of anger at his hypocrisy. He had taken control of the saurian civilization, acknowledging himself as The One, but all along he wasn’t anything more than an alien thug dictator. She narrowed her eyes, recalling what he’d said about the threat imposed by religious fundamentalism in Dawn’s world. Well, the Keeper had done worse here, much, much worse.
 
   And I worshiped him! How could he do this to me? He was my Sun.
 
   She hissed in disgust. Like someone who stares too long at the Sun’s light, I was blinded. What a fool I’ve been! Well, no more!
 
   When she reached the slick-shaft, she crawled inside, sat cross-legged, and waited for the nano-components to take hold of her body and pull her to the surface. But nothing happened. The slick-shaft was hushed, inanimate, as dead as any ordinary tunnel.  
 
   Suddenly recalling Human Dawn’s experiences here, when she’d slid down the non-functioning slick-shaft and hurt her elbow, Dawann felt a stab of fear. Supposing the shaft was broken now? What if it never worked again?
 
   She waited for a long time, and then said, “Take me home.”
 
   Again, nothing. No sound. No movement. What had Eshlish told her? That the doorway to the slick-shaft might disappear again? That she might be trapped below ground?
 
   Dawann looked back at the soul-catcher monolith, the gray stone erupting from the floor like the shoot of a newly sprung plant, its alien technology tapping past ages with roots driven deep to the planet’s core. Suddenly, she knew she could not leave this chamber. No way, as Dawn would say. Not now. 
 
   Go on, she told herself, shaking her head back and forth. See what happened to Human Dawn. Reach out to her and learn her story. It happened to you, after all, for you and Dawn are one.  
 
   Her head feathers lifted and she shivered with excitement. Yes, we are one! It is so simple. All along, I’ve been searching for myself.  
 
   She took a breath and slowly exhaled. I should not fear this place, she thought, for I am not trapped. Surely Eshlish and her engineers will rescue me. They will save me.
 
   Or I’ll find my own way out. I’ll save myself.
 
   Dawann-dracon hopped to the floor, flung aside her pressure suit, and walked to the monolith. Leaning against its perfect smoothness, she embraced the stone and sensed its power.  
 
   And, as she closed her eyes, hopeful in return, she felt the pull of the past, and the promise of the future.
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   PART THREE
 
   Chapter 13
 
    
 
   The great floodgates of the wonder-world swung open.
 
   ~Herman Melville, Moby Dick
 
    
 
   Dawn Stroganoff yawned, rubbing her eyes. Weird dream, she thought, recalling only a few fleeting images of a chair that seemed alive, holding her captive.
 
   A warm breeze wafted over her face, the feeling so delicious she wondered if she had been cooped up somewhere for a long time. She frowned, trying to figure out what had happened. Resting on the ground, she gazed up, watching white clouds steal across the dusky-blue sky.  
 
   She stretched and rose. From a carpet of velvet moss, a virgin forest, lush and silent, thrust toward the heavens. Laden with jewel-like droplets of dew, the grove of giant tree ferns had scaly trunks topped with stiff, emerald fronds. An under story of elms and laurels stood beneath the ferns, while near ground level, there were other plants, including some she thought she recognized: ginkgo trees with their broad, fan-shaped leaves; lovely, blossoming magnolias; and clumps of smaller ferns, the budding new growth still tightly curled and drooping toward the earth.  
 
   The forest was impressive and uniquely different from anything Dawn had seen, like some kind of throwback, totally primordial. Puzzled, she looked around. Where am I?  
 
   The unspoken thought hung in the air, unanswered and unnerving. She took a breath, then another. The air was heavy with the aroma of decaying vegetation. Studying the spongy ground, she guessed many meters of detritus were slowly decomposing beneath her feet.
 
   Dawn glanced left, then right. She could make out a body of water through the shrubs. Moving closer, she peered over a swath of horsetails, with their segmented stalks and feathery, green tops. An electric-blue dragonfly buzzed by her ear and then darted away. Beyond the horsetails, a pond stood dark, still and brackish. A few water lilies had started to bloom on its surface. To her surprise, she spotted a black salamander, as large as a housecat, lolling on a rock by the shore.
 
   She’d never seen a salamander that big. Frowning, she looked back at the tree ferns. A wind rose, stirring the woods, and a strange whispering filled the air, like the voices of a thousand lost souls. “Shurrrrr,” the wind spoke to her. “Shurrrrr.”
 
   Instantly, Dawn’s mind cleared and she remembered the Keeper. She felt a chill. What was going on?
 
   She reached up and felt her ears. The headset was gone. Or was it really? She hesitated, recalling the alien chair and monolith in the little room. Was this actually virtual reality? At this moment, was a replica of an ancient Martian forest being beamed into her mind?
 
   Dawn studied the abundant landscape. What had the Keeper said? You’re going home.
 
   But how? Thoroughly confused, she stared at the sky. She took in another lungful of the aromatic air, then exhaled. The Sun was pretty high, its light filtering through the swaying trees. She squinted at the sunshine and realized she could be standing on Earth – the intensity of the Sun from it was double that of Mars – and this seemed about right. If she was standing on the Earth, how had she gotten back?  
 
   She massaged her sore elbow, considering things further. Hours from now would the Martian moons Phobos and Deimos begin their movements across the nighttime sky, or would she look up and find Earth's solitary Moon? She gazed at the sky again, but the trees blocked much of her view.  
 
   Focusing on the lovely blooms of a magnolia, she inhaled again, feeling the richness of the air, smelling the sweetness of the flowers. This was way beyond current human VR technology. No one had been able to come up with aromas like this. And the moist air seemed more complex, as if the mixture of atmospheric gases were somehow different, thicker. 
 
   Dawn jumped when a sharp, birdlike screech ruptured the air, followed by a cluster of strange clicking noises. She’d never heard anything like them before.  
 
   She stood very still, her heart thumping as she listened and considered the possibilities. What if she had actually been transported back to ancient Earth? Where was the Keeper now? Was he going to help her, or just watch her?  
 
   A surge of fear swept over her and she fought against it. She had to think and plan. She looked down at herself. Still dressed in her T-shirt and shorts, she had no survival gear. Even her Google glasses were missing. She felt naked and vulnerable .
 
   Then she remembered her communicator. She tugged at its chain, pulling it from beneath her shirt, then hit the power icon, attempting to establish a com-link with someone in the ground crew, or Jean-Michel. 
 
   It suddenly hit her; she could have used it when she was being held prisoner in the Keeper’s chair. What had she been thinking? Why hadn't she called her crewmates and told them she was alive? Dumb ass, she railed at herself.
 
   She tried everyone, but her communicator was silent. No connection. No Gus. No Jean-Michel. Nobody.
 
   Perhaps this was Earth, after all, and her crewmates were still on Mars. She attempted to link up with Mission Control next, but again nothing happened. Then she tried to find her location with GPS, but got a blank screen.  
 
   She played around for a while, hoping at the very least she could find someone on the Web, but the only things she could retrieve were recorded programs and personal files. With a sigh, she brought up the file containing her photos, flipping through the relics of her life, until she found her favorite picture of Wendy and Peter. Her terriers stared back at her, their little brown eyes so full of inquisitiveness. Where were they now? More importantly, where was she?
 
   For the first time in her life, she felt completely alone, cut off from everything and everyone.
 
   She gazed at the sky and found her voice, “Hey, Keeper, what gives? Are you going to tell me what’s going on?” 
 
   There was no answer, just the clicks and birdlike chattering she’d heard before. Resolving to make the best of it, she knew she couldn’t let herself fall apart. She decided to set up a com-link with the computer chips in her “trekkers,” high-tech space shoes that doubled as hiking boots. The link would monitor the distance she’d travel that day.  
 
   She took a last look around and decided to travel west, toward the sun. Her emotions still hovered between fear and confusion, but she pushed them out of her mind. The first thing she needed to do was find a source of clean water.
 
   Dawn set off, hiking through the forest until the trees gave way to a clearing, with wooded hills in the distance. She took a readout, learning she had gone about a kilometer. She’d kept a decent pace, but she also reminded herself time was of the essence; the air had grown noticeably warmer and she was getting thirstier by the minute.
 
   She studied the clearing: brackish pools surrounded by reeds, a boggy wetland. She didn’t want her trekkers mucked-up and uncomfortable, so she skirted the bog and headed for higher ground. There had to be a creek somewhere nearby. After all, water flowed downhill. And no matter where the Keeper had sent her – even if she’d landed on the other side of the universe – the force of gravity would still prevail.  
 
   Dawn trudged onward, her breath coming in gasps when she reached the top of the hill. The environment was different here, a lush conifer forest. It was cooler, too, with a welcoming breeze. She gauged her surroundings and recognized pines, yews, and firs towering over shadowy thickets of smaller plants, including cedarlike bushes, lacy ferns, and an assortment of flowering shrubs.  
 
   Suddenly, she caught a whiff of vanilla. Studying the tallest trees, she realized they looked and smelled like Ponderosa pines. Her gaze veered to a clump of green and gold leaves hanging from a branch. The sides were pointy, familiar and welcoming. Holly, huh? Well, at least it looks more and more like I’m back on Earth. Not much different from Arizona high country.
 
   Her thoughts were broken by deep rumbling in the ground, a massive vibration. Arizona wasn’t earthquake country, but she’d actually been in California during a trembler, so she recognized the feeling. Her first inclination was to turn and run, but then the shrubbery nearby started to rustle and shake. This was no earthquake!
 
   In desperation, Dawn glanced around and spotted a huge pine with thick, protruding limbs. She scrambled up the branches and then grabbed hold of the tree trunk. The rumbling continued like distant thunder, passing all the way up through the pine. Holding on, Dawn watched in shock as hundreds of large creatures burst from the thicket. They moved on all fours, with their thick, rigid tails thrust out behind them, swarming noisily beneath the trees. They had muscular limbs and flat heads, with broad bills.  
 
   Duckbills! she thought, not believing her eyes. Holy crap, it’s a herd of duck-billed dinosaurs!  
 
   As Dawn watched, her amazement increased. Their bills were much more parrotlike than she’d seen in artists’ renditions. And their hides were tough and bumpy, their teal green and dark gray scales forming striped patterns running from their backs down to their sides. They also had distinctive whirls of crimson shaped somewhat like fat apostrophes on the larger scales beneath their eyes. She thought back to the living reptiles she’d seen; although the duckbills’ skin looked about as rough as alligators, it was more colorful, like the polychrome patterns on lizards or garter snakes.
 
   Yet, while snakes stared at the world with blank, cold-blooded eyes, the duckbills’ irises sparkled with animation. Here were flashing orbs of amber or orange, of apricot and copper red. Warm-blooded and gorgeously colored, these dinosaurs were not the dull reptilian creatures found in old textbooks. No, they were beautiful and alive!  
 
   Moving like soldiers in formation, the duckbills marched onward. From head to tail, Dawn estimated they were five or six times as long as an average man, maybe twelve meters in length. Some were bigger than elephants and the earth trembled with their footfalls.
 
   The ground swell increased, and Dawn clung to the tree for dear life. The vibrations got even stronger, shaking with the force of thousands of hoof-tipped toes, which made distinctive, three-toed, cloverleaf tracks in the dirt. Scared – and enthralled – she watched the animals. Soon, the front lines of the herd gave way to the middle. There were juveniles there, smaller duckbills with big eyes and rounded heads, surrounded on all sides by their elders. One-third to one-half their parents’ size, the young dinosaurs bleated and chirped, marching on like little troopers.  
 
   Dawn did a quick mental count. There had to be well over one hundred youngsters in the group. A thought suddenly struck her; the herd was moving in formation, like a flock of migratory birds.
 
   She turned and stared at the Sun, hanging in the southwestern sky. Were the dinosaurs going north for the summer? Was she actually watching a seasonal migration?  
 
   Overwhelmed, she shut her eyes. “Where am I?” she whispered. Immediately, her inner voice called out, When am I? Just when is this happening?
 
   “Harry would give his right arm to see this,” she said, looking down at the dinosaurs again.  
 
   She jumped when she felt a tap on her shoulder. Head whipping around, she gasped at a familiar face.
 
   Harry?
 
   “Da... Dawn,” he stammered, his gaze riveted on the herd. “What the hell is this?” He teetered on the tree limb, his face pale with shock.
 
   A firm hand reached from behind Dawn and took hold of Harry’s arm, steadying him.  
 
   “What’re we doin’ up here like a bunch of monkeys?” a deep voice called out.
 
   I’m hallucinating – that’s it – I’ve freakin’ lost it. Dawn gaped. A pair of hazel eyes stared back at her, the gaze as true and brave as the man himself. Gus!  
 
   Was he for real? She tried to smile, not knowing whether to laugh or scream, but instead she fell into his waiting arms and fainted dead away.
 
   ***
 
   “That was really dumb, fainting in a tree.”
 
   Hearing Gus’s voice, Dawn opened her eyes. He sat on the big tree limb, cradling her in his arms. The rest of the crew stood scattered in the other branches, studying the duck-billed dinosaurs; everyone, that is, except Gus, for his gaze was locked on hers.  
 
   She cleared her throat. “Wh – what happened?” 
 
   “I don’t know. You tell me. Tasha checked you out and said you’re going to be all right. Everyone is going crazy because our glasses are gone, all except for Kris – she still has hers. We have our communicators, but no can bring up anything but recorded data. And Tasha... she’s really upset, wondering if she’ll ever see her sons again.”
 
   Dawn caught sight of her. Face streaming with tears, Tasha held her heart-shaped locket with pictures of her boys. Lex was nearby, watching her, looking like he was lost, too.
 
   “You know,” Gus said, “we tried to hail Jean-Michel, but there’s only silence.” His gaze drifted toward the sky.  
 
   “Maybe he’s still orbiting Mars,” Dawn said.
 
   “Can’t say until we hear from him. I think this is some kind of advanced VR, but Harry thinks it’s real. As soon as he calmed down, he told us about the hadrosaurids––”
 
   “Huh?” 
 
   “That’s the name he used for the duckbills. Harry said they were called...”  Gus transferred his gaze to the paleontologist. “What’d you call ‘em?”
 
   “Edmontosaurus annectens,” Harry said, matter-of-factly. “From the look of it, we’re smack dab in the middle of the Cretaceous. The vegetation’s right, so are the animals. It could be seventy... eighty million years before our time, give or take a few million years.”
 
   Gus exchanged an incredulous look with Dawn. “What happened? How’d we get here?”
 
   Dawn told him everything that had transpired after her fall through the passageway in the tomb.  
 
   “The Keeper? Silicon aliens?” Gus asked, looking skeptical. “You realize how crazy this all sounds?”
 
   “I know,” Dawn agreed. “But I think Harry’s right. Somehow the Keeper sent us back in time.”  
 
   “We can try to verify something tonight,” Kris said. She stood on a nearby upper branch, hugging the tree trunk.  
 
   “Verify what?” Dawn asked.
 
   “I want to check out the constellations. That should give a clue as to the time period––” 
 
   “Snort!”  
 
   Startled, Dawn looked out, fully expecting to see a horse. Instead, her eyes fixed on an especially beautiful hadrosaur, one with large, liquid, tangerine eyes. The beast snorted again, then his mouth yawned open, revealing row upon row of closely packed, ridged, diamond-shaped teeth.  
 
   Gus snuffed the air in derision, echoing the sound of the duck-billed dinosaur. “I don’t care what the constellations look like. Time travel is fantasy. This has got to be VR. In order to travel back in time, you’d have to be able to go faster than the speed of light, or mess with black holes and space-time.”
 
   “I know,” Dawn said. She resumed her study of the beautiful duckbill. It was passing beneath her now.
 
   “Sure, I’m right,” Gus said.  
 
   Dawn looked at the sky. But what if they had actually traveled through time? Did the Keeper have powers beyond anything imaginable?  
 
   “The time travel aspect is compelling,” Kris said, “but I think we need to take this to a whole ‘nother level. Consider the monolith.”
 
   “What about it?” Gus asked.
 
   “Well,” Kris went on, “we thought it said six Martians had explored the Earth, but what if we were wrong? What if time actually looped around on itself? Maybe we were always meant to travel back in time.”
 
   Dawn shook her head in amazement. “You know what this could mean?”  
 
   “Uh huh,” Kris said. “What it means is that the message on the monolith wasn’t about some Martian alien astronauts. It was about us.”
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   Chapter 14
 
    
 
   Nature, red in tooth and claw.
 
   ~Alfred, Lord Tennyson, In Memoriam
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   The huge flock – yes, flock, for Dawn decided it was the only way to describe the migrating duckbills – finally passed through the clearing. Just a few stragglers, including several old, sick, or injured dinosaurs, struggled to keep up. One duckbill in particular tugged at Dawn’s heart; a young juvenile with an injured leg moved pitifully on all fours, dragging itself after the group.
 
   Dawn sadly watched this last creature disappear into the forest, then she felt Gus take a deep breath and relax against her.  
 
   “Okay. Let’s get out of this tree,” he said, looking for a way down.
 
   “Not so fast,” Harry implored.  
 
   “Why wait?” Gus eyed him impatiently as he and Dawn got up, inching around so they both had hold of the trunk.  
 
   “Because of them.” 
 
   No sooner were Harry’s words out than Dawn spotted something moving right below. She did a double take as several golden-brown, man-sized heads poked up from the bushes and sniffed the air. In a heartbeat, they lowered themselves, vanishing back into the underbrush.  
 
   Dawn blinked, then caught some movement out of the corner of her eye. Gus had stepped onto a lower branch to begin his descent.    
 
   “No,” she yelled, reaching for him. “Gus, no! Look down there. Don’t you see them? Dino––”  
 
   She slipped, plummeted head over heels, and landed flat on her back in a bed of pine needles. Her chest seized with spasms, the wind knocked out of her, and she couldn’t breathe, she couldn’t breathe.  
 
   “Dawn, stay put! Don’t you move! Dawn! Dawn!”
 
   From somewhere beyond the fog of agony, she heard Gus’s frantic shouts, but she couldn’t answer him. In a parody of a response, a sharp, raspy noise escaped from her mouth. And the ragged sound kept coming. She had no control over it; she felt she couldn’t control any part of her body.  
 
   Dawn coughed and managed a slight, aching breath as her limbs came back to life. She could feel again, even wriggle her toes. Gus continued to shout, urging her to lie still. Then someone else joined in, telling her to play dead. Harry. It was Harry.
 
   Dawn’s mind instantly cleared as a birdlike face thrust toward her. The stench of hot, fetid breath assaulted her, and she gagged. Golden feathers covered the dinosaur’s head, while rows of large, loosely spaced, backward pointing teeth, the edges serrated like steak knives, flashed in the sunlight.  
 
   Heart pounding, Dawn stared in horror. In turn, a pair of yellow eyes, the pupils slit up and down, catlike, took her in. Dawn choked back her screams. The dinosaur’s head rotated until only the left eye was visible. A transparent, nictating membrane, lying between the eyeball and eyelids, slowly rolled over the iris.  
 
   With an unblinking stare, the bilious eye studied Dawn. Fury, strength, and brutality all mingled in the steady gaze.  
 
   “God Almighty,” Dawn whispered to it.
 
   The creature responded with a tilt of its head and a parrotlike squawk.
 
   “Up here!” “Hey, you bastards, we’re up here!” “Dawn, don’t move! Play dead!”
 
   Dawn looked past the dinosaur’s form. She found herself lying a good fifteen paces from the tree trunk. Her fellow astronauts were shouting and jumping in the tree like a bunch of apes. She spotted Gus scrambling down to help her.  
 
   With a delicate technique, like the kind her terriers used on a particularly interesting turd, the dinosaur sniffed her hair and face, then her armpit.  
 
   Terrified, Dawn squeezed her eyes shut, not moving, not even daring to breathe.  
 
   After a long moment, the thing gave another squawk. Dawn’s eyes flew open as it went back to sniffing. Now it smelled her crotch. Eeeww! Get away from me! She wanted to squirm, but she fought down the urge. She needed to do as Harry said and play dead.
 
   To Dawn’s surprise, the dinosaur fiddled with her left trekker, using its three-fingered hands to manipulate the fastener with its claws. She felt a tug and the boot came off. The creature stood there, sniffing the inside, seemingly oblivious to everything else.
 
   Can I escape? Without moving her head, Dawn looked around. Now the other members of the pack were coming for her, like sharks on wounded prey, circling in for the kill.
 
   Suddenly, the nearest dinosaur looked up from the boot. Its long, powerful legs tensed, the muscles rippling beneath its feathers. It hissed, then dropped the boot and bobbed its head.  
 
   The other creatures halted in their tracks and bobbed back.  
 
   Dawn trembled as the creature backtracked, and she found herself staring at its feet, which had three clawed, forward pointing toes, along with a lone, diminutive, backward pointing toe. But the second forward pointing toe was uniquely different from the others – curved, black, and long, it resembled a huge gutting knife.
 
   Oh, my God! Harry had once told her some predatory dinosaurs used killing claws to disembowel their prey––  
 
   A roar split the air as the ground shook with the force of an earthquake. All the dinosaurs’ heads snapped up. Something huge now lumbered through the forest.  
 
   Dawn fought her terror, scrambled to her feet, and set off. Glancing back, she screamed when she saw the lead dinosaur had its talons flipped out like switchblades, leaping into the air with both feet.  
 
   This was it – her only chance. She tried to ignore her bare left foot, the stabbing sticks and sharp rocks beneath, when she heard a snarl, wheeled about, saw the creature’s extended hind feet. Instinctively, she lurched sideways and tumbled to the ground, barely avoiding the killing claws.  
 
   “Dawn – get going! Run!”  
 
   Everything seemed to be moving in slow motion, nightmare-style. She started to rise, half-crawling away from the dinosaur, desperate to reach safety. At that moment, Gus dropped out of the tree and let out a roar of fury. He grabbed a rock and hurled it at the dinosaur, hitting it squarely in the center of the forehead.  
 
   In a flurry of feathers, it crashed to the ground.
 
   “Come on!” Gus shouted as he raced to Dawn’s side, hauled her to her feet, and propelled her toward the pine. “Climb! Get up there. Don’t wait for me!”
 
   Giddy with fear, she started a furious ascent, hell-bent on reaching the safety of the higher branches. Once there, she sank down and tried to catch her breath. Sweat rolled down her forehead, dripping into her eyes. She brushed it aside and saw Gus was on his way up, scaling the tree limbs hand over hand.
 
   Numbly, she glanced at her crewmates. A sober Lex hugged Tasha, who wept with relief. Kris laughed, then gave Dawn an exaggerated thumb’s up. And Harry exchanged an empathetic nod with Dawn before his gaze flew back to the ground.
 
   Gus finally caught up to her. With a grunt, he hauled himself onto the branch.  
 
   “Sonofabitch.” His voice, ragged with strain, died off with more cursing.  
 
   Dawn leaned against Gus’s chest, holding him, listening to the rapid beating of his heart. He took her face in his hands and studied her, his lips gently brushing against hers. His kiss deepened, her numbness replaced by a sudden awareness of life, a longing for him.  
 
   “Thank God you’re alive,” he finally said as he drew her closer still and stroked her hair. “What kind of hell have we ended up in? If I had lost you...”   
 
   His arms tightened around her, protectively, like he would never let her go.
 
   ***
 
   Harry watched Dawn and Gus for a moment, then turned away and observantly studied the ground. He strained to see some movement in the underbrush, but all of the dinosaurs had disappeared into the forest. Even the one Gus had whacked on the head was gone. But he knew the memory of what just happened would stay forever etched in his mind.  
 
   I’m here, and they’re alive, in the flesh. Theropods. Carnivores.  
 
   Deinonychus. A pack of warm-blooded, sickle-clawed, one hundred and fifty pound meat-eaters, the distant relatives of modern birds. Man-sized, running with their feathered tails stretched behind them, their claws supremely dexterous. Capable of moving as fast as cheetahs. Dinosaur ninjas!
 
   The sight of feathers on Deinonychus especially pleased Harry. Since feathers were in reality only modified scales, this did not surprise him greatly, however.  
 
   From fossil skeletal evidence, deinonychosaurs were also known to have other birdlike characteristics: a wishbone, an avian wrist configuration, with a half-moon shaped wrist bone, which allowed the hands to move at different angles in relation to the forearm, and also birdlike hips, including an elongated, backward-facing pubis bone. This confirmed birds and meat-eating, theropod dinosaurs had the same ancestors, and, conversely, that Deinonychus and its cousins, such as the smaller Asian velociraptors, were closely related to the forerunners of birds.
 
   Harry shook his head in amazement, realizing he would be able to observe traits in deinonychosaurs rare or absent in the fossil record. Here, in this time, things like soft tissue, skin texture, and color, even responses to stimuli, could be studied. And he could even ponder the depths of dinosaurian intelligence and the range of their sense perceptions.    
 
   He recalled how the lead predator had sniffed Dawn. Did Deinonychus have an olfactory acuity that rivaled mammals? Could it smell as well as a wolf?  
 
   And what about the other senses? CT scans of the fossilized skulls of deinonychosaurs had shown their brains had highly developed optic lobes, indicating superb eyesight, and, since the eyes faced forward, good depth perception. All birds were color-sighted and probably deinonychosaurs were, too. And their hearing appeared to be excellent. How would such keen senses affect the evolution of the brain? Were deinonychosaurs also on their way to becoming a more intelligent species?  
 
   And what about the Alpha female’s interest in Dawn’s boot? That moment alone was priceless, especially when he considered the agility of the animal’s claws. What else could it manipulate? Did it handle things in its environment as a matter of course? Even more incredible, was it on an evolutionary path that would someday, in the distant future, lead to tool making? And what had it thought as it examined Dawn? Having never seen a human before, did it wonder what she was?  
 
   So many questions, so little time. But then again... 
 
   Harry remembered Dawn’s story about the Keeper, and he wondered if he could be wrong. Perhaps, just perhaps, the alien had given them a gift: all the time in the world.
 
   He looked back at Gus. No, he decided as he searched the commander’s grave expression. This isn’t hell, far from it.  
 
   Over the roars of what he assumed was an approaching Tyrannosaurus rex, Harry nodded to himself and then he thought, For me, this is paradise.
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   Chapter 15
 
    
 
   Whose game was empires 
 
   And whose stakes were thrones,
 
   Whose table earth whose dice were human bones.
 
   ~George Noel Gordon, Lord Byron, The Age of Bronze
 
    
 
   Much to Gus’s relief, they never saw the T. rex. They waited for about ten minutes, listening as its thunderous footfalls faded into the distance.  
 
   Now, only flocks of small birds surrounded them, jewel-toned shapes darting through the trees and twittering like canaries. Archaic species, Harry said, explaining he wasn’t exactly sure of their names, since fossilization was extremely rare. Only one bone or leaf in a billion became petrified; the rest decomposed and were lost to history.
 
   “There have to be tens of thousands of new species out there,” Harry said, looking excited. “Things that never fossilized, a whole host of creatures unfamiliar to science, maybe even an unknown raptor. A cousin of Deinonychus, eh?”
 
   “Let’s hope we don’t run into anything else that fancies us for supper,” Gus said as he eyed their surroundings. “Come on. I figure we’ve got only a couple more hours of daylight. We’ve got to find a safe place to spend the night, maybe a cave.”
 
   Lex nodded. “You heard Gus. Let’s go.” 
 
   Within a few minutes, everyone was on the ground except Dawn. At Tasha’s urging, she took her time on the way down. Gus stood below, spotting her in case of another fall. He couldn’t help watching her shapely behind, wondering if he’d gone too far, if she’d hold the kisses against him.  
 
   Damnit, he thought, what was I thinking? I’m her superior officer.
 
   He forced his gaze down to Dawn’s bare foot and then concentrated on what the others behind him were saying. “We need real weapons,” Lex complained, just as Tasha answered, “Big sticks work. Look for one.” Then Kris asked, “Where’s Dawn’s boot in all this mess?” as Harry replied, “That’s dinoturbation for you. It’s a wonder the forest ever recovers from such devastation.” 
 
   Gus glanced back, suddenly feeling someone’s gaze on him. It was Lex Smith.  
 
   “You know, Commander, I think we should try Jean-Michel,” Lex said. “Maybe the Keeper transported him here, too.” He reached into his back pocket and retrieved his communicator. “Jean-Michel, do you copy?” 
 
   To Gus’s amazement, the Frenchman’s voice rang out, “Oui! It is good to hear your voice, Dr. Smith. What happened?”
 
   “We’re not exactly sure,” Lex said.  
 
   Gus looked back at the tree and saw that Dawn was almost down. He listened as Jean-Michel went on, “One moment I was orbiting Mars, and then – voilà! – I was here. There is such a dreadful silence. No satellites or space stations, not on Earth or in the rest of the Solar System. And the night side of Earth... why, except for occasional lightning strikes, it is black. There are no city lights. No lights from fishing fleets. I am so unfamiliar with this view.”
 
   Kris moved in beside Lex. “Have you run any tests, Jean-Michel? What about the constellations?”
 
   “When I placed the current star map in the computer, I could not believe my eyes. You should see the sky. The positions of the stars match the time around the late Cretaceous.”
 
   Holy crap, Gus thought.
 
   Jean-Michel continued, “I also ran the continental drift program backward in the computer and matched the positions of the landmasses to the time period.” His voice sounded slightly off-key. “It fits, you know. Give or take one hundred thousand years, it is 66 million B.C.E.”
 
   Gus frowned, feeling skeptical again. Jean-Michel had to be wrong. It was clear; he was also a prisoner of the Keeper’s VR experiment. 
 
   Just then, Dawn reached the ground, and Gus turned to Harry. “What’s significant about that date? I’ve heard it before.”
 
   “66 million years ago – the K/T,” Harry explained. “The Cretaceous-Tertiary boundary, the most recent large mass extinct. The K stands for kreta, which means chalk––”
 
   “Okay, okay, I get you,” Gus cut in. “Don’t sound so goddamned happy about it, for Christ’s sake! I remember. Giant asteroid hits the Earth. Everyone dies.”  
 
   “Not everyone,” Kris countered. “Maybe eighty-five percent went extinct, including all the dinosaurs, with the exception of birds, who shared the same ancestry with the theropod dinosaurs. Of course, some mammals survived as well, including our ancestors.”
 
   While Tasha assisted Dawn in replacing her boot, Gus got his communicator out and said to Jean-Michel, “This is Granberg. Why didn’t you hail us earlier today?” 
 
   “Commander, I could not raise you. I surmised that if you were indeed on Earth, then I was on the wrong side of the planet and out of radio contact.”
 
   “Okay,” Gus said. “Where’s our...?”
 
   “Ah, you should see the continents from orbit. They’re very different. There is a large sea cutting through the interior of North America. Here, I will relay a picture.”
 
   “Not now, Jean-Michel. Listen to me. Just tell me... is our lander here?”
 
   Jean-Michel paused for a moment. “You are standing in ancient North America. I have calculated the appropriate latitudes and longitudes for this time period and then placed them on a map projection. The lander is one kilometer west of your position, at the late Cretaceous latitude of sixty-four degrees north, forty-five minutes, six seconds. Longitude is one hundred and...”  
 
   The rest of his answer was drowned out by the jubilant shouts of the crew. In a moment, after they quieted down, the Frenchman asked, “Please, please, are you all right? Why are you screaming?”
 
   “We’re relieved, that’s all,” Gus said, allowing himself a smile. He picked up a big stick. “With the lander here, we’ll be able to defend ourselves against the dinosaurs.”
 
   “Did you say dinosaurs?” Jean-Michel asked. “I know about the time period, but, but I cannot truly believe it.”
 
   “Uh huh.” Gus exchanged a look with Dawn. “And some of them are real nasty. Use the J-Stars to watch for anything approachin’ us.”  
 
   “Roger that,” Jean-Michel said. “I see a large herd moving northeast of your position.”
 
   “We know about them,” Gus said.
 
   “And there is something large – actually three very large creatures about a half kilometer to the east. They are not moving, however.”
 
   “That must be T. rex,” Harry said. “Probably feeding on a carcass by now. I’m not surprised there are three of them. They roamed in packs.”
 
   “Packs of T. rex?” Gus asked in alarm as he glanced at the surrounding forest. “Then we’d better get a move on and get the hell out of here.” He looked back at his crew and noted with satisfaction that Lex already held a club. His gaze swept over the others. “Each of you gather up as big a stick as you can handle and some rocks.” He grabbed a tree limb from the ground and hefted it in his hand, the wood solid and heavy. “Put the rocks in your pockets. If anything attacks us, we can bash their brains in.” He studied the purplish bruises already forming on Dawn’s arms and legs. “Are you all right?” 
 
   “Yeah, I guess so,” she said. Her voice sounded tense, and she shot him a funny look, the kind he couldn’t easily read.  
 
   He hesitated. Was she scared, or just really pissed off about the kisses? “I only meant if you’re hurting let me know. We can slow up a bit.”
 
   She nodded, then turned away to finish gathering rocks with the others.
 
   Gus gave up trying to figure her out and looked off, gauging the slant of the sun. “Let’s go,” he said as they struck out for the lander.
 
   ***
 
   According to Jean-Michel’s coordinates, Gus knew they were nearing the Valiant. Reduced to a slow trot because of Dawn’s aching limbs, they moved forward cautiously, sticks in hand, everyone wearing their earpieces and hooked in with each other and Jean-Michel.  
 
   Gus tried to dispel the big knot in the pit of his stomach, but he couldn’t; they were that vulnerable. If Jean-Michel had it wrong and the lander wasn’t there, they’d be in deep shit. Then, to his surprise, he stumbled upon a large tooth, banana-shaped, yet lethally sharp, probably from a T. rex. Harry explained that dinosaurs constantly shed and rejuvenated their teeth, much like sharks did in the ocean.
 
   Gus studied the tooth in his hand. It was wicked-looking, with serrated edges on the fore and aft sides. “If we can’t get to our ship, then these will make good spear points. There’s no telling what’ll attack us next.”
 
   Tasha nervously regarded the deepening woods. “Don’t talk of such things. We need guns.”
 
   “That’s a given, Doc.” Gus moved on in the lead, until he reached the crest of a hill. Before him lay a vast basin cut by a meandering river. Dusk had settled in, and large herds of dinosaurs milled around on the plain, reminding him of the Serengeti. 
 
   From this distance, the only thing noticeably different from modern-day Africa was the lack of grass. Harry said grasses had only recently evolved in the Late Cretaceous, and they were apparently still sparse in this region. As a result, fields of ferns, broken by copses of flowering shrubs, stretched to the far horizon.
 
   Gus lifted his gaze from the fern prairie. In the distance stood a craggy, snow-capped mountain range, bluish in the fading light. Kris moved in beside him.
 
   “The Rockies,” she said quietly. “They’re so young! I can’t believe I’m seeing this.”
 
   Gus saw Harry grab Kris’s hand. The two scientists looked ecstatic, getting off on the mountains. Well, it takes all kinds, he thought. As for him, he gave the Rockies only a cursory look; there were more important matters to consider now. He strained to see the valley floor, searching for the lander. Then he spotted something. Was it his imagination, or had he caught the barest glint of metal?  
 
   His gaze swept across the shadowy landscape. Sure as hell, there she was! The Valiant was nestled amidst some boulders near the bottom of the slope.  
 
   Gus let out a whoop of joy as he started down the hill. Suddenly, he remembered himself and then glanced back at Dawn.
 
   With a smile, she motioned him forward. “Go on. I’ll catch up.”
 
   He smiled back at her and then took off. He was already inside the ship by the time the others reached the hatch. “She’s a sight for sore eyes,” he said as his fellow astronauts crossed the threshold one by one. He spoke into his communicator. “We’re in, Jean-Michel. Do you copy?”
 
   “Yes, Commander, I copy.” His voice starting fading in and out as the spacecraft slipped past the Terminator to the far side of Earth. “I believe... today is your lucky day... talk again soon... resume at acquisition of signal.”
 
   “Roger that.” Gus looked at Dawn. “If you hear from your Keeper friend any time soon,” he said with sarcasm, “give him our thanks.”
 
   He walked to the far wall and unlocked the cabinet housing the weapons. The arsenal, placed on board at the insistence of the astronauts, was intended for use in the event of a crash landing in hostile Earth territory, or if dangerous aliens were discovered on Mars. This was not as bizarre as it sounded. Although few people knew it, the Apollo astronauts had been equipped with weapons, too, in case they’d found something menacing on the Moon.
 
   Realistically, there were areas on Earth where warfare and mayhem could threaten the safety of a stranded crew. The idea of astronauts being captured by terrorists or a renegade government had sobering implications. Along with hunting knives, automatic handguns, rifles, and shotguns (including Winchester Model 70 Series bolt-action hunting rifles, Desert Eagle automatic side arms, and Remington Model 870 shotguns), the ship had been equipped with a laser-sighted electromagnetic cannon, capable of blasting a hole in an elephant, or a Tyrannosaurus rex.
 
   “Thank your Keeper just the same, Dawn,” Gus said as he strapped on a side arm, “because without these, we’d all be dead meat.”
 
   “It might be a good idea to lock the door,” Harry urged. “We wouldn’t want any predators manipulating the locks.”
 
   “Right.” Gus started for the hatch.  
 
   “Are you going outside now?” Tasha asked, her tone shaded with fear. “It is dark.”
 
   “No, Doc,” Gus said. He bolted the hatch from the inside. “And I’m not taking this gun off until we find a way out of here, back to our own time.”  
 
   Almost to himself, he whispered, “If we ever get out of here.”   
 
   No, he had to think positively. Glancing at his crew, then concentrating on Dawn, he decided it was up to him now. He’d find a way out of this stinking hellhole.  
 
   He had to.
 
   ***
 
   Dawn and her fellow astronauts ate a big supper and then Gus shared with them a surprise: one of two bottles of Jack Daniel’s he’d hidden in his gear. After each raised a glass to the Valiant, they went off to their sleeping cubicles, secure in the knowledge that, at least for now, they were safe within their spacecraft.
 
   By mid-morning, Dawn sat at the table nursing a mug of tea, watching Gus as he pressed them for a plan. He hadn’t touched her since he’d kissed her, and she guessed he was just as confused as she.
 
   “Granted, we have to stay here,” Gus said as he surveyed an uneaten portion of his breakfast. “There’s nowhere else for us to go, unless we travel to ancient Mars,” he half-laughed, half-snorted at this, “so we might as well take advantage of the situation and do some exploring.”
 
   Harry’s eyes lit up, while Tasha exchanged a worried look with Lex.  
 
   “We need to take complete inventory of all medical equipment,” she said in an uncharacteristically soft tone. “I do not wish to sound pessimistic, but I am thinking it is very important we have everything ready in case someone is injured.”
 
   Gus took a sip of his coffee. “You’re probably wastin’ your time, Doc, since everything else has been accounted for. We’ve got a Rover. Even our spacesuits are here.” He directed his next comments to Dawn. “Your Keeper friend included your spacesuit with our gear, too. Seein’ the way you came on ahead of us, he was pretty thorough, wasn’t he? Just one Rover’s missing, and the robot digger and our Google glasses, too. Can’t figure that out, but what the heck, the alien got everything else here, so I’m not complaining.”
 
   Dawn nodded, recalling how she’d discarded her equipment before speaking to the Keeper. How had he done it? How had he transported all of them and their stuff here? Even the Destiny and Jean-Michel? It was unbelievable. What kind of powers were we talking about? Teleportation?
 
   She thought about the implications of what this meant. Hadn’t the writer Arthur C. Clarke written something about advanced technology being so far beyond normal as to be indistinguishable from magic? No wonder she was feeling awestruck.
 
   “Yeah, well,” Gus continued. “The Keeper also put our lander in a good strategic position. The embankment above us is quite steep – no dinosaurs can attack from that direction – and we have a good view of the valley floor from the other side. So, for the moment, I’m satisfied. I think we can relax a little.”
 
   “Be that as it may, Lex and I wish to stay here today.” Tasha frowned. “I have had enough of dinosaurs.”
 
   “That’s fine. I understand. No one’s forcing you to do anything you don’t want to do.” Gus turned to Dawn. “Anyone who wants to go,” he indicated her, Harry, and Kris with quick nods, “can head out with me in the Rover today.” 
 
   Dawn nodded back. “Yes, I’ll go with you.” She did a double-take. Was it her imagination, or had Gus held her gaze just a moment longer than necessary, before looking down at his mug.
 
   “Well, you read my mind.” Harry grinned as he looked over at Kris, who seemed just as excited.  
 
   Gus studied Harry’s expression. “Just remember something. We don’t know what to expect out there. I’ll admit I’m worried, but I won’t be held prisoner here. I think our weapons will do the trick and protect us.”
 
   “I understand,” Harry said.
 
   “I hope you do.”
 
    “Hey, dude, lighten up – I do understand,” Harry said emphatically. “But the big herds are made up of ceratopsians, like Triceratops prorsus. They’re harmless. All ceratopsians are herbivores – that means they eat plants.”
 
   Gus frowned. “Yeah, I know, dude,” he’d loudly emphasized that last and Dawn smiled at his sarcasm, “but what hunts ‘em? Meat-eaters? Just be prepared for trouble.” He got to his feet. “Don’t love good ol’ T. rex too much. Warm-blooded or not, he’d eat you alive if he got the chance.” He went over to the weapons and selected a rifle and a hunting knife. “We may have to kill one, so like I said... be prepared.”  
 
   Unsettled, yet excited, Dawn locked eyes with Kris, who grinned as she said, “First dibs on the driver’s seat.”
 
   ***
 
   By noon, the well-armed foursome sat in the Rover. It was a clear, sunny day with only a slight breeze coming from the northwest. With Kris behind the wheel, they headed toward the valley floor. Gus rode shotgun, with the E-M cannon mounted on the rear of the Rover, while Dawn and Harry wore headsets, which recorded everything in their path.  
 
   Jean-Michel monitored them in the Destiny; through VR, he saw the same sights as his fellow astronauts on Earth. The Frenchman had patched in data from the J-Stars, so the crew could detect any approaching animals, especially important as they moved toward the largest dinosaur herds.
 
   “Do you see them?” Jean-Michel’s voice burst into Dawn’s headset. “Look over there, to the southwest.”
 
   She focused on the small viewing lens attached to her headset, located in front of her right eye. A large blip moved across the lens’ map projection, heading toward the northwestern part of the screen.  
 
   “Wow!” Harry pulled off his headset and tilted his head, staring up. “Take a look at that.”   
 
   Dawn adjusted the VR zoom for a closer look, catching sight of the migrating flock, hundreds of gray bodies knifing in V-formation, standing out against the clear sky.
 
   “Man, look at the size of those birds,” Gus said.
 
   “Not birds,” Harry corrected him. “They’re pterosaurs – flying reptiles. You’ve heard of ‘em, eh?”  He was now looking through his binoculars. “Average wingspan seems to be about six or seven meters,” he said, rattling off statistics. “And I think... yeah, this species is called Pteranodon longiceps. Notice the heads are longer than the bodies, give or take a half meter.”
 
   The pterosaurs’ heads were large, perhaps man-sized, Dawn noted, with long, toothed beaks. She adjusted her headset, using the zoom for an even closer look. Even more intriguing were the cranial crests resting on the tops of their skulls. Of differing sizes and shapes, they were unique to each creature.  
 
   “I’m clocking them at thirty-one kilometers per hour,” Jean-Michel said. “They move like the wind!”
 
   Kris stopped the Rover as the pterosaurs flew directly overhead. In the shadow created by the huge flock, the astronauts waited. Soon a cacophony of echoing, hornlike calls filled the air as the pterosaurs alternately flapped their wings and then glided on the wind.  
 
   “Heads slightly down, five joints per wing ending with a megafinger.” Harry’s voice broke slightly. “God – yes! Yes! We thought they’d fly like that.” He lowered his binoculars and grinned. “Fur, they’re covered with fur. We knew it was so from the fossils, but to actually see it is just awesome.”
 
   Dawn stared. Soft, gray fuzz covered the wings and bodies of the pterosaurs.
 
   “I thought only mammals had hair,” Gus said.
 
   Harry shrugged. “They’ve probably evolved a light down that’s sort of hairlike. Their bodies need insulation to prevent heat loss when flying in the cool atmosphere. Also, it might act like sunscreen. One of the reasons bats can’t fly in the daytime is their wing membranes have no protection from UV rays. They’d burn up and die.”
 
   The swarm passed over the Rover, and the sky opened up once more. Kris started the engine and drove toward a herd of Triceratops by the river.  
 
   Dawn decided to use her binoculars to study them. The brown, leathery-skinned creatures were feeding, their huge, tri-horned heads moving slowly back and forth over the flowering bushes. The adults had big rills sweeping back from their foreheads. Covered with keratin, the rills of the males were brightly colored in swirls of orange and fiery red, the females less showy, brown with a hint of red. Many of the bigger males had scars on their rills and hides, probably the result of battles with their horns for sexual dominance.
 
   Harry pointed out how their horns stuck straight out from their brows as an indication of maturity, while the smaller juveniles’ horns curved into the air. Additionally, there were several youngsters near their mothers, probably only a year or two old, and the little guys didn’t have any horns yet, just nubs on their foreheads. Their rounded heads and big eyes reminded Dawn of baby birds. Survival of the cutest, she thought, remembering how all baby animals shared these traits, fostering parental protection.
 
   She also noticed something interesting on several of the adults; wrinkles and lines within their rills appeared to change colors, getting an even brighter red as the Rover approached. She asked Harry about it.
 
   “Yeah, I see it. It’s probably happening where their blood vessels come near the surface, undoubtedly a reaction to the noise the Rover is making,” he speculated. “They must view as really weird, eh? I wonder what colors they exhibit when a T-rex shows up.”
 
   “Don’t wanna know,” Dawn said.
 
   “Ditto,” added Gus.
 
   Before Dawn could comment further, she spied something huge and white beyond the herd. Upon closer inspection, she realized it was a colossal ribcage, bleached by the sun. She nudged Harry with her elbow and directed him to look at the bones.  
 
   “Probably died several months ago,” he said. Along with the ribs, there were dozens of vertebrae scattered over the fern-covered ground. “Possibly the remains of a sauropod, like Apatosaurus,” he explained. “You might know it by the old name, Brontosaurus.”
 
   Dawn nodded, unable to remove her gaze from the remains. With a sinking feeling, she found herself wondering about the future. She lowered her binoculars and closed her eyes. Would she and her fellow astronauts somehow find their way back home, or would they share a similar fate with this beast? If the worst were to happen, would their skeletons lie exposed on the fern prairie, or would they end up in the gut of some huge meat-eater like T-rex?
 
   She stirred and glanced around. They were almost upon the herd of Triceratops. A few of the animals stared at them and displayed their red rills, but most didn’t seem to care. Looking something like rhinos, their thick forelimbs were positioned in a sprawling stance, as if they dared the Rover to try for a closer approach. With five blunt digits on the front foot and four in the back, they left elephantine tracks in the soil.
 
   Kris stopped the vehicle around thirty meters from the nearest beast. Dawn noticed the animals were mostly clustered by the river. In the distance, a large, tree-covered island stood in the middle of the water. More ceratopsians foraged there. Hundreds, maybe thousands.
 
   “Now what do we do?” Gus asked as he watched the milling herd through squinty eyes. Dozens of small, white pterosaurs darted among the big beasts. Apparently welcomed, the little flying reptiles would land on the backs of the animals and peck at parasites.  
 
   “Hey, I’ve got an idea.” On impulse, Harry hopped out of the Rover. Before anyone could stop him, he trotted off toward the herd.
 
   “You watch. He’ll start a stampede.” Gus leaned over the side of the Rover and spit on the ground. “Just in case they charge, we should keep the Rover between us and them.”
 
   “He’s just excited, Gus,” Kris said, sounding cross. “Remember that fossils are Harry’s life. He’s seeing real, living dinosaurs. Give him a break.”
 
   Here we go again, Dawn thought, recalling the tension before the landing on Mars. “Hey, guys, cut it out.” 
 
   “No, Dawn,” Kris said hotly. “This is between Gus and me. Stay out of it.”
 
   Dawn saw the startled look in Gus’s eyes, but he held his tongue, so she decided to do the same. She couldn’t figure out why Kris had so vehemently come to Harry’s defense, but it wasn’t worth an argument.  
 
   In uncomfortable silence, they watched Harry’s progress toward the Triceratops herd. Much to their surprise, the animals didn’t seem to mind his presence, like they had the Rover. Kris reminded them there was a parallel in the modern world; in the Galapagos Islands, there were no natural predators. As a result, the animals had no fear of being hunted and they ignored everyone, even the tourists.
 
   “Since these animals have never seen a human before,” Kris said, “they don’t recognize us as a threat. We probably shouldn’t chance it all that much, but I’d guess few if any of the herbivores will find us all that interesting. I bet we can walk among them with no problem, just like Harry’s doing now. That’s why it was so easy for pirates and sailors in the old days to kill wildlife in the Galapagos.” She gave the commander, a Navy man, a pointed look. “The sailors were ruthless, you know. They killed birds, tortoises, seals – whatever struck their macho fancy.”  
 
   Gus’s mouth tightened in irritation.
 
   “Even on the HMS Beagle,” Kris went on, “Darwin  and  the crew took tortoises for use as food on the long voyage home––”  
 
   “Darwin?” Gus cut in. “So a scientist could be macho and ruthless, too?”
 
   Kris stared at the faint smile on Gus’s lips. “Touché, Commander.” 
 
   “Uh huh.” He turned away and watched as Harry picked his way through part of the herd.
 
   The paleontologist eagerly waved to the group. Kris drove the Rover forward to meet him.  
 
   Gun at the ready, Gus looked around. “Just be prepared,” he cautioned.
 
   “Relax, will you?” Harry sounded positively ebullient as he bounded to the vehicle. “They’re in herd formation. It’d be tough for predators to attack them now, so they’re acting mellow.”  
 
   “Yeah?” Gus asked, his gaze trained on a nearby beast.
 
   As Dawn got out of the Rover, she followed Gus’s lead and kept the vehicle between herself and the herd. Harry pointed to the smaller, birdlike dinosaurs, which pecked at the ground, while darting back and forth beneath the huge limbs of the ceratopsians.  
 
   “I’ll have to make a guess on this,” Harry said, “but I think the little guys are called Saurornitholestes. I’m not really sure, though. You see, we never found many of their fossil bones, so I don’t actually know what they look like. Whatever they are, I assume they’re hunting for something small, such as insects or mammals.”
 
   “Mammals?” Gus asked.
 
   “Surprised by that, eh?” Harry smiled. “Mammals have been around for about as long as the dinosaurs, with our direct ancestors, the primates, developing all the way back in the Jurassic, perhaps 185 million years before our era. Most mammals found in this neck of the woods are nocturnal and rat-sized, but some probably foraged by day.”  
 
   “They’re our ancestors?” Gus asked.
 
   “The primates are,” Harry explained. “They’ll evolve into monkeys and primitive apes, and they’ll eventually give rise to us and the modern great apes.” 
 
   “Whatever you say, only remember that we’d better be real careful,” Gus said, sounding slightly sardonic. “We wouldn’t want to kill off any of our forefathers. Step on one and – poof! – we might disappear.”  
 
   Dawn exchanged a startled look with Kris. Gus was right, of course. If anyone inadvertently killed a mammal, he might alter the gene pool.
 
   But then, she realized there was a flip side to the situation. If someone happened to kill a dinosaur that ate primitive mammals, that would probably change things, too, for the balance of nature would be different. What if some little creature – which was supposed to be killed by the dead predatory dinosaur – reproduced, thereby giving rise to a new line? In that case, evolution might take another course.  
 
   Dawn shook her head, aghast at the possibilities. Would the future be in jeopardy because of their presence here? If somehow the crew did change things, what would they encounter if and when they got back to their own time?  
 
   Then, near a patch of horsetails, a small, furry head popped up and looked around. Dawn used her binoculars to watch it.  
 
   The mammal sniffed the air, then sat back and cleaned its face with its tiny paws. It started to squeak and chatter. Dawn wondered if it could be an ancestor. Actually, it did sound something like Harry.
 
   Suddenly, one of the birdlike dinosaurs leapt into the underbrush and grabbed the mammal in its mouth. With a gulp, it was gone, and Dawn felt sick. Had she somehow distracted the little mammal? Was she the cause of its death? What would happen now? Had her actions changed anything?  
 
   “Oh, no,” she whispered to herself. “What have I done?” 
 
   ***
 
   Later, Gus sat with Dawn in the Rover. Harry and Kris had gone off with the herd.
 
   “Nothing’s changed,” Gus reassured her. “We’re still here. Just because one animal bit the dust, you didn’t throw a crimp in evolution, as least as far as we’re concerned.”
 
   Dawn nodded. “I guess you’re right.”
 
   “Sure I am.” Gus looked in the direction of the lander. “So, what do you suppose they’re doing right now?” 
 
   Dawn’s eyes followed the path of his stare. She could barely see the rocky outcropping where the Valiant stood. “Tasha and Lex? Probably sterilizing things in the infirmary.”
 
   “I doubt that. It’s the first time the two docs have been completely alone for months.” 
 
   Dawn looked at Gus.  
 
   He shook his head. “Yeah, I know. We have much more pressing problems and here I am thinkin’ about...” With a self-deprecatory smile, he leaned back and looked at the sky. “Well, maybe someday, Dawn Stroganoff.”  
 
   His train of thought definitely intrigued her. “Yes, maybe someday.”
 
   “Hey, are you comin’ on to me?”
 
   “Would you like that, fly-boy?”
 
   He laughed heartily. “What do you think? I liked kissing you.” 
 
   “I liked you kissing me, too.” With a grin, Dawn looked away and caught sight of Harry and Kris.  
 
   “Guess what?” Harry shouted, waving his binoculars. “We found nests!” With Kris in tow, he ran toward the Rover. “Come on. They’re beginning to lay eggs on the island.”
 
   “Damn it all.” Gus swung his leg out of the vehicle, stood up, and held out his hand to Dawn. “Dinosaur reproduction isn’t exactly what I had in mind.” 
 
   She greeted his exasperated expression with a laugh, then followed him to the shore.
 
   ***
 
   It had been an exhausting, yet rewarding, day. If they ever got back to their own time, they already had enough recorded observations to keep whole legions of scientists busy for decades.  
 
   “Harry, aren’t you going to eat something?” Dawn asked as she placed a steaming bowl of replicated beef stew on the table.
 
   Immersed in his thoughts, he was at the com, studying some footage of the Triceratops herd. Tomorrow, he planned to cross to the island and observe the nesting sites.
 
   Tasha frowned. “Harry, did you hear Dawn?”
 
   With a preoccupied look, he glanced up.  
 
   “Eat, Harry.” Tasha started toward the table. “Lex wishes to speak with you after supper.” She shot a look at her husband as he placed a basket of dinner rolls in the center of the table. “He has ideas about dinosaurs. Good ideas.”
 
   “Ideas?” Harry asked as he made a move to get up, but then his gaze drifted back to the com-screen. 
 
   “Samples,” Lex said. “I told Tasha we should take samples. Tissue for genetic studies. Paleo DNA.”
 
   Harry looked back at him alertly. “Then you’ve been reading my mind. I want to take it a step further, though. I’ve been thinking about bringing home a few living animals.”
 
   Uh oh, Dawn thought as Gus took a seat next to her. Unceremoniously, he dug into the stew, heaping a great pile onto his plate. After grabbing a roll and slapping it with some butter, he took a ferocious bite, then added through a full mouth, “The lander isn’t equipped to be a zoo.”
 
   “But we do have facilities,” Tasha countered. She referred to the various cages and other equipment that had been used for biological experiments in the early part of the Mars mission. “We can keep animals. They must be small, though.”
 
   “Like the mammals?” Dawn asked, thinking of the little creature that had died.
 
   “Yes,” Harry said. “And perhaps some dinosaurs, too.”
 
   “Don’t know about that,” Gus groused.
 
   “Why not?” Harry came over to the table and dropped onto his chair. “Sure, I want archaic mammals, but I also want dinosaurs. The smaller ones should be easy to capture. Think of the consequences if we brought back some living, breathing dinosaurs.”
 
   “DNA’s not enough?” Dawn asked.
 
   “No,” Harry said. “Not for me.”
 
   Gus frowned. “I figure we’ll have major quarantine problems if we bring any animals back. You really want to put up with that? We might have to spend the rest of our lives on the Moon.”  
 
   “I have to agree with Gus,” Dawn said. “Besides, remember my concerns about interfering with the gene pool? What if we upset the balance of nature and change the future?”
 
   “Can’t worry about that now,” Harry replied. “Look, I’ve thought this through, and we’ll just have to take our chances.” He gave Dawn an understanding look. “Everything we do has the potential to change things. Let’s face it, we’d have to stay inside the lander and never leave in order to keep things the same.”
 
   “I’ve been doing some reading on this,” Kris said as she took her place at the table. “With time travel, there will always be paradoxes to contend with, like disturbing the past and creating an alternative future. Think of the Back to the Future series; Marty McFly really screwed things up with that sports almanac. Another theory says if you did change things in the past, then it’s possible you could be instantly knocked into a parallel universe. If that’s what happens, it won't matter what we do here.”
 
   “Enough theorizing,” Lex said. “I think we should take a vote on this.”
 
   “Good idea.” Gus turned to Harry. “You wouldn’t object to that, would you?”
 
   “Nah,” Harry said, smiling as though he already knew the outcome.
 
   “If you recall,” Kris added, “I’ve discussed this before. I told you I believed the message on the monolith was about us. We were always meant to be here.”
 
   “To take specimens?” Dawn asked. “But why?”
 
   “I have no idea, but how can we not take samples?” Kris looked into Dawn’s eyes. “We’re scientists and we seek the truth. It’s what we do.”
 
   Dawn frowned. “It could also be a big mistake. Perhaps, we should try to find out what the Keeper wants first.”
 
   Gus shook his head. “We’ll probably never know what he wants, unless he decides to confide in you.” His voice was soft as he looked into Dawn’s eyes, but there was a change, an undeniable authority in his tone as he added, “Enough discussion. Let’s vote, and put an end to the confusion once and for all.” He looked around. “Raise your hands if you want––”
 
   “What about Jean-Michel?” Dawn glanced at the blank com-screen. Even without consulting the time, she knew the Frenchman would be orbiting on the far side of the planet for at least another ten minutes.
 
   “If need be, Jean-Michel can act as a tiebreaker,” Gus said. “Otherwise, let’s get on with it. How many of you approve of the plan for taking specimens?”
 
   Four hands shot up: Harry, Kris, Tasha, and Lex.
 
   “Ah, that takes care of that,” Kris said.
 
   “Hold on a moment, will you?” Gus looked at Dawn. “And against?”
 
   Taking her cue, she raised her hand in defiance.
 
   “And I’m against it, also,” Gus said flatly. “But it’s four to two, so Kris’s right – that’s that. No more arguing. We’re going to take specimens.”
 
   “Excellent,” Harry said. “If no one has any objections, Lex, Tasha, and I will be in charge of the care of the animals. Only small creatures will be collected,” he added, “along with some insects and plants.” 
 
   I hope you know what you’re doing, Dawn thought uneasily. She put her fork to her mouth and tasted the stew for the first time. “No predators,” she said, finding it hard to swallow a piece of the replicated beef. Her gaze fixed on her plate. “Nothing that eats meat.”
 
   “Aw, come on, just small ones,” Harry countered. “They’ll cause no harm. Think of them as flightless birds.”  
 
   With an unsettling feeling, Dawn pushed away from the table and walked to the window. She stared at the teeming plain, the Triceratops herd at least one hundred thousand strong. Why are we here? she wondered. What did the Keeper mean when he said the evolution of sentience wasn’t a fluke? Was Kris right? Were we always meant to travel back in time? Does the Keeper want us to take samples of other life-forms, to mess things up – or doesn’t it matter?  
 
   She shivered, feeling as if someone else was present, watching her, and then glanced back at her crewmates. Everyone ate in silence, quiet now and lost in their thoughts. But she couldn’t shake her paranoia.  
 
   Was the Keeper here somehow, observing her at this very moment? And what about everything else? Dawn gazed at the distant plain. Were the animals out there like a bunch of laboratory rats trapped in cages? How would it affect things now that humans had been thrown into the mix? Perhaps the Earth was the Keeper’s personal zoo. Maybe his dismissal of the Zoo Hypothesis was a bold-faced lie. Was he accustomed to playing with things on a global scale? Was that what was going on here?
 
   Then she recalled how the Keeper had taken pains to sound mysterious and godlike. But was he? Did he really have that kind of power? Despite what he’d already accomplished in getting them back in time, was it merely the result of alien technology, or was it something more?  
 
   In truth, she had to wonder. He promised he would speak to her again and answer all of her questions. How had he put it? “Watch for me,” he’d said. “I will communicate with you from time to time.”
 
   Just what did that mean?  
 
   Dawn moved closer to the window and leaned in, letting her forehead touch the glass. There was so much she didn’t understand. Was the Keeper toying with her? Did he find her frustrations amusing?  
 
   He’d revealed his body had died, yet his mind still lived. If that was the case, why did he care what happened in another place and time? What were his plans for the future?  
 
   Dawn glanced back at her comrades. More importantly, she wondered, what are his plans for us?
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   Chapter 16
 
    
 
   Thus the whirligig of time brings in his revenges.
 
   ~William Shakespeare, Twelfth-Night
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   The next day passed swiftly, much of it spent collecting biological specimens. The crew kept to the hills and valleys around the Valiant. Harry’s plans to survey nesting sites on the island would have to wait until tomorrow.  
 
   By late afternoon, the astronauts were on a last round of trapping, going after the increasingly elusive, small, predatory dinosaurs, such as the turkeylike Saurornitholestes. Much to their disappointment, so far just one specimen had been caught. Apparently, the little creatures had figured out the purpose of the snares, perhaps by sheer luck, but then again, Harry surmised, maybe because of their keen powers of observation. Smart little buggers, he called them.
 
   Smart, indeed. Dawn would never again forget the distress cry of the young, female Saurornitholestes when they found her in the trap that afternoon. Eerie and bone chilling, it reminded her of the caterwauling of a tomcat.  
 
   Dawn frowned, recalling how she felt when the alien had first called himself the Keeper. And just who were the keepers now? Could they really justify their plans to capture animals and create a mini-zoo?
 
   It was still a source of tension within the crew. As the day wore on, friction between the astronauts had been building. Harry and Gus, in particular, found it difficult to be around one another.  
 
   Dawn decided to put the problems out of her mind. She studied the little bird-sized dinosaur. It had calmed down, staring at the other caged animals, its curiosity seemingly aroused. A few delicately built, Cretaceous birds twittered nearby. They resembled modern birds, yet upon closer inspection, some clear differences stood out; they had short, feathered tails, three hooked claws on their wings, and jaws lined with tiny, spiky teeth. Harry also said he wanted to capture some shore birds, because he believed they may have been the actual ancestors of all modern birds, surviving in the water after the firestorms ravaged much of the planet in the devastating K/T Event.
 
   “Chirp, chirp, chirp.”  
 
   Dawn’s gaze darted to the cage housing two shrewlike mammals. Like the birds and dinosaurs, they’d been difficult to catch. Gus joked they needed a cat, but Dawn had another idea, telling him how her terriers were natural-born ratters. She envisioned the dogs, poking their heads down any varmint hole they encountered.  
 
   There were a few other animals in the Rover as well. Unlike the birds and mammals, these specimens did not appear much different from their modern-day counterparts. Two opossumlike specimens of the pouched mammal Alphadon had been captured. Insects, including dragonflies, ants, beetles, butterflies, bees, and flies, rested in specimen jars. In a few additional cages, some smaller creatures waited quietly: hard-shelled turtles, a constrictor snake, several lizards, and various colorful species of frogs and toads.  
 
   “Hiss.” 
 
   Dawn was instantly drawn back to the little dinosaur. Scaly head bobbing to and fro, its piercing, mustard-colored eyes locked onto hers.
 
   The dinosaur gave another long, snakelike hiss and Dawn drew back. Just what the devil were they getting themselves into?
 
   Settling into the Rover, she tried to dismiss her fear by whispering, “Hey, you little turkey, don’t you realize we mean you no harm?”
 
   It leaped at her and bit the side of its cage.
 
   “Jeez, you’re vicious, aren’t you?” she said as the animal continued jumping and biting.  By now, its hisses had turned to shrieks and snarls.
 
   A moment later, Harry, Gus, and Kris piled into the Rover. Harry leaned in, watching the dinosaur. “Giving you any trouble?” he asked Dawn.
 
   “She’s a demon. I wouldn’t put my fingers near the cage if I were you.”
 
   Ignoring this, Harry turned to the dinosaur. “You’re just lonely, eh? I think I’ll have to find you a mate.”
 
   The creature threw itself at the cage, spitting, ferociously hissing.  
 
   Harry blinked in shock and then fell back, staring.
 
   ***
 
   Hours later, Gus and Dawn stood outside the Valiant. The sky held a crescent, a wisp of Moon, the small slice of light rebounding the Sun’s distant glow.  
 
   “Come here,” Gus said as he put down the last cage and reached out, taking Dawn by the hand. In the deepening shadows, they stood together and watched the velvet-blue twilight.  
 
   Dawn leaned back as Gus’s arms enveloped her. She focused on the Moon for a moment longer. With the passage of time, friction from the tides of the world’s oceans would cause it to move slowly away from the Earth. But in this epoch, it was closer to the planet; even the crescent Moon looked a bit larger than the modern-day view.
 
   Yet, the difference wasn’t jarring to Dawn’s senses. Watching the Moon dip beneath the horizon, she said, “I can almost believe I’m home.” 
 
   “But this isn’t home,” Gus said sincerely. “It’ll never be. Just listen. You won’t hear dogs barking, or a coyote howl. Only monsters.” As if in response, a series of high-pitched, unearthly hoots floated on the breeze, joined by some fierce snorts.
 
   Gus’s gaze flicked to the sky, then back to Dawn. “Look at the stars. The constellations are all different, a hodgepodge. Even the Moon isn’t the same. No one’s ever been there.”  
 
   Dawn nodded. In this epoch, the Moon was pristine, untouched by astronauts or business consortiums. There weren’t any lunar science stations yet, or helium 3 mines at the South Lunar Pole, or radio telescopes on the far side. And no human footprints had been planted in the lunar dust. As difficult as it was to believe, there wouldn’t be anything artificial on the Moon for another sixty-six million years.
 
   She sighed. “I know, Gus. Nothing’s the same. But I can pretend, can’t I?”  
 
   ***
 
   Dawn’s voice sounded sad. Gus looked down at the ground and kicked at the dirt with his boot. Why the hell had he opened his big mouth?  
 
   “Listen... pretend all you want,” he quietly said. “I’m sorry. I keep forgetting what a homebody you are.”
 
   “How would you know about that?”
 
   “I just know. ‘Most everyone feels the same way.” 
 
   Dawn nodded. “Tasha and Lex miss their sons so much.” 
 
   “Yeah, well, the only one I'm not so sure about is Harry. I think he’s found a new home here. One thing’s for certain, Harry’s idea of a good time is different from mine.”
 
   “And just what is your idea of a good time?”
 
   Now there was a welcome challenge in Dawn’s tone, and Gus smiled at her change of mood. “Darlin’,” he drawled in affectation, “I don’t think ya’all would care to know.”
 
   “And why not, fly-boy?” She turned and embraced him.
 
   His head bent to meet hers for a kiss. Her lips were warm and yielding, and he leaned against her, reveling in the feel of her soft breasts, her thighs.  
 
   He drew back and looked into her eyes. “That should give you some idea.”  
 
   She put her arms around his neck. “Kiss me again,” she whispered.
 
   The door of the hatch suddenly opened and Kris came out, saw them, then hurried back inside.
 
   “Oops, I guess we’ve been found out,” Dawn said, smiling.
 
   “Uh huh.” Gus wrapped his arms around her. “Somehow, everything will work out.”
 
   “I know it will,” Dawn said. “With you here.”
 
   He felt touched by her trusting nature. He wanted to make love to her, but he knew he had to hold back. He did not want to treat her like a conquest. She was different. 
 
   Like Char.
 
   Gus’s mind drifted back to the days of his youth. When he was in his early twenties, he’d loved another woman, his first wife, Charlotte Rose Cummings-Granberg. She had insisted on the hyphenated name much to his parents’ chagrin, and he loved her for it – she was no pushover and had a mind of her own. They’d been college sweethearts at the University of Texas. But Char died in an auto accident, killed by a drunk on her way to a night class. They’d been married only a year when it happened. She had been all of twenty-one on the day of her death.
 
   Devastated, Gus had gone on a long bender, but then he woke up one morning, hung over, still sick with grief, yet ready to move on. He’d thrown himself into school, concentrating on his studies to the exclusion of almost everything else. After graduation, he’d gone on to the military as a naval aviator. The astronaut program beckoned after that, and by then he fit into the mold of your typical fighter jock; he loved speed, practical jokes, old brandy, and young, good-looking women.  
 
   And not necessarily in that order.
 
   He hadn’t always been so cocky, though, at least not when he knew Char, but the old cliché held true; time had a way of changing the way you looked at things. The past decade in particular had been filled with a mixture of hard work, thrills, and the vagaries of fame: three extended missions to Earth’s Moon and one to the asteroid Eros, a daring rescue to save the crew of a crippled Earth-Moon transport ship, a hero’s welcome back home, numerous public appearances, and even a well-publicized fling with a Brazilian supermodel.
 
   But now, Gus realized, those days were over. 
 
   He held Dawn close, suddenly feeling unsure of himself. How would she react if she learned of his feelings for her?  
 
   But it was time. He wanted to settle down with Dawn.  
 
   Gus took a deep breath, then slowly exhaled. “Dawn, what would you say if I told you...?”  
 
   Inexplicably, his voice failed, and his vision blurred. His ears filled with an extraneous, high-pitched noise, like the whine of a jet engine. The sound got progressively louder, making him feel dizzy and nauseous.
 
   And then, quite suddenly, the noise and vertigo ceased. A gray, misty curtain rose up before his eyes, then darkness fell, and he drifted off toward a great silence.
 
   ***
 
   “What did you want to tell me?” Dawn asked Gus with considerable interest.
 
   His fingers dug into her like steel. “I – must – speak – to – you.” 
 
   The voice was cold, forced out in little snaps. It was only a faint, mechanical-sounding shadow of Gus’s usually vibrant baritone.  
 
   Wide-eyed, Dawn looked back at him.  
 
   “It is I. The Keeper.”
 
   She pulled away and backed off several steps. Even in the shadowy light, she could see Gus’s eyes. Only they didn’t belong to him. They stared at her blankly, the pupils huge and black, fully dilated. They were remote eyes, alien eyes, pitch-dark against the night.
 
   “Do not be afraid, Dawn Stroganoff,” the voice grew less mechanical, “for I promised I would communicate with you again. This is difficult for me. I have only a short amount of time. You must tell the pilot...”  
 
   “Wh – what do you want?” Dawn croaked.
 
   He took a deep breath, slowly working his jaw. “It has been so long. To be alive! Ah!” He reached out for her. “Come here,” he said, echoing Gus’s previous words. “Dawn, what would you say if I told you...?”
 
   She stumbled back. Just how much did the Keeper know about her and Gus? “Tell the pilot?” she asked in panic. “What about the pilot? Tell the pilot what?”
 
   “Dawn, tell your pilot to wa – watch––” The strange voice broke off, and he collapsed to the ground.
 
   Gus groaned, holding his head, and rolling around in pain.
 
   “Help! Tasha! Lex, come quick!” Dawn shouted. “Someone help!” She stooped down. “Gus! Gus, are you all right?” 
 
   He stopped moving and winced. “What the hell just happened?”
 
   “Oh, Gus, it was the Keeper! He was here. He took over your body.” Dawn looked at the lander again and shouted, “Didn’t anyone hear me? Help!”
 
   The outdoor floodlights flicked on, illuminating the entire area. Finally, someone was coming. Dawn turned back to Gus. “Don’t move,” she told him.   
 
   “What did you mean... the Keeper was here?” he mumbled.
 
   “I think he was inside your head.”
 
   “I, I don’t understand.” Gus flinched when he looked down at himself. “Shit,” he swore as he attempted to sit up.
 
   Dawn noticed the dampness on the crotch. “Gus, it’s okay.” She glanced back just as Tasha and the others hurried toward them.  
 
   “Did he have seizure?” Tasha asked, seeing the urine stain on Gus’s pants. She looked into his eyes and then pressed her finger to his neck. “Help him up and get him inside,” she ordered Harry and Lex.  
 
   As they slowly walked Gus to the lander, Dawn started to follow, but then she held back, searching for an explanation. “It wasn’t a seizure, Tasha. It was more like Gus was possessed. I know it sounds crazy, but, somehow, I don’t know how, I think the Keeper––”
 
   “What?” Tasha swung around and stared at Dawn.  
 
   “The Keeper talked to me. It wasn’t Gus. I could tell.”
 
   Eyebrows knitted together, Tasha mumbled something in Russian about demons, then hustled off after her patient.  
 
   ***
 
   While Gus slept, Dawn related the incident to the crew. As she spread her hands before her, she realized she couldn’t stop her fingers from trembling.  
 
   Lex put a mug on the table before her. “Here. This’ll help.” 
 
   Dawn sniffed the drink. Yuck. Chamomile. “Lex, you know how much I hate the herbal stuff.”  
 
   “Drink it. Doctor’s orders.” Lex pushed the cup a little closer.
 
   Reluctantly, Dawn blew on the surface of the steaming liquid, then took a sip. He’d put a lot of honey in it. That only made it worse.
 
   She took another sip and made a face. “The Keeper tried to tell me something. I think it was about Jean-Michel. He said he wanted the pilot to watch something.”  
 
   “Hmm,” Lex muttered.  
 
   “I know. It sounds crazy.” Dawn paused, debating whether to say anything about the Keeper’s paraphrasing of Gus’s words. Her hands still shook as she placed the mug back on the table. At that moment, she decided to keep quiet, because it was too personal.
 
   As if reading her thoughts, Kris asked, “Did the Keeper say anything else?” 
 
   Dawn hesitated. “No,” she hedged. “When his voice cut off, Gus collapsed.”  
 
   Jean-Michel said over the com-link, “I’m to watch something, but what?”
 
   “Wish I knew,” Dawn said.
 
   “Oui. I do not understand.”
 
   Tasha sat in Gus’s private cubicle. She rose to her feet, walked through the door, and came over to Dawn’s side.  
 
   “How is he?” Dawn asked.
 
   “Gus will be fine,” Tasha said. “I have given him sedatives, enough to knock out T-rex.”
 
   Dawn didn’t smile. “I have a bad feeling about this. If we just knew what the Keeper wanted.” 
 
   “Ah, I think this is what you Americans say is a ‘wake-up call’, but I am not certain why the Keeper needed to make such a point,” Jean-Michel said. “I watch everything already, no? However, I will just have to be more vigilant. I’ll make certain nothing escapes my attention.”
 
   Tasha nodded. “We Russians believe in guardian angels.” She glanced at the com-screen. “And Jean-Michel shall be ours.”
 
   ***
 
   The next morning, Gus and Lex sat at the table, drinking their coffee in silence.
 
   Tasha bustled into the room. “I am thinking you should not go anywhere today, Commander. Stay here and rest.”
 
   Gus gazed into his coffee mug, feeling the urge to argue. “Why? Whatever happened last night, it isn’t bothering me now. I lost consciousness, then I woke up to a rip-roaring headache, but it’s gone. I told you – I’m okay.”  
 
   “Okay? I think not.” Tasha used her most authoritarian tone. “You must stay here.”
 
   He glanced up at her, frowning. “Not today, Doc.”
 
   Tasha glared at him. “Need I remind you, Commander, I am ship’s doctor. I can countermand any order.”  
 
   Gus shot Lex a look. Save me, will you? Although he was still feeling a little weak, he was not getting left behind. No way in hell. Even Lex was going on today’s outing. Besides, the idea of spending a whole day alone with Tasha gave him the willies.  
 
   “Come on then, Gus,” Lex said, over his wife’s objections. With a grin, he gave her a peck on the cheek. “He’ll be fine, hon. Don’t worry. I’ll watch out for him.”
 
   “I don’t want either one of you to go.”
 
   “Now think about it, Tash. The boys would never forgive their ol’ dad if he didn’t go out and see the dinosaurs. Harry said he found nests. Maybe we’ll get an egg or two.”
 
   “Humph,” Tasha huffed.
 
   Ignoring her, Gus got to his feet and followed Lex outside. The air was crisp and clear. In the distance, the Rockies stood golden-pink in the sunrise. Dawn, Harry, and Kris were already waiting for them near the Rover.
 
   Kris hopped into the driver’s seat, while Dawn sat next to her, Harry and Lex taking the back seat. Dawn’s face lit up when she saw Gus, and he forced himself to smile. He was glad he was riding shotgun again, because he felt embarrassed about what had happened last night, most especially about pissing himself. He kept his gaze locked on the distance the whole time they crossed the plain.  
 
   It took an hour to reach the river, where they found a pebbly crossing that would allow easy access to the island. Beyond the shallows, old logs, bleached bones, and mats of vegetation clogged a big sandbar. Groves of bald cypress trees hugged the shoreline, reminding Gus of the great bayous of the southern U.S.  
 
   But there was a major difference between modern-day swamps and this place, because Harry warned them huge, freshwater sharks, along with deadly champsosaurs – creatures superficially resembling long-snouted crocodiles, but much larger – patrolled the area. Just in case, Gus aimed the laser cannon at the water, but to his relief he didn’t spot anything.
 
   Kris gunned the engine, sending sprays of water sideways as they headed over the river rocks. A six-ton male Triceratops wallowed nearby, but didn’t seem to notice the ruckus.    
 
   “He’s one big guy,” Harry happily said. “Maybe twice the size of a rhino.”  
 
   In the distance, more of the male’s kind browsed on ferns, using their parrotlike beaks to nip off pieces of the fronds. Kris parked the Rover just as grunts and squeals filled the air, and Harry speculated it might be females laying eggs.  
 
   With guns drawn, Gus and the others followed Harry, picking their way through dense vegetation. Every so often, there was a loud crunching sound, as someone inadvertently stepped on eggshells from the previous season.
 
   Harry steered them toward the grunts. Behind a screen of ferns, Gus halted, straining for a better view.  
 
   “Over there,” Harry whispered, pointing. Two female Triceratops stood with their rear ends hanging over a shallow pit of sandy soil. As Gus lowered his weapon and watched, they took turns laying eggs in a concentric circle within the nest. Cypress fronds, along with some old bits of eggshell and plant debris, had been mixed with soft earth to cushion the eggs.
 
   “They share nests?” Dawn asked.
 
   “Apparently so,” Harry replied. “We’ve suspected as much for a long time, ever since the 1920s in Mongolia, when Protoceratops nests with up to thirty fossilized eggs were discovered. We’ve found sites with hundreds of nests, much like any bird colony. Raising baby dinosaurs was... I mean is a communal effort.” Harry turned to Lex. “You gettin’ this, Doc?”
 
   Nodding ever so slightly, Lex had started filming the nesting activity with his VR headset.
 
   As soon as the egg laying was completed – by Harry’s count, twenty-four eggs now rested in the nest – the females used their snouts to push dirt over the clutch. By the time they’d finished, the nest had raised edges protecting the sunken middle, which was covered with a thick blanket of soil. 
 
   Without a glance backward, the females lumbered off into the bushes.
 
   “Where are they going, Harry?” Dawn asked.
 
   “Who knows? I doubt they’ll go far. Many dinosaur species care for their young after they hatch, and I bet Triceratops does, too.” Harry watched the females disappear into the woods. “You know, I’d like to get one of those eggs.”
 
   Dawn frowned. “What if the females are watching?” 
 
   “You know, I have to agree with Dawn,” Kris said. “Leave the nests alone for the time being.”
 
   Harry frowned. “What do you think, Doc?” he asked, turning to Lex.
 
   But Lex wasn’t listening. Gus followed the path of his stare and caught something lurking on the opposite side of the clearing. Five pairs of aquamarine eyes studied them from behind some shrubbery.  
 
   One of the dinosaurs moved forward, heading toward the nest. Gus raised his gun, getting it in his sights. The thing was man-sized with a turquoise-blue feathered head, perched atop a slender neck ringed with bright red plumage. It walked on two legs, having a long-legged, birdlike body, which was also brightly colored with yellow and blue feathers. But it was distinctively different from a bird because of its powerful arms, ending with three clawed digits on each hand.  
 
   “My guess is Struthiomimus,” Harry said. “One of the ostrichlike dinosaurs.”
 
   Gus noticed only the lead dinosaur had bright feathers; the ones bringing up the rear were dull brown with a little blue on their heads, sort of like male and female ducks. 
 
   “Incredible, freakin’ incredible!” Harry seemed positively exultant as he turned and saw Gus’s raised gun. “Aw, come on, they won’t bother you. Lower your weapon.”
 
   “Not on your life, Harry.” Gus kept his finger resting lightly on the trigger. 
 
   Heads bobbing around, the dinosaurs walked with little, jerky movements, their tails thrust out stiffly behind.
 
   “Hey, look,” Lex said, filming again. “They move like chickens.” 
 
   Kris shook her head. “No, more like emus.” 
 
   “I wonder what they taste like?” Dawn asked brightly.
 
   “Probably like chicken,” Lex said, to laughter.  
 
   The entire pack of ostrich dinosaurs halted. “Oops,” Kris flinched, then smiled. “I bet they heard us.”  
 
   Everyone stood still, barely breathing. A moment passed, and then, in unison, the dinosaurs sniffed the air and started toward the nest again. Once there, they put their heads down and began digging. It took only a few seconds before each of them had an egg. They cracked open the shells, and the sound of slurping filled the air.
 
   “Doc,” Harry told Lex, “move off a little and get closer. We need to get all of this.”  
 
   “Gotcha.” Lex inched forward. The pack was at it again, digging for more eggs. Then Lex suddenly turned, focusing on his comrades. “Hey, everyone – smile!”
 
   “Are you getting my good side?” Kris joked. She stood a little taller and grinned, waving to Lex. “Hi––”
 
   A deafening roar split the air, and Gus saw a Triceratops crashing through the brush. Head down, the beast burst into the clearing, her tri-horned rill now streaked with flaming red. She charged the pack of ostrich dinosaurs, her large horns catching two of them and flipping them into the air.
 
   Instinctively, Gus fired off three rounds, hitting the Triceratops in the shoulder, but the beast kept moving. As her thunderous bellows continued, he fired again, to no avail.  
 
   Now she was coming straight at them!
 
   “Move it!” he shouted as he grabbed Dawn and Kris’s arms and made a mad dash for the Rover.  
 
   ***
 
   Lex watched as the others bolted, but he stood frozen, unable to move. The enraged Triceratops saw him, wheeled about, and charged.  
 
   There was no time to react – the horns hit him like a freight train, and he was hurled high above the female’s head.  
 
   He was flying. For a brief moment, he felt like he was weightless.  
 
   Then, with a blinding jolt, he hit the ground. Pain burst through his chest. He coughed uncontrollably as the sharp, metallic taste of blood flooded his senses. He couldn’t breathe, he couldn’t breathe. He gasped for air, his agony unbearable.  
 
   He gazed at the sky as another wrenching spasm shook his body.  
 
   No! Tash––!
 
   “My Alexander, my Sasha.” Somewhere, from a distance, he heard her answering voice, quiet, lovingly whispered, the way she used to speak when they were young, when they were newlyweds.
 
   Oh, Tash, my Tasha, oh, hon, I love––
 
   He saw his boys again. Nick and Mike. Their smiles warmed his heart, and then he felt Tasha’s arms around him, holding him tight. 
 
   His thoughts ended as a deep, serene blackness enveloped him, and the world slipped away.
 
    
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   Chapter 17
 
    
 
   Time does not relinquish its rights, either over human beings or over monuments.
 
   ~Johann Wolfgang Von Goethe, Elective Affinities
 
    
 
   Tasha hummed as she finished up her chores. She’d always loved working by herself; since childhood, she was proud she had the self-discipline to do things without anyone’s prodding. Today, for the first time in months, she was alone, a luxury on any spacecraft or mission. Oh, she was half-listening to the chatter of her husband and his comrades, coming over the com-link. But no one talked to her now. Even Jean-Michel would be out of range for a few minutes more.  
 
   She happily sighed, glad she’d given in and let Gus and Lex go off to see the dinosaurs. After taking a seat, she poured herself some tea. There were leftover cookies on a tray, Lex’s favorite Fig Newtons. She nibbled at one, tasting the fig jam, then decided that even after all these years she still couldn’t bring herself to finish it. Russian desserts were so much better and she resolved to make some prianiki for tonight.
 
   Suddenly, Lex’s voice boomed over the com. “Hey, everyone – smile!”
 
   Tasha laughed. Lex always fancied himself an ace photographer. She took a sip of her tea, listening to Kris’s chatter. “Are you getting my good side? Hi––”
 
   A bloodcurdling scream, then a roar burst from the com-link, causing Tasha to start. She leapt to her feet, spilling her tea, and raced over to the table, fumbling about with her hands until she brought up the visual transmission from Lex’s headset.
 
   In disbelief, she stared at the image. A huge, tri-horned monster had burst from some bushes, charging straight at him!
 
   “Alexander!” she shrieked. There was a shout, and then some sort of thunderous reverberation. Was that gunfire? Had the dinosaur been shot? But then, she saw it was still coming, running in a full bore assault.
 
   She heard Gus yell, “Move it!”  
 
   The huge beast was now almost upon Lex. Why hadn’t he moved? 
 
   “Run!” she shouted, hoping he would hear her through the com-link. 
 
   Shaking, she moved her hands over the table, attempting to bring up the feed to his link, desperate he should hear her voice. “Run, Alexander – my God, do you hear me? – Alexander! My Sasha!”
 
   With an electronic hiss, the com-screen went dark. Mouth falling open, Tasha stared at incomprehensible blankness. Why was there no transmission from Lex’s headset?
 
   Tasha sat there in stunned silence as Jean-Michel’s face flickered to life. “Valiant,” he said in a sonorous voice, “this is Destiny. Do you copy?”
 
   “What happened?” Tasha heard herself shriek.
 
   “Doctor?”  
 
   “Oh, Mother of God!” She gasped. “I think he is dead!”  
 
   “Who?”
 
   “Alexander!” 
 
   Not waiting for a reply, she jumped to her feet, ran to the hatch, and flung it open. In her panic, she lost her footing and tumbled down the steps. When she picked herself out of the dirt, she was only vaguely aware her left knee had started to throb.   
 
   “Nyet! Nyet!” she screamed as she staggered mindlessly toward the plain.
 
   It took a moment before the years of training took over and she ground to a halt. What are you doing? she berated herself. Just where do you think you’re going?  
 
   She knew she had to get organized if she wanted to help. Perhaps there was still a chance for Lex. After all, she hadn’t seen what happened after the transmission went dark. He would need her help – and quickly.
 
   She looked down at her bloody knee, at her torn clothes, and realized she had not grabbed her medical kit. Durachok! she thought in disgust. Oaf!
 
   Squinting against the sunshine, she started back to the Valiant, cursing herself, hating herself. Sweat poured off her body by the time she got inside the lander and grabbed everything she needed. She looked at her watch. How long had it been since Lex’s transmission ended? Whatever the case, she knew she needed to move.  
 
   With the medical kit strapped to her back and her headset in place, she opened the hatch. This time, she had the forethought to close it before she left. With a far steadier gate, she walked down the stairs. 
 
   Her communicator was on a chain beneath her shirt. She took it out and asked, “Jean-Michel?” 
 
   “Oui?”
 
   “Do you know how much time has elapsed since...?”
 
   “One minute, twenty-eight seconds.”
 
   Horrified, Tasha almost stumbled, but then caught herself. “I, I am heading to them now. Tell Gus if anything happened to,” she swallowed hard, choking back the great lump rising in her throat, “if my husband has been mortally injured, Gus must get his body cooled down to preserve brain function. If he dies,” she struggled to keep her mind on the task at hand, “if that happens, Gus must act swiftly – before four minute mark passes, otherwise brain cells begin to die.”
 
   “Roger that. Gus must replace Lex’s blood with the coolant.”
 
   “Pray this works, Jean-Michel.”
 
   There was a moment of silence. “I shall do that, Doctor.”
 
   Taking a deep breath, gulping against the rising tide of emotions, Tasha made the sign of the cross, then turned west and started to run.
 
   ***
 
   “Destiny to Mars Rover, do you copy? Come in! Come in, Mars Rover!”
 
   When Jean-Michel started frantically hailing them, Gus came out of his stupor and looked around. Everyone had crouched down next to the vehicle, listening to the turmoil in the clearing. Based on the frenzied roars, the Triceratops was still on a rampage.  
 
   Jean-Michel repeated, “Destiny to Mars Rover, do you copy?”
 
   “This is Granberg.”
 
   “Commander, what happened to Lex? I cannot get a read from his homing beacon. Are you with him now?”
 
   Gus closed his eyes. The last he’d seen, the Triceratops was charging Lex. “No, Jean-Michel. I had to get the others out of there. We can’t risk going back yet.”
 
   “You must. You have very little time to save Lex. Apparently, Tasha watched everything over the com. She said to get Lex’s blood drained and cool him down before four minutes pass.”
 
   Gus felt sick. “Okay, but––”
 
   “Commander, you know the medical protocol. Help Lex before it is too late. You have a little over two minutes, depending if and when he died.”  
 
   That got Gus moving. He grabbed the medical kit from the Rover, then looked at the crew. Both Kris and Dawn were shaking. Harry had his head in his hands.  
 
   “Harry, get up,” Gus demanded. “We have to help Lex.”  
 
   “Lex... yes,” Harry muttered as he grabbed his gun and started to rise. Dawn and Kris rose, too. 
 
   “No,” Gus told the women. “You two stay here.” When Dawn opened her mouth to protest, he pointed to Harry. “I’m dead serious about this. Only he goes with me. If anything happens to us, find Tasha and head back to the Valiant, then blast off for the Destiny.”  
 
   The women looked at each other and nodded.
 
   Satisfied they’d follow orders, Gus cocked an ear. Was it his imagination, or were the roars of the Triceratops getting fainter? “Time to move,” he said as he set off into the brush, Harry on his heels.  
 
   A minute later, Gus stopped amid the ferns. Half way across the clearing, Lex’s body was sprawled in the dirt flat on his back, limbs splayed haphazardly. Gus studied the area. There was no sign of the Triceratops. 
 
   Gun raised, he started forward, Harry right behind. They came upon a dead Struthiomimus, stepped to the side of its carcass, and moved on. From somewhere in the distance, the low, rumbling call of a dinosaur echoed a warning.  
 
   Gus listened to another faraway roar, an answering call, as they came to a halt by Lex.  
 
   “Maybe he’s still alive,” Harry said unconvincingly.
 
   Gus swallowed. There was a bloody hole in the center of Lex’s chest. No one could survive that.
 
   He had to be sure, though. Stooping over, he placed his forefinger against Lex’s throat and waited for some sign of a pulse. But it was immediately obvious to him – from the fixed, blank stare, dilated pupils, and slack lower jaw – that his friend had suffered a massive hemorrhage, probably from a punctured aorta. If Lex wasn’t already dead, he was nearly so.
 
   “How long since it happened, Jean-Michel?” Gus asked into the headset.
 
   “Three minutes, thirty-two seconds, Commander – if he died instantly.”
 
   Gus yanked open the medical kit, hoping Lex had hung on for a little while. As Harry stood guard, Gus fumbled with the blood replacement pump, then, after ripping open Lex’s T-shirt, affixed the pump to his neck.  
 
   The medical robot automatically pierced the skin and started draining what remained of Lex’s blood, while replacing it with the oxygen-rich plasma coolant. Meanwhile, Gus put pressure on the wound, hoping enough of the fluid would get into Lex’s circulatory system to do its work. But bloody fluid gushed out, covering Gus’s hands. Still, he refused to give up, setting up another robot when the first one quit, keeping pressure on Lex’s chest, until Harry said, “It’s been over ten minutes.”
 
   Grim and despondent, Gus wiped his hands, then closed Lex’s eyelids for the last time. Despite his resolve to keep his emotions under check, a few tears spilled down his cheeks. With a curse, he brushed them aside, then slung his gun over his right shoulder. He spotted Lex’s headset, resting on the ground nearby. He retrieved it and lifted the body, heaving it onto his left shoulder.  
 
   After shifting the corpse into a more comfortable position, Gus glanced at Harry as he leaned over the Struthiomimus carcass. The paleontologist had his knife out. What was he doing?  
 
   “Harry?” Gus asked in disbelief.
 
   He looked up. “I was just thinking we could take some tissue.”  
 
   “Are you out of your fucking mind?” 
 
   “But...”
 
   “You’ve got about a second to get movin’ before I––” Choking back the rest of his thoughts, Gus didn’t wait around to see Harry’s reaction. Lex’s body felt heavy against his shoulder as he turned and left. Within moments, he felt a patch of dampness on his back as blood and coolant soaked into his shirt.  
 
   Gus swore viciously. This was his own goddamned fault. He’d allowed everyone to behave like kids in an amusement park, filming the dinosaurs and joking around as though the beasts were senseless robots. As for Harry, he should have known better, too. Dinosaurs weren’t the be all and end all of existence. There were more important things to consider here. Lives were at stake, human lives.
 
   Gus pushed on toward the Rover, refusing to turn around and see if Harry brought up the rear.  
 
   But somehow, he knew the paleontologist was there. After all, Harry’s so-called paradise had just gotten altogether hellish, too.  
 
   ***
 
   The Mars Rover raced on, Kris at the wheel. Dawn sat on the passenger side, numb, pondering all they’d been through, the aching tragedy. For much of her professional life, she had dealt with death clinically. An archeologist’s job was to uncover the places inhabited by persons long ago and to excavate their tombs and burial mounds. But now...
 
   Now, she looked, shivering, at the back seat of the Rover. Harry sat there, grimly holding Lex’s body, which was wrapped in one of the silvery survival blankets. Here was death in its raw form. This, however, was not an ancient mummy or skeleton to be studied and dissected with scientific detachment; this was personal. Lex had been alive only an hour ago, and he had been her friend.
 
   Oh, Lex, why did this have to happen to you?  
 
   She swallowed hard, fighting tears, as she exchanged a mute stare with Harry. Then she pulled her attention to Gus and watched him as he manned the E-M cannon. He wore a headset, eyes fixed on the plain as he talked to Jean-Michel. His chief priority was getting to Tasha’s position before something happened to her. She was still out there, all alone. Despite the repeated attempts to contact her, she was not answering their hails.
 
   Dawn turned and stared into the distance, at the forested hill country, misty blue against the horizon. She felt a tear roll down her cheek.  
 
   Poor Tasha, she thought sadly. Poor, poor Tasha.
 
   ***
 
   Tasha’s heart pumped furiously. She’d made it to a copse of sycamore trees without coming upon any dinosaurs. Oh, there were pterosaurs circling high in the air, but no dinosaurs. No duckbills, or Deinonychi, or T. rex. And no bloody Triceratops.
 
   Her communicator vibrated against her chest. They were trying to reach her again.
 
   “Leave me alone!” she shrieked to the air.
 
   Then she realized they might be trying to tell her something about Lex. Holy Mother, what’s happening to my mind? she thought in horror. What if they’re trying to save his life at this very moment?
 
   She whipped her communicator from beneath her shirt. “I’m here.”  
 
   “Tasha!” everyone yelled at once. Then Gus’s face winked onto the screen. “Tasha, are you all right?” He didn’t wait for a response. “We’ll be at your position in ten minutes. Stay there. Don’t move a muscle.”
 
   “Gus,” she swallowed, “where is – where is he?”
 
   “Tasha, he’s...”  
 
   She knew from the way Gus couldn’t finish his words that it was over. Her legs gave way, and she fell in a heap on the ground. She gave a hurt cry, a little animal cry, and started to roll around from grief. “Oh, my Sasha, oh, Alexander! Why?”
 
   “Tasha?” 
 
   She barely heard Gus’s voice, echoing from her communicator.
 
   “Tasha!”
 
   She went still. “Wh – what happened to him, Gus?”
 
   “It was a dinosaur, a Triceratops. I’m sorry. I did everything you asked, but he died.”
 
   “Oh, no, no.” Tasha felt dead herself.  
 
   “Stay there, ma chére,” Jean-Michel said. “I’m watching over you now, like your guardian angel. Remember?”
 
   “What? I, I do not understand.”  
 
   “Natasha Antipova, I am your guardian angel,” Jean-Michel said. “But I will be crossing the terminus soon. While I am orbiting on the night side, you must hold your position. Stay where you are. Your friends will be joining you at any moment.”
 
   “Yes,” Gus chimed in. “We’re coming for you, Tasha.”
 
   She couldn’t listen to any more of this, this pity. Tears filled her eyes, and she struggled to her feet.  
 
   She pulled the chain holding her communicator, up and over her head, then let it drop to the ground. With a ragged cry, she stumbled away.
 
   ***
 
   “Damn it all, she should be here!” Gus held Tasha’s muddied communicator. The device’s homing beacon had worked perfectly, but the physician was nowhere in sight. He studied Tasha’s footprints, which trailed off into the muck. “Where the hell is she?”
 
   “We’ll find her, Gus,” Dawn said, searching the glade. “She couldn’t have gotten far.” 
 
   “Oh, Lord,” Kris cried out, on the verge of hysterics. “I shouldn’t have distracted Lex. He didn’t need to film me!”
 
   Dawn wanted to cover her ears and scream. Everything they had learned about teamwork in astronaut training had broken down. She had to get away from Kris, from all of them, or she’d go crazy. Harry stood by the Rover with Kris, rocking her in his arms, but he was not helping the matter, either. His eyes were wet as she continued to sob.
 
   And Gus looked like he wanted to strangle someone.
 
   Let them sort out this mess, Dawn told herself. Go find Tasha.  
 
   She gave her crewmates a last glance and then set off, tracing Tasha’s tracks over to some sycamores. To her right, a little creek wound through the woods. She studied the damp earth. There were dinosaur footprints everywhere, but she’d suddenly lost signs of a human presence. She looked at the pebbles and rocks of the streambed. Had Tasha begun to walk there on purpose? Was she trying to cover her tracks?  
 
   Dawn moved on, fingering her hunting rifle as she stared at the ground. Some of the dinosaur tracks were small, but most were huge. She placed her own size 7 shoe alongside a particularly mighty imprint and shuddered.
 
   According to the J-Stars data, Tasha had been in the vicinity only ten minutes before. But where had she gone? What could’ve happened to her?  
 
   Dawn moved toward a large tree. She looked up, recalling her encounter with the hadrosaurs. Were they searching in the wrong place? Had Tasha found refuge up there?  
 
   She scanned the empty branches. Nope. No one.
 
   “Hey, Dawn,” Gus called out, “where are you going? We need to stick together.”
 
   She looked over her shoulder. To her surprise, Gus and the others were pretty far away, maybe thirty meters. Although she was armed, she suddenly felt extremely vulnerable.  
 
   An unnerving chill raced down her spine, and she glanced around, reminded of the feeling she had as a kid, playing a swimming pool game called Shark Attack. You got a big rush when someone tipped your raft and shouted “Shark!” especially when you imagined a monster lurked beneath your legs.
 
   As she looked at the trees, she felt that old, familiar, heart-thumping surge. Only now, she reminded herself, this wasn’t some sort of kid’s game.  
 
   Here the monsters were real.
 
   ***
 
   Tasha didn’t know where she was going as she ran along the streambed. All she could think about was the image of the Triceratops rushing toward Lex. Had he suffered, dying alone as he had? Her heart ached and her gut felt hollow. If only she could weep; she wanted desperately to weep!  
 
   A deep, wrenching sob erupted from her body. She listened to herself, half-amazed at the intensity of her bitter wails. Her one wish was that she could be with her sons. Tearfully, she reached down, grabbed her locket, and realized the boys were her future now. First and foremost, she had to think about reuniting with Michael and Nicholas.
 
   But how? She ran on, body shaking, trying to gulp back her sobs. Suddenly, she slipped on the rocks and tumbled facedown into the stream. The cold water stunned her like a slap to the cheek.
 
   Tasha pulled herself to her knees and shook her head, sending a spray of water into the air. She shivered from the cold and also from terrible foreboding. What if she never saw her sons again? Just as she opened her mouth to scream in grief, she heard a distant shout, joined by a voice calling out, the words indistinct, yet frantic. It sounded like Gus.
 
   Tasha felt the weight of medical kit still strapped to her back. Someone needed her.
 
   Rising, she turned toward the distant sound. She started to run, forcing her agony from her mind, concentrating on her fellow astronauts.  
 
   ***
 
   “Stay put, Dawn! Don’t move. We’re coming your way.”
 
   Nodding to Gus, she watched her three crewmates climb into the Rover. Despite the distance, she could tell Kris looked shell-shocked, while Gus and Harry studiously avoided each other’s stares. Something had happened between the men while they retrieved Lex’s body. She couldn’t put her finger on it, but she was sure they’d had an argument.  
 
   Don’t blame anyone, guys, she wanted to tell them. Lex’s death was an accident.
 
   As fresh tears rolled down her face, Dawn focused on Lex’s motionless form. They had to find Tasha. Lex would want them to protect her.
 
   She turned, regarding the trees again, feeling as if something was staring at the back of her head. Dawn’s muscles tensed and then she jumped when she heard what sounded like the cracking of a bullwhip. Crack! Crack! Crack! Crack! Crack!
 
   Her curiosity got the best of her, and she moved forward until she parted some bushes and hazarded a look at the clearing beyond. Dozens of the humongous plant eaters called Apatosaurs stood there, whipping their long tails and restlessly eyeing the woods.  
 
   “Hey, Dawn?” Harry’s voice suddenly came over her communicator. “Dawn, where’d you go?”
 
   “Uh, I’m watching the weirdest thing. The Apatosaurs are using their tails like whips––”
 
   “Get out of there!” Harry yelled. “They’re driving off predators!”
 
   Gus and Kris also started shouting. Dawn scanned the nearby forest, but still she saw nothing but trees. Yet a chill pricked the back of her neck. About to beat a path out of the woods, to run as fast as she could go, she froze when she spotted a huge animal lurking behind a large, leafy tree, a beast as tall as a two-story house.  
 
   Tyrannical king of the lizards, a towering Tyrannosaurus rex stood less than ten meters from her position. Dawn didn’t dare move a muscle or even blink. The animal had its back to her, its hide a curious mixture of feathers and scales. The head was covered in golden feathers tapering down the neck until the scales took over in rich, earthy brown, with jade-green zebra stripes running in great slashes along the back of its spine. It was the perfect camouflage, she realized, if you wanted to blend into the forest.  
 
   With a birdlike jerk of its head, the animal looked in her direction, and their gazes locked and held. She sucked in her breath. The features of the T. rex were truly hideous, particularly the great, green, wartlike growths running along the ridge of its snout and over its eyes. To Dawn, it looked like the face of a wicked witch gone wild. Covered by two armored brow horns, its red, hobgoblin eyes were located in the front of its skull. With a start, she realized the huge, ugly beast could see as well as she could.  
 
   Maybe even better.
 
   Her gaze flicked back and forth between the monster and the direction she’d taken. Oblivious to the danger before them, her companions were now making a beeline for her position. In turn, the Tyrannosaur had given up on the whipping plant eaters, concentrating instead on her friends.  
 
   Now the Rover was less than twenty-five meters away. Now only twenty.
 
   In terror, Dawn heard a low snarl as the T. rex opened its mouth wide, flashing row upon row of long, white teeth, some as big as railroad spikes.  
 
   She lifted her gun – which suddenly seemed woefully inadequate – aimed at the beast’s soft palate, and fired. Instantly, the gun recoiled against her shoulder. She took a step backward, wincing in pain. The animal’s head rebounded, flying upward as it took the bullet in the mouth. A hit!  
 
   As the T. rex roared in fury, Dawn ignored the sharp ache in her shoulder and pumped more rounds into its body.  
 
   Then her gun clicked impotently; she was out of ammo.
 
   The T. rex leapt into space, aiming straight at her. She spun around and broke into a run.  
 
   The animal’s roars echoed in her ears as its thunderous footfalls reverberated on the ground. Only a second more passed when something smashed into her back and she was knocked to the ground.  
 
   I’m dead!  
 
   But to her amazement, she felt no pain. She heard the T. rex’s jaws clamp shut as its razor teeth caught on the fabric of her T-shirt. With a powerful jerk, she was hoisted into the air.  
 
   The beast shook her, like a dog does with its prey. Just before she lost consciousness, she heard the shouts of her companions.  
 
   And the short bursts of the E-M cannon.
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   Chapter 18
 
    
 
   Yet leaving here a name, I trust,
 
   That will not perish in the dust.
 
   ~Robert Southey, My Days Among the Dead Are Past
 
    
 
    
 
   The evening had a nice feel to it, like it was wrapped in the warm glow of a roaring fire. Dawn sat in the kitchen of her house in Oak Creek. Kris had come for a visit. They were sharing a pot of vanilla tea.  
 
   “So, are you gonna take me to Slide Rock tomorrow?” Kris asked her.
 
   Dawn grinned. “Yeah, as soon as I find some old cut-offs for the both of us. You can’t use swimsuits. The bottoms get torn up and ruined.”
 
   The dogs started barking. The melodious voice of the house-com came on, informing her someone stood at the front door.
 
   “Who is it?” Dawn asked the computer.
 
   “Commander Granberg,” came the reply.
 
   Gus? Dawn thought in surprise. Wasn’t he supposed to be in Florida this week?
 
   She got up, crossed the room, and opened the door. To her horror, a T. rex stood there, waiting. It roared, its fierce bellows filling the air as Dawn flung herself against the front door, attempting to slam it shut.  
 
   But the dinosaur was too strong. As the door crashed open, shattering into pieces, Dawn fell back. The monster’s head poked through the smashed doorway, jaws snapping as it stared at her with big, glowing, red eyes.
 
   Then she heard the dogs. Aghast, she turned. They were charging straight at the monster. 
 
   “No! No!” She reached out, attempting to block their way, but the T. rex lunged through the door and grabbed one of Dawn’s outstretched arms. She felt a strange pop! and the limb was gone, severed at the shoulder in a fountain of blood.
 
   Dawn fell to her knees, watching as the great beast gulped down her arm, then turned on the dogs. She opened her mouth to scream, but nothing came out. She tried and tried but she was mute, her throat in spasm.
 
   Her eyes flew open, but everything was in a blur. Was she having a nightmare? She shook her head, still not sure she’d actually been dreaming. Thrashing around, she was instantly aware of a deep, throbbing pain in her left arm.
 
   A voice called out, “Don’t move!”
 
   That was Gus, wasn’t it? Dawn tried to focus her eyes, but couldn’t.
 
   And then, another voice. “Lie still,” Tasha ordered. “I must immobilize arm.”
 
   “You broke your arm,” Gus added.
 
   “Wh – how?” Dawn asked, then she heard herself groan.
 
   “It was the freakin’ T. rex,” Harry cut in. Dawn’s vision cleared just as he thrust his face toward her. In shock, she saw he was covered up to his elbows in gore. She smelled blood and burnt meat. “Did you get hurt, too?” she croaked.
 
   “Nah, I’m okay. The dinosaur got zapped, though. Took the head clean off. Big mess, eh?” Harry turned to Tasha. “How’s she doin’, Doc?”
 
   Tasha managed to give him an icy smile. “Fine. Now let me work.”
 
   Harry turned back to Dawn. With a sheepish grin, he held up his bloody hands. “Sorry ‘bout this,” he said. “Kris and I were just taking a look at its guts. Have to be careful, though. Despite being decapitated, the body’s still moving around. One kick and we’d be in the same fix as you.”
 
   All she could manage was another faint groan. She heard Gus curse, then Tasha shout, “We do not care, Harry – now go!”
 
   Through the fog of pain, Dawn watched Harry skulk away. She opened her mouth, wanting to thank him for his concern, but found she was now incapable of speech.  
 
   Dawn felt another deep spasm in her arm and she gasped in agony. Just before she shut her eyes against the terrible pain, she glimpsed Gus’s tormented features.  
 
   “Trust me, Commander,” Tasha said. “She will be fine. After I set arm, I will give her gene therapy injection to speed growth of bone cells. But first, I must give her sedative. She will sleep.”  
 
   Dawn heard the hiss of the hypo. Yet before her body went numb, she felt one more sensation; someone’s fingers were stroking her hair.  
 
   Gus? she thought. Gus, is that you?
 
   And then, she was enveloped by a cozy darkness and her pain faded away, the darkness getting deeper, deeper, until... nothing.
 
   ***
 
   Tasha had spent the last few hours caring for Dawn, but now that her patient was out of danger, she could do nothing more than wait and let her sleep off the anesthetic.  
 
   She wandered to the Valiant’s main room, numb to everyone’s concern, barely aware as Gus made her sit and have some Jack Daniel’s. Mother of God, what she wouldn’t give for some vodka! The liquor burned her throat, but she drank and let herself go, her wretched weeping providing no relief at all. All she cared about now was finding a place to bury Lex. She recalled his favorite film, Out of Africa. There was a place near the lander which overlooked the valley, reminding her of the bluff where the character Denys had been buried by his beloved Karen Blixen, a beautiful spot. Oh, Mother of God!    
 
   Tasha wiped her eyes and regarded the solemn gazes of her crewmates. Between sobs, she told them something of the funeral scene in the film. “Outside is most glorious view. My Alexander,” she gave a ragged sigh, “he would approve.” She blew her nose and gulped down more of liquor, her throat raw from crying and the booze.
 
   Gus shook his head. “I don’t understand. We can take his body with us. When we get home––”
 
   “We will never get home! I want him buried here, and I shall leave this with him.” Tasha removed the diamond wedding ring from her finger. “These stones are Russian, from Urals. My Alexander bought diamonds for me when he trained at Baikonur.” She swiped at her tears, willing herself back to some modicum of dignity. “If we do not get back to our time, perhaps someone will find Alexander’s bones and diamond ring. It will be like... what do you call it? A time capsule?”
 
   “But Tasha,” Gus said, “the odds against that happening are huge.”
 
   “I am well aware of odds, but I have looked at this site very carefully. There is water percolating out of ground.” Tasha regarded Harry. “Am I correct in assuming fossilization has better chance if water is present?”    
 
   Harry looked around at everyone, then nodded. “Right.”
 
   Tasha tipped back her glass and downed the rest of her drink. Coughing and then wiping her mouth on her sleeve, she carefully chose her next words. “My Alexander was excellent scientist, was he not? He would have wanted to be part of last, grand experiment. We could leave other clues as to his whereabouts – I, er, I don’t know exactly what yet – and our sons may learn what happened.”  
 
   Her gaze drifted to the chair Lex had always used at the table, empty now, like her heart. She looked at the bleak expressions of her comrades. They were feeling it, too, the terrible emptiness, but not like her. Lex had been her life.
 
   “Tasha,” Kris gently whispered.
 
   Tasha got to her feet. Her limbs felt like jelly. She stumbled outside, to look at the burial site, the hill rolling down to the wide valley floor. The Rockies towered in the distance, so beautiful.
 
   She was not aware the others had followed her, until Kris took her by the hand.  
 
   “Harry and I have got an idea, but it’s for you to decide, Tash. We don’t want to step on any toes.”
 
   Tasha nodded, feeling blessedly drunk, yet knowing she must listen. “Tell me,” she said, hearing the slur in her own words.
 
   Kris squeezed her hand, then let go. “What if we try to create a fossil to preserve Lex’s DNA? If it’s found in your time capsule, it could be compared to his medical records.”
 
   Instantly, Tasha felt more sober; this would provide the answer for her sons. “How would we do this?” 
 
   “With tree sap. We can go out and get some resin from a tree – spruce or juniper would be best – and then, if we place a tissue sample inside a sealed vial and surround it with the resin, it might stay viable for a long time.”
 
   Tasha nodded. “I understand. You wish to make amber fossil, don’t you?” When Kris nodded back, she added, “Surely you know it’s highly unlikely Lex’s DNA will be preserved through time.”
 
   “Yeah, Doc, we all realize the odds,” Harry acknowledged. “DNA is fragile, but I think we have something here to consider.”  
 
   “So, you’re saying it’s kind of like Jurassic Park?” Gus asked.
 
   “Right,” Harry said. “But Jurassic Park couldn’t have happened, at least not yet. Even though the story was all the rage when we were little kids, Jurassic Park was fiction. The scientists of our time cannot recreate the genome of a T-rex. Then again, some fossils from sandstone sediments have yielded some surprises: proteins and soft tissue.”
 
   Tasha felt as if she were going insane, listening to this drivel about what? Movies? Stupid fossils? But she found she couldn’t speak up. She simply stood there, dumb, listening, feeling drunk again, tears threatening.
 
   “... er, yes,” Kris was saying, “and we’ve even gotten 350 million year old organic molecules from fossilized crinoids, quite possibly the remains of the pigments that colored them. And dinosaurian pigment-loaded structures called melanosomes have been found, too. Remember, amber is even better at preserving tissue than sandstone, so I think we should take a chance and give it a try.”
 
   “We can seal a vial with Lex’s DNA inside the resin,” Harry said. “Maybe it’ll work. Even if there’s a remote chance, we’ve got to attempt it.” He glanced at Kris, who nodded back.  “We’d be crazy if we didn’t give it a shot.” 
 
   “Enough!” Tasha finally managed to say. “I do not care about details. You have convinced me it is possible.” Her eyes filled with tears and she brushed them away. “I, I shall remove sample from Lex’s body.”
 
   “Are you sure you can do this?” Kris asked. “I could, you know, or Harry.”
 
   Am I truly up to this? Tasha wondered how she could divorce herself from her feelings. But she had to do it. She owed it to her husband and sons.
 
   Harry stood there, watching her, and she saw his grief, too.
 
   “Tasha,” he glanced away and then cleared his throat. “I don’t mean to tell you what to do, but make it something that’ll be more apt to preserve his DNA, something sturdy like a tooth. Maybe one of his back molars.” 
 
   “Two molars, Tasha,” Kris added. “The more samples, the better. And some of his hair, because nothing can penetrate intact shafts of hair, not even bacteria. The DNA inside the hair may survive in a better state than that in his molars.”  
 
   Harry turned to Gus. “We didn’t get a chance to leave the commemorative plaque on Mars. I think we should put it in Lex’s grave.”
 
   Gus looked to Tasha for her opinion.
 
   Nodding, she turned toward the lander. “I must check Dawn’s arm, then I shall work on Lex.”
 
   “Tasha,” Gus said in a gentle tone. “Maybe later. You need some rest.”
 
   “Nyet, I must keep busy.”  
 
   Fresh tears spilled down Tasha’s cheeks as she walked away. I must, she thought, or I shall not survive. 
 
   ***
 
   Kris followed Tasha into the lander. Not taking his eyes off them, Harry said, “There go two women of vision. That’s a brilliant idea, eh? About the amber fossil.”
 
   “Forget about that for a moment, will you?” Gus said as he turned toward the lander. “I’ve been worrying about something else, about getting out of here. Personally, I think we’re all going to end up like Lex if we stay here much longer.” His gaze was fixed on the hatch. “I saw tracks over there, not far from the stairs.”
 
   “Tracks?” Harry followed the path of Gus’s stare. “What kind of tracks?”
 
   “If I was a bettin’ man, I’d say they belonged to a pair of raptors.”
 
   “Show me.” Harry tried to collect his thoughts as Gus led him to the tracks. This sure didn’t add up. Predators were usually cautious, wary. To get so close to something as big and strange as the lander showed boldness; the only parallel he could think of was when bears raided a campground.
 
   But there was no smell of food here, no reason why raptors would be interested.
 
   Unless they’re stalking us.
 
   Gus halted near the stairs. “Here,” he said, pointing.
 
   Harry came down on his haunches and examined the ground. There were two distinct track patterns indicating a pair of creatures. At around thirty centimeters long, they were the right size, too. His gaze focused on the distinctive two-toed arrangement, with the second demonlike claw locked up over the third digit. No doubt about it. A pair of Deinonychi. And they had come this close to the lander?  
 
   “Shit,” Harry said as he glanced up at Gus.
 
   “My sentiments exactly.” Gus stooped down and plucked two golden brown feathers from the ground. “These look familiar, don’t they?” he asked, a scornful lift to his brow.  
 
   “Yeah, I recognize ‘em,” Harry said, thinking back to Dawn’s near-fatal encounter with the Deinonychi pack.  
 
   Harry shook his head. Everything was falling apart. “So, Commander, you tell me. Just what do you think we should do now?”
 
   Gus looked off in the direction of the retreating track path. “I don’t know,” he said. “But we need to figure out something – and soon.”
 
   ***
 
   After spending a sleepless night hunkered down in the Valiant, Dawn and her crewmates stood together before sunrise on a hill overlooking the great basin. Despite their collective grief, they were watchful and heavily armed against the possibility of an attack by predators. But the minutes passed calmly. By the standards they were used to, the day had started out more peacefully than they’d ever anticipated.
 
   The air wafted over them, damp and cool. In the distance, rising above the forest, the Rockies were cloaked in a soft ruby mist. Down below, the valley floor slumbered in deep, pre-dawn shadows. For a time, silence reigned, but gradually it got lighter and the air began to stir. From the surrounding hills, the shrieks, rumbles, and trills of ten thousand waking dinosaurs echoed on the breeze.
 
   When the eastern sky flamed, Tasha kissed Lex’s shrouded body on the forehead, then watched as the men lowered him into the ground. Dawn fought back tears, hurting from grief and bodily pain; she was a mass of bruises now, and her arm ached miserably, but she would not allow herself to give in to her own suffering. Tasha needed her, she could see that; she appeared to be so overwhelmed Dawn guessed she might not be able to speak.  
 
   Clutching a few flowers, Tasha choked back a sob. With a pleading look, she turned to Gus.  
 
   Nodding, he seemed to understand her silent request. He slung his gun over his shoulder and consulted his communicator. “Since Lex was not religious, I thought a fitting epitaph would be a quote from the naturalist John Muir.”
 
   Tasha nodded back in thanks, tears rolling down her cheeks.
 
   Clearing his throat, Gus read Muir’s words in a strong, steady voice, “On no subject are our ideas more warped and pitiable than on death. Let children walk with nature, let them see the beautiful blendings and communions of death and life, their joyous inseparable unity, as taught in woods and meadows, plains and mountains and streams of our blessed star, and they will learn that death is stingless indeed, and as beautiful as life, and that the grave has no victory, for it never fights. All is divine harmony.”
 
   He paused, looking into Tasha’s glistening eyes. “We’ll miss Lex,” he went on, “but remember he hasn’t left us. He will live in our hearts, and he’ll always be a part of this beautiful planet.”
 
   Visibly touched by Gus’s words, Tasha kissed him on the cheek, then turned to Dawn. With trembling fingers, she pressed her communicator into her hands. “Please, read this for me,” she said, her voice fragile. “It was Lex’s favorite.”
 
   Wiping her eyes, Dawn tried to focus on the words. It took a moment before she recognized a stanza from The Tempest, the speech by Shakespeare’s character, Prospero.
 
   Dawn took a breath to steady herself and then began to read: 
 
   Our revels now are ended: These our actors,
 
   As I foretold you, were all spirits, and
 
   Are melted into air, into thin air.
 
   And, like the baseless fabric of this vision
 
   The cloud-capp’d towers, the gorgeous palaces,
 
   The solemn temples, the great globe itself,
 
   Yea, all which it inherit, shall dissolve,
 
   And, like this insubstantial pageant faded,
 
   Leave not a rack behind. We are such stuff
 
   As dreams are made of, and our little life
 
   Is rounded with a sleep.
 
   “Balshoy spaceeba,” Tasha thanked Dawn, before her face contorted in grief.
 
   Dawn gave Tasha a hug, holding her tight.
 
   We are such stuff as dreams are made of... The words repeated in Dawn’s mind as she kissed Tasha on both cheeks, then drew away.  
 
   Kris stepped forward, holding her communicator. “Jean-Michel will read the Trisagion,” she said, “from the Eastern Orthodox Service, for Lex’s absent family, particularly his and Tasha’s son, Michael, who converted to that faith.”
 
   “Holy God, Holy and Mighty, Holy and Immortal, have mercy on us,” Jean-Michel softly repeated three times.
 
   There was a moment of silence and then Tasha whispered, “Eternal memory, eternal memory... blessed repose and eternal memory.” She tossed the flowers on Lex’s shrouded form. Finally, she took some dirt and swept it through her hair.  
 
   The meaning of the gesture was not lost on Dawn as she recalled Out of Africa and the hero Denys’s respect for traditional Maasai customs. Tasha had mirrored the action of Karen Blixen, by placing dirt in her hair and not sprinkling it on Lex’s grave, going against societal norms in recognition of the independent spirits of the men they loved.
 
   “Farewell, my dear Alexander,” Tasha said in a halting voice. “Farewell.”
 
   And Dawn thought she heard her say something more, a plea barely heard: “Come back to me.”
 
   Shoulders drooping, Tasha turned away and started toward the Valiant.  
 
   Weeping, Dawn sat on a boulder, watching as Kris followed Tasha inside the lander. Her broken arm had continued to throb, but now it seemed much, much worse. However, she didn’t want anything for the pain. She wanted to hurt, to feel the depth of her misery.  
 
   Dabbing her eyes, she studied Gus and Harry as they took turns filling the burial pit with dirt. One dug, while the other stood guard, gun aimed as his gaze swept over the site. When they’d finished, they covered the grave with fist-sized rocks collected the night before. Soon, the pile reached their ankles, then the level of their knees.
 
   Gus picked up the last stone and set it into place. It was over. Dawn’s eyes filled again. Harry rested his shovel on his shoulder and stared at the burial mound. She could tell he too fought tears.  
 
   “I won’t be long,” Harry told Gus as he wiped his face on the back of his sleeve and then walked away. He called over his shoulder, “I must see to the animals. They weren’t fed last night.”
 
   Gus nodded. “Take your time,” he said, a fresh edge to his voice. “I need to talk to Dawn.”
 
   He came alongside the boulder where she sat and stared into her eyes. His expression was inscrutable to Dawn. 
 
   “I’ll miss Lex,” she said. “Harry will, too.”
 
   “Yeah. Sure. Especially if he needs something, like a root canal.”  
 
   Dawn felt surprised by Gus’s cynical tone. “I think you’re being way too hard on Harry. It’s not his fault Lex died.”
 
   Gus frowned. “Have you figured out why we’re here? Was there a point to Lex’s death?”  
 
   “I don’t know. The Keeper must want something.” 
 
   Gus stared at the sling on her arm. “You could have died. That T. rex was about to eat you. If it hadn’t been for the cannon...” Momentarily, he lost his voice. “We got complacent, and with complacency comes accidents.”  
 
   “Gus, no one is to blame.”
 
   “I am.” He shook his head in self-disgust. “I’m a damned poor excuse for an astronaut, and a lousy commander.”   
 
   “Gus, no. You’re the best.”
 
   “No, Lex was the best, the best damned man I ever knew. And now he’s gone. I blame myself for his death. And I blame the Keeper. I wonder what that alien bastard thinks now.”
 
   “I doubt he knows what’s happened.”
 
   “Oh, I figure he knows, but he doesn’t care. He’s not human.”
 
   Dawn hesitated. “I think he has feelings.”
 
   “That’s bullshit.”
 
   She ignored his bluntness, deciding to tell him her secret. “Gus, I think you’re wrong. When the Keeper came to me that night, when he entered your body, I could tell he was glad to be alive. He wanted to...” As her voice faded, she felt her cheeks flame.
 
   “What? Finish what you were sayin’, Dawn. He wanted to what?”  
 
   “Touch me.”  
 
   “Touch you?”
 
   “Yes. In a strange way, I think he wanted to be close to me.”
 
   “Are you crazy? That’s pure bullshit!”  
 
   She gaped at him, and he bit his lip.  
 
   “I’m sorry,” he said apologetically. He reached out, wiping a strand of hair from Dawn’s brow, his touch gentle. “I think I’m losing it. Forgive me. It’s not your fault.”
 
   “You sound jealous.”
 
   Frowning, he withdrew his hand. “I am not jealous. But I think we’ve got to get out of here. We’re all going crazy.” He got to his feet. “There are two alternatives. We can go north to the Arctic. Harry said something about it the other day, something about that being the safest place for us here on Earth. He doubts many dinosaurs live that far north, except in high summer. He said there’s some evidence hadrosaurs went up there, perhaps looking for pines and firs, but it’s probably too cold and dark for them the rest of the year.” 
 
   “And the other alternative?”
 
   “We can go back to Mars. Since there’s radio silence, it’s reasonable to assume no one lives there in this epoch. We can start a colony there. Begin terraforming the planet. Change history.”
 
   “You’re serious?”
 
   “What other choices do we have?” Gus sounded angry again. “What ideas do you have?”
 
   Dawn grabbed his hand and squeezed it. “Okay. Calm down, will you? We’ll talk it over with the others. You’re right. We can’t wait around here forever. The Keeper may never reappear.”
 
   “I hope he doesn’t.” Gus shivered slightly, eyes searching the distance. “I don’t want him inside me again.”
 
   She let go of his hand. “Neither do I.” 
 
   There was no response.
 
   Dawn glanced up and caught Gus’s expression. With an intense look, he probed the sky.  
 
   She followed his stare. In the southeast, a bright star had appeared out of nowhere, about thirty degrees above the horizon. Her first thought was that a supernova caused the light; otherwise, how could they see it in the daytime?  
 
   She took a closer look. Immediately, she understood she was not seeing an exploding star.
 
   A blazing trail of light hung in the heavens – a comet!
 
   After exchanging an amazed look with Gus, her gaze veered back to the sky.  
 
   “Do you remember what the Keeper told me?” Dawn asked. “About how the co-pilot should watch for something?”
 
   “Yes. Now we know what he meant.”
 
   She stared at Gus, saw his darkening expression. “Gus, I think he was warning us, wasn’t he?”
 
   “Or taunting us.”
 
   Dawn’s gaze fell on the cold fire of the comet’s tail. Was it true then? Had the Keeper sent them back to the time of the Cretaceous/Tertiary boundary, to the actual K/T Event?
 
   Dawn blinked once, then twice, and turned to Gus. “I can’t believe this.”
 
   He looked long and hard at her, and then, in a grim voice, said, “Believe it.” 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   Chapter 19
 
    
 
   O, Wonder! How goodly creatures are there here!
 
   How beauteous mankind is! O brave new world
 
   That hath such people in ‘t!
 
   ~William Shakespeare, The Tempest
 
    
 
    
 
   Gus squinted at Jean-Michel’s image projected onto the table. “If we’re goin’ back to Mars, we’ll need a few more animals.” 
 
   “And DNA, Commander. We’ll need many samples of DNA.”
 
   “Uh huh. I guess the ship will be something like a regular Noah’s Ark, won’t it?”
 
   “You must take a variety of plant DNA, also. For example, trees for future sources of wood. And lichen and blue-green algae to begin terraforming Mars, and algae for dietary protein production. Also, any type of ancestral vegetation that can be genetically manipulated to produce new flora.”
 
   “I think you’d better tell that to the scientists.”
 
   “No doubt they already know,” Jean-Michel said patiently. “I will discuss it with them today.”
 
   “Good. So, how long do we have before the impact?”
 
   When Jean-Michel did not answer, Gus visualized him doing calculations. A map projection made from an orbital image of Cretaceous Earth suddenly flickered onto the table display. Gus pondered the Earth’s landmasses, which were shaped differently than in modern times, then watched as Jean-Michel superimposed a Cretaceous map projection over the modern map. The most notable difference between them was the wide rift between North and South America; in the Cretaceous, the Isthmus of Panama was still far beneath the ocean waves.  
 
   The projection changed again as it zoomed in on North America.
 
   “Notice how the North Pole is around 2,500 kilometers away from its modern position,” Jean-Michel said. “It is located on the land bridge connecting Alaska with Siberia. Notice too how the western edge of North America is in a more northerly position than in modern times, while the East Coast rests more to the south.”
 
   Gus nodded as he stared at the table. He spotted a few other differences as well: Alaska and the Yukon were located entirely within the polar region; there was a big sea smack-dab in the middle of the North American continent; while the Appalachians bordered the tropics.
 
   Jean-Michel manipulated the map projection again. This time, he zeroed in on the Yucatan. “The comet will strike here,” he said, pointing to a northern coastal region. “The cometary nucleus is now traveling at twenty-five kilometers per second.”  
 
   Gus whistled. That was over one hundred times faster than a jet!
 
   Jean-Michel continued, “As the comet approaches the Earth from the southeast, it will move at an increasingly faster rate because of gravity. Based on its estimated speed and trajectory, the impact will occur in five days. I’ll have the calculations down to the minutes and seconds in an hour or so.”
 
   “When it hits, how will it affect our area?” Gus asked.
 
   “I am...” Jean-Michel’s voice faded momentarily. “Even though your location is thousands of kilometers to the north of the impact site and the curve of the Earth will protect you from the initial shock cloud, the local environment will be devastated by firestorms and later on by acid rain. But since the Valiant will be docked with the Destiny by then––”
 
   “Yeah, I know. We’ll be safe and sound.” Gus looked at the hatch and then glanced back at the com-screen. “Well, I’ll sign off for now,” he added as he stood up and stretched.  
 
   “Roger, Gus. I will contact Harry at 1000 hours as planned.”
 
   “Roger that. I’ll remind him.”  
 
   Rubbing his eyes, Gus walked across the room, stepped over the threshold of the hatch, and came into the sunlight. He spotted his heavily armed crew near the Rover. Eyes skyward, they were all staring at the heavens. Although the comet couldn’t be seen at this time of day, it didn’t take a genius to know what they’d been discussing.  
 
   The hair pricked on the back of his neck as he watched their expressions. He realized he’d never seen any of them look so rattled. He needed to keep them busy.  
 
   “Hey, we’ve got to get moving,” Gus said. He turned to Kris and Harry. “You got all the gear?”  
 
   “Not quite,” Kris said as she and Harry resumed their work.
 
   Gus’s gaze met Dawn’s and he pointed to the Valiant. “Dawn, you’re with me.” 
 
   She gave him a quizzical look and then followed him back inside.  
 
   “What is it?” she asked. “You look so serious.”
 
   “I want you to stay here today.” Gus dropped onto a bench and stretched out his legs. He rubbed his eyes again. “Stay here with Tasha.”
 
   “But...?”
 
   “No buts, Dawn. That’s an order. Kris, Harry, and I will be the only ones going out for more specimens.”  
 
   “I wish I could go with you.”
 
   “Not with a busted arm, you don’t.”
 
   The heartfelt way she stared at him made him want to take her in his arms and hold her close.  
 
   “Gus?”
 
   Her voice brought him back to reality. “What?”
 
   She glanced away.  
 
   He knew exactly what she was thinking, and every instinct told him to walk. He thought of all the endless goddamned politically correct bullshit training sessions about affairs between commanders and crewmembers. He’d always had an exemplary record both at NASA and in the military. Times were changing, though, particularly concerning men and women working in space. It seemed inevitable, especially when you realized how long a mission could be. Realistically, no crew could be made up exclusively of married couples, but NASA was still way behind the times. Despite rampant gossip, agency officials wouldn’t officially admit anyone ever had sex in outer space.
 
   Still torn, Gus studied Dawn, drawn to her face, aching for her body. He realized now he had felt close to her for a long time. After Charlotte, he’d wanted a life again. And now, what was stopping him? Hell, NASA didn’t even exist! It was still millions of years down the road. There were no barriers here, nothing to stop their love.
 
   “Is there a future for us?” Dawn asked.
 
   He stood and looked into her beautiful green eyes. “Yes.” He gently kissed her on the lips and then focused on the bruise ranging from her jawline to her neck. Despite Tasha’s gene therapy, it still looked bad. As for her arm, it would be days before the cast came off.
 
   The hatch door opened and the others started to file into the lander. Tasha looked especially formidable as she strode to the gun rack and replaced her rifle and hunting knife.  
 
   Gus knew Tasha would have his balls if he touched Dawn now.
 
   “Gus,” Dawn whispered. “I’ll come to your bunk as soon as everyone else is asleep.”
 
   Surprised, he looked at Dawn, but then glanced back at Tasha and thought the better of it.  
 
   “No,” he said out of the corner of his mouth. “Tasha would kill me.” He grinned. “Once your cast is off... you don’t want it getting in the way, now do you?”
 
   “Okay, but I don’t exactly need my arm, do I? I mean, we could both adapt.”
 
   Gus turned and studied Dawn’s eyes. They were twinkling.
 
   ***
 
   The day went slowly for Dawn. Then finally, when evening came and she was sure everyone had fallen asleep, she got out of her bed and headed for Gus’s cubicle. The more she thought about it, the more she refused to believe he’d really meant it when he said they needed to wait for her cast to come off.
 
   She hesitated at the window, looking out at the night sky. The comet’s diaphanous tail filled the heavens. Doomsday. Not much time left. 
 
   More than ever, she felt the need to be with Gus.
 
   A sudden movement outside caught her attention. She squinted at something – a figure – standing in the shadows. Her heart pumped faster. Deinonychus?  
 
   No, it looks sort of... human? She did a double take. What the heck is that?  
 
   She stumbled to the wall near the hatch, in the process knocking over some equipment, and then hit the switch for the outdoor floodlights. Racing back to the window, she pressed her face to the glass and caught sight of the creature just as it started moving off, heading for the bushes.  
 
   Dawn heard some commotion as her crewmates left their bunks, but she couldn’t take her eyes off the thing outside. A flash of astonishment surged through her mind as she studied its naked body, with its green skin and the crest of multi-colored peacock feathers jutting from its head, like an elaborate, old-style, punk rock hairdo.  
 
   Suddenly, the creature faced her and raised its right hand, as if in fond farewell. Is it waving at me? Dawn thought in bewilderment.  
 
   In the next instant, it ran off, disappearing into the brush.
 
   What was that? Dawn felt a cold, immobilizing chill race down her backbone. As her fellow astronauts came alongside, Gus’s voice startled her out of her paralysis.  
 
   “What’s going on?” he asked.  
 
   “I don’t know,” Dawn said, trembling. “It was a creature... oh, I don’t know how to describe it.”  
 
   “Try,” Harry urged.
 
   “I saw some kind of weird dinosaur. It had feathers on its head.”  
 
   “A raptor?” Harry asked, exchanging a look with Gus.
 
   Dawn shook her head. “No. I think it was aware. I mean, I could swear it waved goodbye.”
 
   “Huh?” Harry asked, gazing outside.
 
   “I’m not going crazy, guys. I can draw it.”  
 
   “Nyet,” Tasha said. “You will not. It is painkillers. They can do things to brain. Forget this nonsense and go back to bed.”  
 
   Kris pointed at the window. “We could go outside and take a look around.”
 
   “No way,” Gus said. “No one is to go out there now.” He frowned at his crew. “Do you understand? Those are my orders. No one goes outside.”
 
   Dawn still felt unnerved. “I wouldn’t go out there if I were you,” she told Kris.
 
   Gus forced a smile. “Come on, Dawn. Do as Tasha says and lie down.”  
 
   His gaze lingered on her face as he put an arm around her shoulders and led her back to her bunk.
 
   ***
 
   The moments ticked by and still Tasha stared out the window, recalling the puzzled look on Dawn’s face. What had she seen? Was it a delusion, or had something actually been standing outside the Valiant?
 
   Kris and Harry had started talking about their plans for the next few hours, but by this time Tasha only half-listened as she tried to spot tracks near the stairs.  
 
   She could see no footprints there. From this angle, the ground appeared to be undisturbed. 
 
   Tasha paused, letting her gaze roam on to the bushes. Then, quite unexpectedly, she realized she was gazing at a face partially hidden by foliage. She blinked with incredulity, for it looked exactly like Lex!
 
   With a chill, she recalled an old Russian belief; after death, the soul did not travel to heaven straight away, instead lingering for a time on the Earth.
 
   The wind came up and the leaves trembled. In the next moment, the face vanished. Tasha stood there, rooted to the spot, heart thumping, considering the possibilities.  
 
   The face had seemed so real. But could it have been Lex? How was that possible?
 
   Immediately, Tasha’s analytical mind dismissed what she had seen. She knew human beings had the propensity to see the images of faces in commonplace things, such as clouds and shadows and in the patterns of leaves. And yet... 
 
   It was only after the Sun was high in the sky that Tasha remembered where she was, and wondered if she would ever know what had truly been out there.
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   Chapter 20
 
    
 
   And pluck till time and times are done
 
   The silver apples of the moon,
 
   The golden apples of the sun.
 
   ~William Butler Yeats, The Wind Among the Reeds
 
    
 
   Australopithecus afarensis. Australopithecus sediba. Australopithecus anamensis. Ardipithecus ramidus. Sahelanthropus tchadensis.  
 
   All were ancient hominid species that had lived, propagated, and died in Central Africa and the Great Rift Valley of East Africa. Au. afarensis had walked on the savannas with a humanlike gait some three and a half million years B.C.E., while Au. ramidus ranged over a mixed savanna/woodland environment a million years before that. Au. sediba, with its versatile hands, made tools around two million years B.C.E. All were descendants of an ancient lineage going back to the time when hominids and chimpanzees diverged from a common ancestor, sometime between six and seven million B.C.E.  
 
   But here, in the late Cretaceous, hominids hadn’t yet evolved. Here, the ancestors of the human race were part of a future world, some sixty million years off.
 
   Ancestors. The future. What paradoxical thoughts!
 
   Dawn rested in her bunk, her tablet on her lap. Biding her time by surfing her e-encyclopedia, she tried to put the impending cometary impact out of her mind, but her brain refused to cooperate, roaming instead to another worry – Gus, Kris, and Harry had left hours ago on their quest for more specimens. This time, however, they had gone after dusk, because Harry believed some of the smaller dinosaurs were active then. Despite the fact there was a slight risk predatory dinosaurs occasionally hunted in the dark, they probably resorted to nocturnal behavior only when stalking wounded prey. So, Harry reassured her, everything would be okay; the odds were good the crew would return safe and sound.
 
   But if anything were to happen to Gus tonight, or to any of my friends...
 
   Don’t go there. Dawn put her tablet aside and let her thoughts wander back to the previous morning. Gus had been so sweet after she’d seen the strange dinosaur standing outside. He made her a mug of tea and patiently listened to her rather distracted recitation of the previous events.  
 
   And just when she’d begun to question her own sanity, he relented and went out with Harry and Kris, looking for tracks. Sure enough, they’d found a scattering of trampled footprints. Harry thought they were something like the tracks made by carnivorous dinosaurs – the so-called theropods – because the prints had their small toe depressions on the inside, not the outside, of the foot.  
 
   “See?” Gus told her. “As for the wave of its hand, I bet it was just happenstance. The beast couldn’t have meant anything by it.”
 
   Gus was probably right. Besides, he wasn’t the patronizing type. It just seemed like the thing had waved goodbye.  
 
   She smiled, feeling a little better, but then the creeping doubt reentered her mind. She struggled with it, only to have it replaced by a horrible sense of foreboding. Gus, she thought miserably. I know I won’t get any rest until you’re back here with me.
 
   Dawn tried to push aside her fears. Feeling wide-awake, she turned, staring at the wall, edgy and restless. Since the entire night stretched before her, she needed to find a way to keep occupied.  
 
   In her mind’s eye, she conjured up an image of Tasha, soundly sleeping in her bunk. She played with the idea of monitoring the crew’s progress over the com-link in the main cabin, or maybe she could use the computer’s art program and draw the creature she’d seen that morning.  
 
   Then she imagined Tasha again and decided against getting out of bed. If she got up, she could make noise. This might be the first good night’s sleep Tasha had gotten since Lex’s death, and Dawn was loathe to disturb her.
 
   With a yawn, she went back to her tablet, scanning the text until she spotted another article about paleoanthropology. After skipping over the first few pages, she found herself staring at the reconstructed faces of an afarensis family. With their powerful, jutting jaws and low, sloping foreheads, they were primitive and apelike, yet also compelling. The sculptor’s lifelike rendition captivated Dawn; the promise of humanity shone in the eyes of Au. afarensis.  
 
   After skimming the article, she studied a picture of the famous Laetoli footprints. Anthropologist Mary Leakey and her team found the remarkable 3.56 million-year-old fossils in Tanzania in the 1970s. A group of hominids, perhaps two or three individuals, had walked northward across a layer of soft, wet, volcanic ash, leaving a path of tracks, which had hardened into stone. Additionally, a variety of animal tracks and raindrop patterns had been imprinted on the ash layer. With this find, Leakey helped to confirm humanity’s remote ancestors had been capable of moving like modern human beings, upright with free-striding gaits.  
 
   Studying the picture of the Laetoli tracks, Dawn wondered if perhaps the hominids were a family moving together across the African plain. She read some of the text. From the track patterns, it appeared the maker of a smaller set of prints – a female, no doubt – had stopped and looked over her left shoulder, perhaps reacting to some perceived threat or momentary disturbance.  
 
   Quite distracted by now, Dawn regarded the picture of the footprints with fresh enthusiasm. Here was something she could identify with. She visualized the hominid female, perhaps walking with a child resting on her hip. The female had halted in mid-stride and cast a glance behind her. Had she heard the rumble of a distant volcano? Was a predator lurking nearby? Or was she leaving her homeland, taking one last look before striking out for new horizons?
 
   For all eternity, the fossilized footprints held their story, capturing a human act which would otherwise have been lost in the vastness of time.
 
   Dawn closed her eyes again and imagined walking along Oak Creek. It was a silvery, moonlit summer’s eve, with a balmy breeze passing through the red rock canyon. The dogs were up ahead, busily sniffing, and Gus strolled beside her. Between them was a child, a little towheaded girl. They held her hands as they walked parallel to the stream. As they moved along, they left three sets of footprints.
 
   Eyes still closed, Dawn realized the daydream had made her feel homesick again. But now, she understood the happiness she shared with Gus had changed things in a profound way.  
 
   Together, they would make a future. And if they didn’t leave their tracks on Earth, then they would somehow, someday, make footprints beneath the glow of two opalescent moons.  
 
   In the red sands of Mars.
 
    
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   PART FOUR
 
   Chapter 21
 
    
 
   Hung be the heavens with black, yield day to night!
 
   Comets, importing change of times and states,
 
   Brandish your crystal tresses in the sky...
 
   ~William Shakespeare, Henry VI
 
    
 
   “Hey, wake up, sleepy head. Come see what we got.”
 
   Dawn’s eyes opened. Gus stood in the doorway of her cubicle, looking excited. Her gaze lingered on the strong cut of his jaw, covered with a swath of thick, reddish-blond stubble.  
 
   She smiled sleepily. “What time is it?” 
 
   He looked at his watch. “0240.”
 
   “But it’s so early.”
 
   “We got one, Dawn. A few hours ago.”  
 
   “What are you talking about?” she asked as she threw back the covers and rose to her feet. She moved closer to him and caught his scent, fresh, clean skin, yet with a faint trace of manly aroma, all Gus. Pulse quickening, she forced aside her feelings and reached for her robe.
 
   “Troodon,” he said. “We captured one. A female.”
 
   “Troodon?”
 
   “She’s a small meat-eater. Harry thinks she’s pregnant. How’d he put it? She’s gravid. That’s it. Said she’s gravid.” He motioned Dawn outside. “She’s a feisty little sucker. Looks like she’s itchin’ to attack. Remember how the other dino reacted when we put her in the cage? Well, she’s nothing compared to this one. Troodon has a bunch of these tiny, pointy teeth. Harry says they’re sharp as hell. They’ll take a chunk out of you if you aren’t careful.”
 
   Dawn poked her head out of the hatch. Harry, Tasha, and Kris stood by the Rover, flashlights shining on the caged animal. She followed Gus outside.
 
   Looking at the sky, Dawn caught sight of the comet. She frowned, recalling how it had appeared only a few hours before. Was it her imagination, or did it now seem a lot larger?  
 
   Squinting, she spotted the faint, blue fluorescence of electrically charged molecules, the ion tail of the comet.  
 
   Just then, Harry said, “Gus told you about our little Troodon, eh?”  
 
   When Dawn realized Harry was speaking to her, she dropped her gaze and nodded.
 
   “I wouldn’t have believed it myself if I hadn’t seen it,” Harry went on. “We put some bait in the cage and waited a few minutes. She walked inside like she was invited. Boy, was she mad when she realized she couldn’t escape.”
 
   Half-listening to Harry’s excited talk, Dawn watched the creature. One of the birdlike dinosaurs, she was somewhat bigger than the other species they’d encountered. She did a quick mental calculation, estimating the Troodon measured around one and a half meters from snout to tail tip, about the same size as an average adult human female. She had large, green eyes with catlike pupils, green skin, and bright, peacock feathers on her head.
 
   Hang on! Dawn thought. It looks something like the thing I saw yesterday.
 
   Upon closer inspection, she knew the comparison was ridiculous. The Troodon did not have a humanoid shape. If anything, it resembled a small ostrich.
 
   “Troodon means wounding teeth,” Harry said. “And it’s true. Watch out for her if you go near the cage.”
 
   “Okay,” Dawn said. “I believe you. She must be a formidable predator.”
 
   Harry nodded, chest thrust out like a proud father. “Her species has the largest brain-to-body ratio of any dinosaur; in fact, in the Cretaceous, it was probably smarter than anything else, including all contemporary dinosaurs, mammals, and birds. We can tell this by casts made of the interiors of troodontid craniums. The skulls show brain folding, which allows more surface area for the development of cells in the cerebral cortex, a prerequisite for the evolution of higher intelligence.”  
 
   Dawn stared into the animal’s eyes. “I wonder what she’s thinking about? Poor thing must be scared out of her wits.”
 
   As if to render an opposite opinion, the female Troodon puffed up her feathers, drew back her head, exposed her little sharklike teeth, and leapt against the cage, flailing against the metal bars and sputtering like a demon.
 
   Dawn jumped back, startled. Her glance met Gus’s as an unspoken thought raced between them – what had they gotten themselves into?
 
   “Troodon has been called the ‘coyote’ of the Cretaceous.” Harry grinned. “Damn, she’s beautiful!”
 
   Gus rubbed his stubbly chin as he shot Dawn a look filled with humor. “I don’t think so,” he told her. “She’s ugly, if you ask me.”
 
   But Dawn didn’t answer him. Instead, she stared off, remembering the humanoid dinosaur from the day before and wondering if there could be some kind of connection.
 
   ***
 
   Since it was still so early – around 0400 – the crew had secured the Troodon with the rest of the specimens and then gone off to bed.  
 
   Dawn was just drifting off when she heard, “Wake up.”
 
   Her eyes opened wide and she stared into the shadows, her pulse pounding in her ears.  
 
   “Dawn Ssstroganoff.”
 
   Gasping, she sat bolt upright in bed and a hand immediately clamped over her mouth, stifling her scream. 
 
    “I senssse your fear,” the voice whispered into her ear. “Calm yourssself. I will not harm you.”
 
   Now she discerned the reptilian hisses mingled with the words. It could mean only one thing!  
 
   “I will releassse you if you promissse to be quiet, Dawn.”
 
   She nodded and the hand withdrew. Despite her fear, she had to see him. Fumbling at her nightstand, she managed to flip on the light switch. She blinked against the light, then stared in shock. A strapping, man-sized alien stood there, copper-skinned with ice-blue eyes and a headful of golden feathers. And he was definitely a male; beneath his genital pouch, he swelled with potency.  
 
   This must be a nightmare.  
 
   “I am the Keeper.”
 
   She looked into his eyes, willing herself to hold his gaze. He must have realized she was frightened, because he sat on the edge of the bed and made a soft, cooing sound as he reached out and gently touched her good arm.  
 
   “I will not harm you,” he said as he slowly drew his hand away. “Do not be afraid of me.”
 
   “Wh – why are you here?” Dawn stammered. “This doesn’t make any sense.”
 
   “I do not understand.”
 
   “But before, when you spoke to me in that contraption on Mars, you said you were already dead. You told me your mind had been preserved, but that you didn’t have a body.”
 
   “I sssee.” He gave her a look that resembled a frown as he rubbed his chin. “Apparently, your experiences indicate I am alssso the Keeper of a parallel universsse. Or... it could be you ssspoke with my future ssself, after thisss body,” he touched his chest, “hasss died.”
 
   “Oh.” Dawn shook her head. The idea of time paradoxes was going to drive her nuts. She had to think of something else, anything else to talk about. “Wh – when are we going home?” 
 
   “Sssoon.”
 
   “Then we’re definitely going to leave the Cretaceous?”  
 
   There was a long pause. “Yesss. You are.”
 
   “And what has been the purpose of all this?”
 
   “I cannot reveal that to you, not at thisss time.”
 
   “Why not?”
 
   “You mussst be patient.”
 
   “Patient?” Dawn asked, her anger flaring. “It’s a little too late for patience, don’t you think? Do you have real answers for me, or are we going to play godlike alien versus cowering, awestruck mortal again? I refuse to jump through any more hoops for you.”
 
   “What?”
 
   “Just why did you come here? Why? Did you know I almost died last week? Do you care what happens to my crewmates? Lex is dead because of you! And why was another one of your kind standing outside the lander yesterday?”
 
   The Keeper stood up. “There wasss another?” He glanced back at the closed door.
 
   Now Dawn saw his long tail. When he turned back to face her, she noticed that his claws had sprung from their sheaths. Devil. She shuddered, but fought her fear.
 
   He stared at her, his eyes narrowed and questing.
 
   “Why does the fact that someone else was here surprise you?” she asked, mulling this over. Then it hit her. “Of course,” she exclaimed, “you told me you were the last of your kind. So, what did I see? Who was outside the lander?”
 
   He walked over to the bed, carefully retracted his claws, and took her hand again. “You,” he replied.
 
   “Me?”
 
   “Yes, I believe it wasss you.”
 
   “How could that be? You’re not making any sense.”
 
   He leaned over, touched his forehead to hers and looked deeply into her eyes.  
 
   His presence was overpowering, hypnotic.
 
   “Yesss, Dawn, it wasss you.” With a deep moan, he lowered himself onto her body. “It wasss alwaysss you.”
 
   ***
 
   It took Dawn a moment to realize she’d been dreaming. She was on her back, luxuriating under the covers as she opened her eyes.
 
   Wow, that was totally weird, she thought, mildly embarrassed by her erotic dream. The more she thought about it, the more she realized the dream had been utterly provocative, as if the Keeper – she’d made him an alien stud, hadn’t she? – had been interested in her in a sexual way.
 
   Suddenly, she felt someone move against her. She jumped, almost falling from bed.  
 
   On the verge of screaming, the sound of light snoring caused her to turn and stare. Blond hair poked out from beneath the covers. Gus? She glanced around, realizing she was in his cubicle, sharing his bed.
 
   What the hell...?  
 
   Her heart pounded. She closed her eyes and breathed, in and out, in and out. It’s the meds, she thought. I must’ve taken way too many yesterday. That’s why I don’t remember anything about coming into Gus’s room.
 
   She rose from the bed, taking pains not to disturb him, and tiptoed across the room, only daring to glance back when she reached the door. Gus was still dead out.
 
   Did anything happen between us? Why can’t I remember?
 
   Except, except...
 
   She recalled another dream. She was back in the chamber on Mars in the strange chair. Through the alien VR, she watched herself watching herself, like one of those strange infinity pictures of a person in a mirror, the image recurring again and again within itself, smaller and smaller, forever repeating.  
 
   With a frown, Dawn tried to put it out of her mind as she slipped into her cubicle and crawled into bed. She looked at the clock. 0642. Everyone was sleeping in after last night. 
 
   Last night?
 
   What happened to me? Dawn closed her eyes, waiting for sleep to take her, wondering what was real, and what wasn’t.
 
   ***
 
   There was a knock at the door. “Mind if I come in?”
 
   Dawn’s eyes flew open, and she was instantly terrified. The Keeper?
 
   But it was Kris. Smiling, she stood in the doorway.  
 
   “Tasha asked me to wake you. It’s after noon.”
 
   Dawn glanced at the clock, surprised she’d overslept.
 
   “Tasha said she wants to take a look at your arm,” Kris went on. “She thinks the cast can come off soon, maybe today.” She glanced down. “Hey, what’s this?” she asked as she picked something off the floor. She held out a golden feather.  
 
   Dawn felt a chill rush down her spine as she swung her feet over the side of the bed and grabbed it.
 
   Kris gave her a quizzical look. “How’d that get in here?”
 
   Dawn studied the feather. It looked like... her thoughts faltered as she remembered the Keeper. “I need to talk to Gus. Where is he?”
 
   “Last I saw, he was eating.” Kris made a move to go. “I’ll tell him you’re looking for him. Give me a holla if you need anything else––”
 
   “No. Wait.”  
 
   Kris turned back.
 
   “Tell everyone to meet me in the main room in a few minutes,” Dawn said. “They need to hear this, too.”
 
   “Are you all right? What happened last night?”
 
   “You won’t believe it when I tell you,” Dawn said. “I almost can’t believe it myself.”
 
   ***
 
   Tasha frowned.  “How many painkillers did you take before going to sleep?” 
 
   Dawn hesitated, mentally counting. “I took two after dinner, then two more a few hours later, and then another one. I know I shouldn’t have, but I couldn’t sleep.”
 
   “I see.” Tasha nodded. “And do you actually believe you had sex with alien Keeper?”
 
   “I don’t know.” Blushing, Dawn looked around. Gus was staring out the window, avoiding her eyes, while Harry and Kris sat gaping at her.  
 
   “Dawn, tell us what happened,” Tasha said.
 
   “Until Kris found the feather it seemed like a crazy dream. But now, I think the Keeper hypnotized me somehow.”
 
   Kris nodded. “Talk about crazy! What I’m intrigued with is the part about time paradox, where the Keeper has his body now. If I’m getting this right, he speculated his future preserved mind had communicated with Dawn. Also, I’m interested in what he said about Dawn being the creature outside. What do you suppose he meant by that?”
 
   “We will speak about that later,” Tasha said. “I should examine Dawn immediately. There could be traces of semen––”
 
   “This is bull!” Gus’s gaze veered from face to face until he zeroed in on Dawn. “Did you tell her?” he asked. “Did you tell Tasha about us? Well, did you?”
 
   “Gus, I...”  Dawn didn’t have the guts to tell him she couldn’t recall anything about him. Only, perhaps, her time with the Keeper.
 
   She closed her eyes against his heated stare, wishing she could remember what had happened between her and Gus.
 
   And only Gus.
 
   ***
 
   Gus had rarely felt such blind hatred. If what Dawn said was true, if that alien bastard had actually raped her. 
 
   No, it had to be a nightmare.
 
   He fought his feelings as he studied the pale cast of Dawn’s skin. “Go on,” he told her more evenly, “tell them we slept together last night. My semen must still be in you.” 
 
   There was dead silence in the room.  
 
   “Let me speak to Dawn and Gus alone,” Tasha told Harry and Kris.
 
   They rose. Harry gave Gus a small nod, then followed Kris outside.
 
   Once they were gone, Tasha sighed. “We should discuss everything that happened, but I believe I can prove whether incident occurred with alien Keeper. It will be like rape exam.”
 
   Fucking unbelievable! Gus’s anger surged again and he looked out the window. He needed to get the hell out of here.
 
   Tasha was still jabbering, “... human sperm is different in appearance from sperm of other species. I would assume similar situation happens with aliens, so if I do get sample of unusual-looking sperm––”
 
   “Enough,” Gus cut in. “Just do what you have to do.” 
 
   “I beg your pardon?” Tasha asked.
 
   The cold knot of fury in Gus’s guts threatened to interfere with his judgment. When he realized this, he made an effort to calm himself. “Sorry,” he said through gritted teeth.
 
   “Gus, it’s okay. Go outside and cool down.” Dawn gave him a pleading look as she reached for his hand.
 
   He grabbed a shotgun off the rack and stormed through the hatch.  
 
   The comet blazed in the southeastern sky. He raised his gun and aimed, wishing it was the Keeper’s head.
 
   In the next moment, he lowered his weapon. Waste of ammo. He spit on the ground, then started walking away from the lander.  
 
   What should have been the best day of his life had just turned into a pile of crap.
 
   ***
 
   “What is his problem?” Tasha asked.  
 
   Dawn ignored her. “It couldn’t be true, could it? I mean... how could the Keeper come here?”
 
   Tasha patted Dawn’s hand, her Russian accent soft and soothing to her ears. “There, there, my dear. I am sure we will find nothing sinister. It was dream, only terrible dream.”
 
   Dawn followed Tasha to the infirmary. The examination was thorough, yet efficient – Tasha’s usual style – and the results were clear in a matter of minutes.  
 
   “Only traces of human sperm,” Tasha said as she reexamined the results under the microscope. “I was not even sure if alien would have sperm, but I do not see anything unusual here.”
 
   Despite the reassurances, Dawn still felt spooked about not recalling anything about Gus. She wondered if she should tell Tasha.
 
   No, she decided. Tasha was right. It was the meds. She’d taken too many last night.  
 
   But I do need to see Gus, to try to explain.
 
   A few minutes later, Dawn came down the steps of the Valiant, gaze fixed on Gus’s back. “Hey,” she called out.
 
   He turned. Dawn didn’t like the look in his eyes. She hesitated. What could she say to him? “We need to talk,” she managed. 
 
   He nodded, his lips a tight, grim line, obviously bracing himself for some bad news.
 
   “Let’s go inside,” Dawn said, tilting her head toward the lander.
 
   “No, you tell me out here.” He looked off into the distance.
 
   She came over to his side and grabbed his hand. Her gaze followed his stare. Dark gray clouds had formed over the Rockies. It was raining somewhere on the mountains.
 
   “The test was negative,” she said. “There’s no evidence of an alien. So, it must’ve been a dream or hallucination, probably from too many painkillers.”
 
   “I see.”
 
   She squeezed his hand.  
 
   “Then what about the feather?” he asked impassively.
 
   “I have no idea. Maybe it’s one of the feathers you guys found the other day outside the lander. Somehow, it got into my room.” Smiling, she indicated the Valiant with a tilt of her head. “You know how messy things can get in that tin can.” 
 
   He didn’t smile back.
 
   Okay, okay. Gus has a right to feel the way he does. Again, Dawn regarded him, saw the determined cut of his jaw, sensed his tough, yet down-to-earth and at times vulnerable, nature. He’d always be there for her. She had no doubt about that. And there’d be other times between them, times she would remember.
 
   “Gus, about last night...”
 
   He closed his eyes for a moment, then dropped her hand and walked away.
 
   She stood there without moving, dazed by his seeming rejection.
 
   As he neared the bushes, he turned and said, “I’ll be back, but there’s somethin’ I’ve got to do first.”  
 
   “Oh, Gus, don’t leave me.” She looked up at the sky. “We’ve got to get out of here soon. Jean-Michel said it’s less than two days ‘til the comet strikes.”
 
   “I’ll be back in plenty of time. I’m not leavin’ you, darlin’. No way. But you stay put. Stay with Tasha and the others now. Remember what I told you last night. I meant every word.”  
 
   Before she could react, he gave her a big smile, then slipped into the brush.
 
   What did you tell me? Dawn stared after him, wild with frustration. What in God’s name did you say?
 
   ***
 
   Head down, Gus ran alongside the trail. Because he had hunted for most of his youth, he was a good tracker. The two sets of three-toed prints – one man-sized and the other half again as large – were clear and easy to follow. He’d spotted the tracks just before Dawn started to talk about last night. And he had no doubt the bigger prints were made by the Keeper, no doubt at all.
 
   But Gus was not so sure about the second, more ill-defined, set of footprints. Could they belong to the strange creature Dawn spotted the night before? Did that mean the Keeper was doing some tracking of his own?
 
   Suddenly, Gus heard a rumbling sound. He looked up and almost stumbled straight into the rump of a squat, armored, butt-ugly dinosaur, which he compared to a giant armadillo. On second glance, he realized it wasn’t much like an armadillo, after all; the creature had thick, bony plates and a few spikes on its back and another bony plate covering the top of its skull.  
 
   Gus caught a whiff of something bad and realized he’d just heard the biggest fart of his life. He took a closer look and recognized the four-legged beast as an ankylosaur from one of Harry’s endless lectures. He also recalled Harry saying it was probably one of the dumber dinosaurs, a lumbering herbivore that often traveled alone in search of plants.  
 
   Gus watched the beast for a moment, hoping it would move on, but it didn’t budge. It was methodically eating its way through a huge patch of ferns.  
 
   Damn! He gagged as the ankylosaur’s stench enveloped him. He held his breath as he eyed the animal’s tail, which had a nasty-looking bony club at its tip. Stepping aside, he waded waist-deep through the ferns, while keeping an eye on the lethal posterior. One hit with the tail-club, he realized, and he’d be dead meat for sure.
 
   The ankylosaur continued to browse on the ferns, seemingly oblivious to Gus’s presence.
 
   Without looking back, Gus exhaled loudly. The three-toed tracks were still distinct. Demon footprints, he thought with venomous certainty. It’s like I’m tracking Lucifer himself.
 
   He raced on toward the hills. But he wasn’t scared. No way. Oh, his guts churned with outrage, especially when he considered what the Keeper had done to Dawn, but there was logic in his actions, too. If the Keeper had arrived here in the flesh, it meant he had a plan. Was he heading toward something?  
 
   Again, Gus remembered Dawn’s description of the weird dinosaur-humanoid. Could the Keeper be trying to prevent that creature from leaving Earth? Were both of them going to the same place, toward a time portal located somewhere in the distance?  
 
   He realized he might have stumbled on a way to get back to the future. He smiled to himself. And if he did happen to find the Keeper before he left Cretaceous Earth, what then?
 
   I’ll kill him, Gus thought icily. Screw the consequences. Blind hatred surged inside of him. All he wanted now was one shot. That’s all it’d take. Just one clean shot, and he’d take care of him once and for all.
 
   Gus ran on. After another half hour or so, he reached an area surrounded by tall, limestone bluffs. A noisy, bubbling creek flowed past the rocks. On the shore stood copses of trees that looked like cottonwoods. He stopped and stared. The area reminded him of the Guadalupe Mountains of West Texas.
 
   Puffing hard, he studied the opposite shore. Both creatures had gone straight through the water, for the tracks came out on the other stream bank and then ascended a passageway formed by a cleft in the cliff-face. At the base of the wide, limestone escarpment, a terraced slope rolled down to the water. Even from this angle, Gus could tell it was covered with broken rock, soil, and clumps of flowering bushes.
 
   Gus knelt down, took a long drink out of the creek, then got to his feet and pressed on. After splashing through the water, he reached the bank and stopped briefly, looking for any signs of life. There were scattered dinosaurs tracks here and there, but the only living things around were some dragonflies and a few weird turtles with long tails, sunning themselves on a log near the water.  
 
   Nothing, however, looked otherworldly.
 
   “Gusss!”
 
   He blinked.
 
   “Gusss!” Both times, the name was hissed out, snakelike.
 
   Gus turned and spotted the Keeper. The alien stood about twenty meters away, beneath the limestone rock shelter. He was tall and muscular and bronze as a statue, with a hawklike face that looked tough and arrogant, and a big whip of a tail.  
 
   A huge, reptilian-humanoid motherfucker. 
 
   “You cannot ssstop me,” the Keeper shouted, flicking his tail sideways like an annoyed tomcat.
 
   “Wanna bet?” Gus felt deadly calm. He raised his gun, aimed for the alien’s head, and fired.
 
   As quick as a thought, the Keeper leapt backward toward the bluff and disappeared. A cloud of dust burst from the cliff-face, indicating the ammo had missed him, hitting the rocks instead.  
 
   Where the hell was he? Gus lowered his weapon and cautiously moved forward. When he reached the spot where the Keeper had stood, he looked at the ground. Loose rubble hid any sign of tracks. Just where had he gone?  
 
   After Gus started poking around, he caught sight of a shadowy spot beneath the cliff overhang. He moved closer and saw it was a cave entrance. It looked like it was big enough for something man-sized to fit through.  
 
   He walked forward until he could feel a draught of cool air streaming from the pitch-black depths. So, he thought, the Keeper didn’t vanish. He’s down there somewhere.
 
   Gus stopped, considering his options. He’d been in only one cave in his entire life. When he was around seven years old, his parents had taken him down to Kickapoo Caverns in Texas. He remembered being scared to death in a place called Green Cave, especially when he saw the bat flights at dusk. His daddy had held onto his hand then, telling him that big boys didn’t cry at little ol’ pesky bats.
 
   Gus looked around, painfully aware of the differences now. There were no bats around here – they hadn’t evolved yet – and his father wouldn’t be born for eons.
 
   Shaking his head, he regarded the cave entrance. If he did go in, would the Keeper be waiting for him? The alien would have the advantage. Since Gus had no flashlight, he’d be fumbling around in the dark.  
 
   Suddenly, he felt the silent-mode vibration of his communicator. He had ignored several buzzes he’d felt while tracking the Keeper – he assumed Dawn had been trying to reach him – but he needed to talk to someone now. He reached into his pocket. “What is it?” he bluntly asked.
 
   “Gus!” Dawn said. Her worried face stared back at him on the screen. “Gus, are you all right? Jean-Michel’s got you on J-Stars. Harry and Kris are coming in the Rover. They’ll be at your position soon.”
 
   “No, they’ll only complicate––”
 
   “Listen to me,” Dawn cut in, emphatically. “You can’t do this alone!”
 
   “How do you know what I’m doin’?” 
 
   “We know what you’re up to, because Tasha did a genetic test on the feather.” Dawn’s words came out in a rush. “And, and because the DNA – if you can call it that – is quite different. The amino acids twist to the right, not to the left.”
 
   “Say what?”
 
   “Gus, Tasha explained it to me this way ... that amino acids exist in so-called left-handed and right-handed versions. Life on Earth uses the left-twisting orientation, but the amino acids on the feather twist to the right. So, they’re not from Deinonychus. In fact, they’re not of this world. The feather belongs to an alien. The Keeper.”
 
   “Tell me about it,” Gus said as he heard the faint rumble of the Rover in the distance.
 
   “Will you wait for Harry and Kris? Will you promise me?”
 
   He scowled at her questions, then nodded. Admit it, he thought. You do need help. 
 
   “Yeah, sure. I’ll wait.” He turned as Harry and Kris came into view. “They’re here. Talk to you later, Dawn.”
 
   “Take care of yourself.”
 
   “I always do, darlin’. You know that.”
 
   Through slitted eyes, Gus glanced back at the cave. Then he put away his communicator, scrambled down the rocks, and ran back to meet his crew.  
 
   ***
 
   “Dinosauroid!” Harry shouted as Kris parked the Rover. He held one of the long-tailed turtles, waving it in his hand as he repeated, “Dinosauroid!”
 
   “Looks like a turtle to me, bud,” Gus said flatly.
 
   With a distracted look, the paleontologist glanced at the turtle. “Oh, no. This is a baenid. What I’m talking about––”
 
   “Uh huh.” Gus managed a sardonic grin. “Just what are you talkin’ about, Harry?” He swung his left leg into the vehicle and sat down. “First, don’t you want to know what I’ve been doin’?” 
 
   Harry opened his mouth to speak.  
 
   “Yes. Please, do tell us, Commander,” Kris said, giving Harry an assertive look that demanded silence. “We saw the trail and assumed you were following the tracks for a reason. You believe they were made by the Keeper, isn’t that so?”
 
   Gus nodded. “He’s hiding in the cave up there.” He pointed to the cleft in the limestone bluff. “I got a shot off at him, but he was too damned quick.”
 
   “You saw him? You actually saw him?” Harry looked like he could’ve jumped for joy. “So, what’d he look like?”
 
   “Like a dinosaur-man.”
 
   “Holy shit!” Harry exclaimed.
 
   “I don’t see a cave.” Squinting through her glasses, Kris peered at the side of the cliff.
 
   Gus shook his head. “You can’t see it from here.”  
 
   “And you think he’s still in there?” Harry asked as he started to put the turtle into a specimen cage.
 
   “Let it go,” Gus ordered him, the beginnings of a plan percolating in his brain; more specimens were the last thing they needed now.
 
   Harry stared at him, and then, without a word, he put the creature on the ground. It slowly began to crawl off toward the stream.
 
   They watched it for a moment, until Harry repeated, “You think the Keeper’s still in the cave, don’t you?”
 
   “Yup. Unless there’s another way out.” Gus frowned at the thought.
 
   Kris stared at him. “What are you thinking, Commander?” 
 
   “Suppose the cave is a passageway back to Mars?” Gus speculated. “Or even a way back to the future?”
 
   “Hmm.” Kris nodded. “Consider what Dawn told us about the Keeper and his apparent references to a time paradox. Why would he be able to travel to the past at this time, when a few days ago, he had to inhabit your body in order to communicate with Dawn?”
 
   Gus looked over at Harry. From the expression on his face, it was clear he too was at a loss for an explanation.
 
   “Well, I think I’ve figured it out,” Kris said. “He’s the same Keeper, all right, but he’s from a different time period. Somehow, he’s gotten his body back – remember how he told Dawn he was dead in their initial conversation? – but now he’s alive. He’s even found a way to make his body stronger.”
 
   “What do you mean?” Gus asked.
 
   “Remember when he told Dawn his species could not live on the Earth because of its gravity? Well, somehow he’s made his body more robust. It’s able to withstand the pull of Earth’s gravity. Maybe he did it through manipulation of his genetic structure. Advanced genetic engineering could produce such results, but I don’t know. Whatever’s happened, he’s found a way to journey back to this place. Perhaps the cave has some sort of passageway for traveling through time.”
 
   “You’re readin’ my mind, Kris,” Gus said. 
 
   “That’s why the information about the dinosauroid is so important,” Harry said. “I figured it out.” He reached for his communicator. “Back in the 1980s, a paleontologist named Dale Russell came up with a unique thought experiment. Russell postulated life would have developed differently had the comet not hit the Yucatan at the end of the Cretaceous.”
 
   “Yeah,” Gus said, “and ducks have wings. We all knew that.”
 
   “But according to Russell, if dinosaurs had been able to evolve further, maybe one of them, one species specifically, could have developed into intelligent beings, which he called the dinosauroids.” Harry thrust his communicator under Gus’s nose. “Look. This is the dinosauroid model Russell used to illustrate his thought experiment.”
 
   Gus stared at the screen. There was a picture of a middle-aged man in late twentieth century dress – Dale Russell, no doubt – with two dinosaurlike models. One looked a hell of a lot like the Troodon they’d captured the night before, while the other...
 
   Gus’s gaze fixed on the creature in the photograph. It was a kind of dinosaur-man. And it looked like a smaller, more delicate version of the Keeper.
 
   “See what I mean?” Harry asked. “Troodon is the best candidate for the proposed ancestral species, by the way. For a dinosaur, Troodon’s smart, a carnivore with an upright posture, stereoscopic vision, and opposable thumbs. Given the chance, it could have easily evolved further, become a tool-maker and gained self-awareness. No other dinosaur had this potential.” He smiled. “Just like humanity’s ancestors. Same features as the australopithecines, except, of course, that Troodon isn’t a mammal.”
 
   “Did Dawn see this picture?” Gus asked, still studying the screen. “Did she see any resemblance to that thing she spotted the other night?”  
 
   “Yes to both your questions,” Harry said, putting his communicator away. “Except you’ll recall she said her creature had feathers on its head.”
 
   Gus whistled. “Then tell me this... if what the Keeper said was true, if his species did evolve in another part of the galaxy, then how come he resembles a dinosauroid?”
 
   “Ever heard of convergent evolution?” Harry asked.
 
   “Can’t say that I have.” Gus glanced around, suddenly feeling vulnerable. “Before you launch into one of your lectures, we should do something about our position. We’re sitting ducks if some predator comes this way.”
 
   On Gus’s orders, Kris started the engine and moved the Rover to a secure position near the cliff-face, but away from the area by the cave entrance. Gus decided to ride shotgun, manning the E-M cannon as he watched the bluffs for any sign of movement. Harry had his back to Gus, his gun ready if anything came up the other way.  
 
   As soon as they were in position, Kris turned off the Rover and reached for her weapon. “Just in case,” she said as she placed the gun in her lap.
 
   “Regarding convergent evolution,” Harry said, “well, it’s the process where––”
 
   “We don’t have time for this now,” Gus said, cutting him off. “It’ll have to wait until later.” He opened one of the Rover’s storage compartments and fumbled around for a flashlight. “Who wants to volunteer to go into the cave with me?” he asked, glancing back at Harry and Kris.  
 
   “I’ll go,” Kris said.  
 
   Harry sighed. “Me, too. I’ll wear a headset. Even with the rocks above our heads, Jean-Michel might be able to monitor us.”
 
   “Good idea,” Gus said, “but we’ll all wear them. We can affix flashlights to our guns and headsets. That way, each of us will have two lights. No matter what happens, we’ll be able to see and communicate with one another.”  
 
   He looked down at his T-shirt and shorts, then glanced over at the storage bin in the rear of the Rover. “Are the jackets still in there?” he asked.
 
   Kris nodded. She reached down, popped open the lid on the storage bin, and retrieved three jackets.
 
   While Harry and Kris readied the equipment, Gus reached for his communicator. “Destiny, do you copy?” 
 
   Jean-Michel’s image flickered onto the screen. “I copy, Gus.” 
 
   “I copy, too,” Dawn said.
 
   Gus fiddled with the visuals until he stared at two split/screen images. “Roger that, Valiant,” he said as he gave Dawn a nod, then told them about his plans for exploring the cave.
 
   “Do you think you should take the risk?” Dawn asked.
 
   Tasha moved into view, momentarily sharing the screen with Dawn. “I think you should come back. We must leave planet soon.”
 
   “We’ll be back in plenty of time,” Gus told her. “But first, we’ve got to see what’s in the cave. Even if the Keeper is in there, well, the cave could be our ticket out of here. Maybe we can get home.”
 
   “Communication may be a problem. Interference because of the rock walls will probably prevent our speaking to one another,” Jean-Michel said. “You will be on your own then, Commander. I agree with Dawn and Tasha. I think you should go back to the lander.”
 
   “Please, don’t do this because of some vendetta, Gus,” Dawn pleaded. 
 
   “Don’t say that to me,” he gently admonished her. “I’m doin’ what I have to do. This is for all of us. For our future.”
 
   ***
 
   Harry, Gus, and Kris stood by the entrance of the cave, silent but for their breathing, hands gripping their guns. The broken rocks beneath their feet would make it a difficult trek into the depths. Because they had two ropes, a small pick, and three collapsible shovels, along with their headsets, lights, and weapons, Harry felt cautiously optimistic about their chances of making a safe exploration of the cavern.
 
   “Jean-Michel, do you copy?” Harry asked as he adjusted the viewing lens of his VR headset and poked his head inside the cave. The air was cold and dank. He took a few steps forward and looked back at Kris and Gus.
 
   The reply sounded faint. “I copy that,” Jean-Michel said. “I’m able to track you with the ground-penetrating radar––”  
 
   Suddenly, the pilot’s voice faded to static, replaced by a grating buzz.  
 
   “Damn it,” Harry said as he walked back into the sunlight. He saw Gus gazing at the sky. 
 
   “Jean-Michel, keep trackin’ us with radar,” Gus said. “Since it seems we won’t be able to talk to you, we’ll have to take our chances inside.”
 
   “Roger that. And good luck.”
 
   Gus turned on his lights and then signaled for Harry and Kris to move forward. Slowly, they slipped into the cave. From somewhere in the distance, they heard soft, tinkling noises, the sound of water flowing over pebbles in an underground stream. 
 
   The com-link between their boots and headsets kept track of the distance they traveled. When they had moved about two hundred meters inside, they reached a narrowing in the passageway. The trio halted when they spied the low ceiling, which looked too small even for an average-sized woman to crawl through.
 
   Gus frowned. “I’m not sure if I can fit past this without clearing some of the rocks.”
 
   Harry nodded. He was nearly as big as Gus, and he knew he couldn’t make it, either.
 
   “I think I just might be able to slip through this,” Kris said.  
 
   Harry exchanged a concerned look with Gus.
 
   “Ya’all can stop the macho crap now,” Kris said cheerfully. “I’d like to go on. I’ve done some caving with my buddies, even some cenote diving in Mexico, so I know what I’m doing. This is what we call a crouchway. It should be easy for me to make it through. What do you say?”
 
   “I think it’s a big risk,” Harry said, frowning. “You’d be all alone once you get on the other side.”
 
   “Not really. You guys will be with me because of the VR. Just tie me to the rope. I’ll be all right.”
 
   “Let her go,” Gus said, with a degree of reluctance.  
 
   Harry felt undecided. Kris smiled at him, a determined glint in her gaze. He knew she wouldn’t give up. She was like that. Stubborn, smart, absolutely sure of herself.  
 
   And he realized he wouldn’t have her act any other way.
 
   “The minute anything feels wrong,” Harry said, “you turn around.”
 
   Nodding, Kris grinned as she raised her arms. Harry and Gus went to work, fixing the rope around her slender torso.  
 
   “Be careful,” Harry told her, still worried despite all the precautions.
 
   She removed her headset and kissed him on the cheek. He swallowed, wondering why the hell he’d given in. If something happened to her, he’d be lost.
 
   “You be careful,” he reiterated.
 
   “Sure.” She readjusted her headset. “Hold onto the rope. Tight. In case there’s a drop, don’t let me fall.”  
 
   Without looking back, she got onto her knees, wriggled through the narrow duct, and was gone.
 
   Harry and Gus let out the rope centimeter by centimeter as they listened to Kris’s breathing through their headsets. They would watch everything through her VR camera now. Harry held his breath. So far, everything looked okay. Just stone walls and a rocky floor.  
 
   He exhaled. Don’t let her fall, he told himself. Don’t let anything happen to her. He felt the rope move through his hands. Not anything.
 
   ***
 
   Gus watched as Kris inched forward on her hands and knees. She muttered something about wearing shorts; the breakdown rock on the floor was razor-sharp. If she had been back home with her caver buddies, she’d be wearing thick pads called knee crawlers.
 
   Once she moved past the worst of the rocks, she halted to catch her breath and aimed her headset at the ground. “I don’t see any tracks. I doubt the Keeper could have come this way.”
 
   “Then where’d he go?” Gus asked. “We didn’t see any other passageways.”
 
   “Hey, remember the doorway on Mars?” Harry said. “The one Dawn fell through when we were in the tomb? We couldn’t see a door in there until the wall opened up and Dawn disappeared.”
 
   “Yeah,” Gus said as he recalled how helpless he’d felt afterward.
 
   “Well, maybe there’s something similar in here,” Harry proposed. “Something we missed. It could be back by the entrance––”  
 
   “Hey! Look over there!” Kris yelled.
 
   Through the VR, Gus saw a sudden widening of the cave. Kris moved forward, rose to her feet, and aimed her gunlight into the gloom. She stood on a ledge overlooking a vast gallery, partially inundated by an underground lake. Kris moved the light from right to left, revealing shimmering cave deposits on the opposite wall.  
 
   It was a world of sparkling, flowing shapes: mother-of-pearl stalactites and stalagmites; crystalline pillars with moon milk coatings; and frozen fountains resembling drapes, ribbons, and waves. Except for the faint drip, drip, drip of water, it seemed quiet as a tomb.
 
   “Hello?” she asked in an awestruck voice.  
 
   “Hello? Hello? Hello?” came the echoing reply.
 
   Gus watched as Kris reached up and touched a translucent, coral-pink disc, hanging from the ceiling above her head. 
 
   “This is gorgeous,” she said. “The calcite concretions here are very delicate, almost like porcelain. There’s even some aragonite, which is hard to find.” She pointed above her head. Pale plumes of a fragile, feathery mineral dangled from the ceiling.  
 
   She let her light trail along the ground, and Gus spotted a small, blind cricket hopping in front of her feet, the only evidence so far of any cave life. She raised her light and moved forward again, slowly, step by step, until she stood a few meters away from a cliff edge above the water. She managed to shine her light on some formations bordering the pool down below, which resembled oyster pearls and small, flowerlike buttons.
 
   “Cave pearls and grapes are made when specks of sand or dirt fall on the flowstone,” she explained. “Over time, the dirt is covered with calcite, much like an oyster covers a grain of sand to form its own pearl.” Her light fell on the bead-encrusted flowstone. “Looks like treasure, doesn’t it? You know, I can almost believe a pirate’s chest is stashed somewhere nearby.”
 
   Despite the fairy tale scene, Gus felt an inexplicable surge of uneasiness. “Okay, Kris. Come on back,” he ordered her.  
 
   “Yeah,” Harry echoed. “Come back right now.”
 
   ***
 
   “Hey, guys, I hear you, but first let me try to film this in night-vision,” Kris said, fumbling with her headset as she switched on the camera. 
 
   Suddenly, something huge broke the surface of the underground lake. Oh, Lord! Kris stumbled backward, bumping the back of her head on the cave’s ceiling.
 
   Her teeth clattered together, and the pain in her skull stunned her for a second more. Then she heard a huge splash. Whatever was out there had just returned to the water. A chill went down to her bones as she recalled the monstrous marine reptiles of the Cretaceous. Some had enormous bodies and razor-sharp teeth. Names like mosasaur and plesiosaur filled her mind.
 
   Just then, another gigantic splash reverberated throughout the cavern. Heart racing, Kris scrambled back through the crouchway toward her crewmates.
 
   By the time she reached Harry and Gus, they had a picture of the creature in freeze-frame.  
 
   “What was it?” Kris asked as she removed her headset and rubbed the sore spot on her head. In dismay, she looked down and saw several scrapes and bruises on her arms and legs.
 
   “Whoa.” Gus peered at his viewing lens. “It’s the Lock Ness monster.”
 
   He gave Kris a look as she leaned in, seeing a horselike head and long, sinuous neck––  
 
   “It’s a plesiosaur,” Harry explained. “Actually, I think it’s a long-necked elasmosaur called Alzadasaurus.”
 
   “Elasmosaur?” Gus asked. “Aren’t they marine reptiles?”
 
   “Uh huh.” Harry grinned. “This is kinda cool, eh? Maybe this animal left the sea and came up a tributary. Remember that in this time the Western Interior Seaway is east of here. Somehow, the elasmosaur must’ve gotten caught in the underground river system. We think all marine reptiles occasionally swam in fresh water to rid themselves of parasites.”
 
   “Wow,” Kris said as she continued to stare at the VR image. “I was so close, I think the dang thing could’ve bitten me.”  
 
   Harry gave Kris a hug. “Elasmosaurs eat fish mostly. Anyway, thanks for the pictures, babe. You did good.”  
 
   Well, Kris thought, you know he’s just trying to make you feel better. She kissed Harry on the cheek, then glanced back at the tunnel.  
 
   Next time, she decided, I’ll have to be much more careful.
 
   ***
 
   Gus watched Harry and Kris for a moment, realizing for the first time they were more than just friends. He thought back to the smiles between them, all the little touches. He’d been wondering.
 
   Deciding to give them some privacy, he said, “I’ll backtrack and see if I can find the Keeper’s tracks.”  
 
   He headed toward the entrance of the cave, shining his gun light on the walls of the cave and trying to find some kind of door. He felt fairly relaxed, because the alien hadn’t shown himself. Maybe there really was a time portal somewhere in here and the Keeper had left. 
 
   Gus knew he’d better not let his guard down, however. He gripped his weapon a little tighter when something caught his attention, a weird hissing.
 
   “Gusss! Gusss!”
 
   Heart thumping, Gus stopped in his tracks, raised his gun, and searched. There was a sudden rush from behind and then a jolt of pain, as he was blindsided by a punch to the head, then a kick to his legs. He fell to the ground and the Keeper pounced on him. They rolled around, punching, flailing, panting, grunting, both now grasping, fighting for the gun.
 
   “You miserable––!” Gus felt a sudden deep rumbling beneath him.   
 
   The Keeper pushed him away, then got up and ran toward the cave entrance. Gus struggled to his knees and fired the shotgun. The blast knocked him backward, flat against the ground, but he fought against the pitching earth and managed to rise again. A last glimpse of the Keeper’s back, then the alien vanished into a choking mass of dust and debris, which thundered down the passageway.
 
   In a moment, Harry and Kris stood by Gus’s side.  
 
   “Come on! We can’t stay here,” Kris shouted as she and Harry grabbed Gus and fell back toward the relative safety of the cavern’s interior. 
 
   They raced on, coughing and gasping, until they reached the area with the narrow duct leading to the underground lake. All three halted there, chests heaving as they listened to the dull roar of a landslide.
 
   “That’s goin’ on outside,” Gus said as he cocked an ear toward the passageway. “Let’s hope it doesn’t get the Rover.”
 
   Both Kris and Harry looked alarmed as they listened to Gus’s recitation of the events of the previous few minutes. As soon the dust settled, the trio picked their way forward until they could move no further. To their horror, they saw tons of rocks now blocked the entrance of the cave.  
 
   They were trapped underground. In silence, they contemplated what they would do next.
 
   And Gus wondered how long it would be before Dawn realized what had happened.
 
    
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   Chapter 22
 
    
 
   It’s a poor sort of memory that only works backwards.
 
   ~Lewis Carroll, Through the Looking-Glass
 
    
 
    
 
   Dawn gazed at the com-screen, nervously keeping an eye on the radar data about Gus, Harry, and Kris. She rubbed her eyes. Her temples throbbed.  
 
   Tasha poked her head into the cubicle. “Would you like something to drink?”
 
   “Sure. Make it some ice water. Thanks.”
 
   “All right,” Tasha said, nodding. “I shall remove your cast afterward.”
 
   Dawn raised her left arm slightly, working her hand. “Yeah. Can’t wait.”
 
   “Valiant, do you copy?” Jean-Michel’s voice ripped through the air.
 
   Dawn exchanged a startled look with Tasha. “This is Dawn, Destiny. What’s the matter?”  
 
   “Look at the radar. There’s been a landslide.”
 
   Heart racing, Dawn spun back toward the com. The little blips that identified Gus, Harry, and Kris still moved through the cave, indicating they were alive, but the topography of the cavern and the surrounding hills had changed. It didn’t take a genius to realize the cave’s entrance was now blocked by tons of rocks.
 
   “Oh, Tasha, they’re trapped!” Dawn cried out.
 
   The physician also studied the com-screen. “Jean-Michel,” she asked, “what do you think their chances are of finding another way outside?”
 
   “I don’t know. There is an underground river system. Perhaps it could be used as a means of escape. Perhaps not.”  
 
   “And the Rover?” Tasha asked. “Where is it?”
 
   “It’s parked away from the cliff-face. It was not damaged by the landslide.” Jean-Michel hesitated for a moment. “There is something else.”
 
   “What?” Dawn asked.
 
   “I’ve been watching other areas of the cave. Do you see them? Look for a large blip in the underground lake. And there are other things, living organisms in the passageway near the right edge of your screen.”
 
   “What the heck?” Dawn whispered, spotting them.
 
   Tasha gasped. “Are they dinosaurs?”
 
   “I do not know, Doctor,” Jean-Michel said, “but they are large.”
 
   “We’ve got to go now,” Dawn said. “The E-M cannon... we’ll use it to blast away the debris.”
 
   “Oui,” Jean-Michel agreed. “You must hurry. I don’t have any way of warning Gus about what is in the cave.”
 
   Dawn stood up. “Let’s go.”
 
   Tasha stared at Dawn’s arm. “I shall remove cast right away. Wait here.”
 
   She left the room to gather her medical equipment and was back in a minute. It took only a few moments more to remove the cast. Dawn’s arm felt weak from the lack of exercise, but she reassured Tasha she was otherwise feeling okay. They hurriedly outfitted themselves with gear and weapons.  
 
   Soon after leaving the lander, they found the path with the footprints, then the Rover’s tire marks.  
 
   In silent determination, they set off for the cave.
 
   ***
 
   They’d been moving for two hours. Dawn thought it was an easy trek, without any incidents. The only dinosaurs around were an extremely gassy ankylosaur and an old, rogue hadrosaur male, who avoided them like they were a pair of raptors.  
 
   Suddenly, Tasha stopped and pointed. Up ahead sat the Rover.
 
   “There it is, safe and sound,” Dawn said in relief. She consulted her watch. It would be a little over three minutes before she could talk to Jean-Michel. Walking forward, she gave an audible gasp as she caught sight of the immense landslide.
 
   Tasha had already made her way over to the Rover. She got her communicator out and waited. It seemed like eternity before Jean-Michel’s face blinked onto the screen.  
 
   “Dr. Stroganoff, do you copy?”   
 
   “Yes, Destiny. This is Dawn. We’ve reached the Rover. It looks okay.”
 
   “Good,” Jean-Michel said. “Now we need to discuss how to save our friends.”
 
   ***
 
   Out of breath and streaked with sweat and dirt, Gus, Kris, and Harry stood high above the underground lake. It had taken them longer than expected to widen the narrow crouchway, but eventually the men had been able to follow Kris and crawl through.  
 
   Surrounded by gloom, they aimed their lights at the darkness below. Because of the immensity of the chamber, the beams barely reached the surface of the water. The lake stood there, smooth and black, like a mirror made of polished obsidian.
 
   Gus swept his gun light about, spotlighting the sides of the cavern. “See that?” he asked as a narrow ledge caught the beam. “I think it’s wide enough for us to use as a footpath. We can make it down to the water and then find a way out of here.”
 
   Gus watched as Harry and Kris regarded the sliver of rock, jutting tenuously from the cavern wall.
 
   “I don’t think I can go down there,” Kris said in a nervous voice. “I told you I’ve done some caving, but nothing like this. I hate to admit this, but I have a touch of vertigo in really steep places. I know it seems weird, being a caver and all. I fight it all the time and make myself do it, and with the plesiosaur around...”
 
   Gus noticed her trembling hands. Where was the bravado she had exhibited, when she protested against his macho crap? He hid his concern. “It’ll be all right,” he said, using a careful tone. “We’ll use the rope and keep each other safe.”
 
   Harry stared at the thin shelf of stone. “Who goes first?” 
 
    “I’ll go,” volunteered Gus.  
 
   After they linked themselves with the rope, Gus moved off, inching his way onto the ledge. “Take it one step at a time.” He concentrated on his feet, moving slowly. Seconds passed. By the time he glanced back, Kris had begun her descent, followed by a watchful Harry.
 
   “So, who’s gonna tell me about... what’d you call it? Converging evolution?” Gus asked. Maybe a scientific lecture would capture Kris’s attention long enough for her to make it to the water’s edge without incident.
 
   “Convergent evolution,” Harry corrected him. Then Gus heard Harry add, “Go ahead, Kris. You tell him.”
 
   Gus smiled to himself. Ol’ Harry had read his mind. Maybe the guy had some common sense, after all.
 
   “Okay, okay.” Kris still sounded nervous. “Convergent evolution happens when two different species develop equivalent body forms because they live in a comparable environment and interact with organisms in a similar way.”  
 
   “Come again?” Gus asked.
 
   “Hmm, maybe some examples would help. Ichthyosaurs, which died out around 30 million years before the end of the Cretaceous, looked a lot like modern-day dolphins, even though the former were marine reptiles and the latter are marine mammals – and their existences were separated by 90 million years. Another example is the Tasmanian wolf. Although it was a pouch-bearing marsupial, it looked remarkably like a mammalian wolf. So, similar environmental pressures contribute to similar body forms. In other words, if you live the same, perhaps over time, you’ll look the same.”
 
   “That might be true,” Gus observed. “As the years go by, my parents are lookin’ more and more alike.”
 
   Gus heard Kris laugh as he glanced below; to his relief, he could see they were more than halfway down. So far, so good. “How does this convergent evolution theory tie into Harry’s ideas about the dinosauroid?” he called out.
 
   “Well,” Kris went on, “I believe what the Keeper told Dawn is essentially true; that his species evolved on a terrestrial planet in another solar system. The Keeper’s kind appears to have been ‘quasi-dinosaurs’, perhaps living in ecosystems not too different from those found on Earth. They went on to develop body forms not unlike the dinosauroid – or us, for that matter. Upright posture, major sense organs in the head, extremities with opposable digits, like our thumbs. It makes sense for sentient beings to have these things. Remember Dale Russell’s thought experiment? He believed there was a possibility that Troodon would have evolved into a contemplative being – the dinosauroid – if the K/T Event had not occurred. The Keeper is also a kind of dinosauroid, although his genetic structure is different from every living thing on Earth.”  
 
   “I can believe that, all right,” Gus said as he reached the bottom of the ledge. It ended about a meter above the ground, so he jumped down, then held out his hands to Kris. “See? We made it,” he said, breaking her fall as she leapt into his arms.
 
   When Harry’s feet hit the dirt, they untied themselves. Gus shone his light on the water. No hint of a sea monster or any other kind of beast. Next, he illuminated the ground. To his surprise, he found some big, three-toed dinosaur footprints in the clay.  
 
   “Hey, look at these,” he said, casting a wary glance around.
 
   Harry came over to his side. “Damn,” he whispered. “What the hell are they doing in here?”
 
   ***
 
   Kris felt relieved and a bit giddy now that the ledge was behind her. She took a moment, leaning against the damp cave wall, still breathing hard, yet willing herself to calm down.
 
   “Utahraptor,” she heard Harry say.  
 
   She turned, staring at him as he eyeballed the ground.  
 
   “Looks like some Utahraptor tracks,” Harry went on, “but they’re supposed to go extinct 100 million B.C.E. Well, whatever made ‘em, they’re bigger than Deinonychus.”
 
   “Bigger?” Gus raised his gun and peered into the shadows.
 
   “Yeah,” Harry said. “Utahraptor claws were the size of butcher knives. Better hope these tracks are old and they’re long gone.”  
 
   Kris stared at the tracks, her feelings a disturbing mixture of awe and fear, listening as Harry speculated there had been three or four animals in the cave. But what were they doing underground? She’d never thought about predatory dinosaurs living in a cave.
 
   But then she remembered the cave bears of the Pleistocene. The great Ice Age predators had also lived in caves.
 
   “I guess we should follow these tracks,” Gus said. “If the dinos can get in, then maybe they can get out.”
 
   They set off together. Gaze darting to and fro, the surrounding gloom unnerving, downright scary, Kris sprinted after Gus, Harry right on her heels. She shone her flashlight on some amazing stalagmites, but didn’t dare take the time to really admire them. In the distance, the dull roar of flowing water grew louder by the minute.  
 
   The surface of the lake started to exhibit ripples and currents. “Let’s stop,” Kris said, chest heaving because of their pace. Her mouth felt dry. “I’m awfully thirsty––”
 
   A rush of air ripped through the dark, followed by a horrible snarl. A white-hot sensation blazed across Kris’s spine, and she was knocked forward, falling headfirst into the freezing cold lake. She gulped in some water, then coughed and choked. In shock from her wound and the icy water, her mind barely registered the loss of her spectacles, gun, and headset. Then her body started to protest the lack of air. Arms flailing in desperation, she fought against the force of gravity and the current, which was now growing stronger.  
 
   When she finally broke the surface, she gasped both for air and because of the terrible pain in her back. In the distance, she heard human shouts, reptilian growls, and the echoing of gunfire.
 
   Kris screamed for Gus and Harry as she was pulled farther from shore. Purposely, she twisted about until she floated on her back. She could feel warm rivulets of blood streaming from her body and mixing with the cold, dark waters of the cave. It was totally black now.  
 
   Quite unexpectedly, the pain in her back vanished. She closed her eyes and fervently hoped the men had survived the attack.  
 
   And then, inexplicably, a strange feeling of calmness, of soft nothingness, enveloped her as she drifted on in silence.
 
   ***
 
   Gus swung around when he heard the rush of the animals. He barely caught sight of Kris as she hit the water. Instinctively, he flinched as a big raptor thrust itself out of the darkness and leapt straight toward him.  
 
   Harry’s gun discharged, and the beast died instantly, its head reduced to a gory pulp that splattered everyone with blood and brains. Despite being headless, the body of the animal kept moving forward. Gus jumped aside, barely avoiding its muscular bulk, as the dead raptor tumbled into the lake.  
 
   Then, out of the corner of his eye, Gus saw Kris bob up and down in the water. She screamed something unintelligible, then dropped beneath the waves.
 
   Harry yelled, “Look out!” 
 
   Gus turned. Now he could see two – no, make that three – raptors. One of the beasts was aiming straight for him. He got off a few rounds, catching it in the belly. Despite its wounds, the animal came forward. It flicked open the big talons on its hind feet, preparing for the final strike.
 
   Somewhere, in the far distance, Kris shrieked. Then, with a monstrous roar, something huge broke the surface of the lake. The raptors fell back, startled. Gus glanced over his shoulder just as the elasmosaur surged up. Jaws snapping, it grabbed the wounded raptor and dragged it into the pitch-black water.
 
   The surface of the lake began to boil as the beasts rolled around. Harry and Gus exchanged piercing looks.  
 
   “Jump!” Gus shouted.
 
   “Kris, hang on!” Harry yelled.
 
   The men pitched themselves into the churning depths, leaving the two remaining raptors standing powerless on the shore.
 
   ***
 
   Kris had almost fainted, her mind on the verge of slipping away, when she heard someone calling to her. “Harry,” she murmured just as something hard and smooth and incredibly swift brushed past her body.
 
   Immediately, she roused back to consciousness. The elasmosaur! she thought, panic-stricken.  
 
   But it didn’t bother her again. Despite the wild water, Kris attempted to look around, trying to figure out what was happening. She heard a stupendous roar. Rapids? Now everything was illuminated by a faint light. Despite her poor eyesight, she saw frothy, green water.  
 
   Kris thrashed about helplessly, then took in a big mouthful of water. Sputtering and coughing, she fought for air before slipping beneath the foaming waves. She’d reached the outlet of the underground river. With a supreme effort, she tried to hold her breath as she was sucked downward, spiraling into the watery depths.
 
   I’m going to drown! her mind cried out as the deadly current lashed her, but in the next moment her body was thrust upward by a huge swell of water. A roiling sea of tiny, silvery bubbles surrounded her. Feet first, she spilled out of the cliff into the midst of a churning waterfall.  
 
   “Help! Help me!” Kris gasped for air and plunged into the pool below. Her body spun around. She had no control. The flow of water started to carry her away from the falls. Too weak to swim, she felt thankful the current had slowed by the time her head broke the surface. Gagging and choking, she reached out reflexively and caught hold of a rock.  
 
   She couldn’t believe she’d made it.  
 
   But then, with a cry, she realized she didn’t feel anything below her waist.
 
   Using all of her remaining energy, Kris took a deep, ragged breath and screamed for help one last time.
 
   ***
 
   The Rover sped toward the buried entrance of the cave. Tasha and Dawn planned to use the E-M cannon to remove the debris. In only a few minutes, they would have everything in place. Then they could blast through the rocks and come to the rescue of their trapped comrades.
 
   After they brought the vehicle into position, they shut off the engine. And then, over the sounds of the nearby bubbling creek, they heard a distant noise.  
 
   “Was that someone screaming?” Tasha asked in a stunned whisper.
 
   Dawn cocked her head, listening.  
 
   “Help! Help me!” 
 
   There was no mistaking who was yelling. “Kris!” Dawn fired up the Rover again. “Kris, we’re coming!”
 
   The vehicle’s wheels spun, then careened forward, heading along the creek toward the sounds. It took several minutes before they reached a large pool, nestled beneath a thirty foot waterfall. Dawn spotted Kris in the water, barely clinging to a rock just as Harry burst from the falls.  
 
   By the time Dawn and Tasha reached the water’s edge, Harry had swum to Kris’s side. He pried her fingers from the rock, took hold of her arms, then turned her on her back and moved her toward shore. She was unconscious by the time they reached the bank. Dawn and Tasha waited there, up to their hips in water. They placed Kris on a makeshift stretcher, improvised from one of the Rover’s seat cushions.  
 
   “Careful! You must be careful!” Tasha said over and over again as they transported Kris back to the vehicle.
 
   Dawn watched as Tasha examined Kris, shining a light in her eyes to test her ocular reflexes. She turned and stared at the waterfall, hoping for some sign of Gus. When Harry began to cough, Dawn met his gaze. For the first time, she noticed he was dripping blood from his nose and from a deep gash above his left eyebrow.  
 
   She grabbed some gauze and scissors from Tasha’s medical kit and went over to Harry’s side. “Here,” she said, snipping off a section of bandage. “Press this to your forehead. I think your nose is broken, too.”
 
   Distracted, he grunted as he took the gauze.  
 
   “What happened?” Dawn asked, desperately trying to keep her voice calm.
 
   Harry looked haggard. Dawn watched as his tortured gaze fell on Kris.  
 
   “We were attacked by some raptors, but Gus and I escaped,” Harry said. “Only Kris was hurt. I should have seen it coming, but I, but...” He hesitated. “We jumped in after her, into the underground lake. Last thing I saw, Gus was in the water, too. Then we lost our lights. It was pitch-black. I couldn’t tell what happened to him, or Kris. I must have hit my head on the rocks, because it got fuzzy after that. The next thing I knew, I was coming out of the waterfall.”  
 
   Dawn pulled her communicator out. “Jean-Michel, do you copy?”
 
   “Roger.”
 
   “Can you still get Gus on radar?”
 
   “Oui. He’s in the cave, about a third of a kilometer from the outlet.”
 
   “Is he moving?”
 
   “No. He is not.”
 
   Dawn and Harry’s eyes met for a second, then Tasha stood up. “We must get Kris back to lander immediately,” she said as she finished setting up an IV.
 
   Dawn looked at Kris. Her ordinarily vibrant, cocoa-colored skin was as gray as ash. “Is she going to be all right, Tasha?”
 
   “I fear she has spinal fracture of lumbar vertebrae. If that is so, she will need nerve regeneration therapy within next eight hours, or she will never walk again.”  
 
   “Son of a bitch,” Harry muttered.
 
   “I’ve got to stay here,” Dawn said. “Gus needs me.”
 
   “You can’t go into the cave alone,” Harry said.
 
   Dawn frowned. “Oh yes I can! You stay with Kris and Tasha. Besides, that cut on your head needs stitches.”
 
   Harry pulled the gauze from his forehead. Immediately, the wound bled profusely. “I don’t give a rat’s ass about this,” he said. “There are raptors in the cave. And an elasmosaur. It’s too dangerous. I can’t let you go in there alone.”
 
   “Harry, no,” Dawn said as she took his hand and pressed it back onto his brow. “Tasha needs your help. Someone has to drive while she cares for Kris.”
 
   Nodding, Tasha said, “Harry, we must leave immediately.”
 
   He looked at the cliffs. “Maybe you could wait,” he told Dawn. “Don’t go into the cave just yet. Check things out. I’ll come back with the Rover. We can use the cannon to blast our way in.”
 
   “Sorry,” Dawn said as she grabbed her gun and gear. “I’m going in now.”
 
   “What about the comet?” Harry asked. “What if you don’t make it back in time?”
 
   Dawn looked up, fixing her gaze on the comet’s long, filamentous double tail. It looked surprisingly sinister as it hung above her head, like the legendary sword of Damocles.  
 
   “If Gus and I are not back by 0800 tomorrow,” Dawn told Harry, “then take off without us.” She put on her headset. “Do you copy, Jean-Michel? If Gus and I are not out of the cave at 0800, the crew is to rendezvous with you.”
 
   “Oui. I copy that.”  
 
   “Good.”
 
   “You do not actually expect us to leave you behind, do you?” Tasha asked.
 
   Dawn spun to face Tasha. “Yes,” she said forcefully. “You must. Go on to Mars. I know that’s what Gus would order you to do.”
 
   “But you are not Gus.” Tasha walked over and gave Dawn a hug, kissing her on both cheeks. “Good luck,” she said softly. “Find Gus. We will wait for you.”
 
   ***
 
   Anxiously glancing at her watch, Dawn realized she’d spent the last fifteen minutes looking for another entrance to the cave. She hurried on, climbing and hiking along the rough cliff-face, seeking a way inside. After all her years in Northern Arizona, with its myriad lava tubes and underground caverns, she knew enough about cave systems to realize there could be thousands of kilometers of passageways and numerous cracks and openings in the region; it was just a matter of time before she found one in the surrounding limestone bluffs.
 
   Eyeing the screen on her headset, she studied the radar map again. By following the full length of a passageway running adjacent to the underground river, she hoped to spot something leading to an outlet, like a blowhole. She recalled the ones in Northern Arizona, particularly the blowhole at Wupatki National Monument, northeast of Flagstaff.  
 
   For a brief moment, Dawn visualized it, a small fissure in the Kaibab limestone that interconnected with hundreds of kilometers of caves. If barometric pressure was lower at the surface than inside, air rushed out of the blowhole at fifty kilometers per hour. If the pressure reversed, air was sucked inside. Of course, ancient humans living in Northern Arizona had not been able to explain this in scientific terms; Hopi legend told their ancestors had worshiped at the home of the Wind God. And archaeological evidence indicated the Wupatki blowhole was in fact the actual place of worship.
 
   But none of that will help me now, Dawn thought. No gods, nothing supernatural. Just my knowledge of the land and science, and my gut instincts.  
 
   Forcing her mind to consider her present situation, Dawn moved along the base of the bluff, trying to pick her way through the jagged scree. She looked around. There was nothing of interest here. No small earth cracks. No cave entrances. No blowholes. Northern Arizona seemed like a spelunker’s paradise compared to this area.
 
   Dawn stumbled, nearly tripping over a branch. She pulled off her VR headset and wiped the sweat off her brow. She noticed then she’d been walking near an animal trail. There were tracks everywhere. Some large, some small. One set was enormous. She could almost hear Gus laying on a thick accent in jest. Big ol’ monster, he’d say. Watch out, or it’ll git ya.  
 
   But the memory of his spirit didn’t make her feel any better. It was clear he was hurt, and she needed to find a way into the cave to help him. She put on her headset again and trained her right eye on the radar. Gus was in the same position, presumably unconscious since he hadn’t moved in over an hour. What had happened to him? Was he terribly injured? Would he still be alive when she reached him?
 
   Dawn realized her jaw was clenched. She had to find a way inside soon, she had to.  
 
   Jean-Michel’s voice broke into her thoughts, “Dawn, look at the screen. Move to the west. Get out of there!”
 
   She stared at the eyepiece and saw it, too. A large herd of animals was coming straight at her. Already, she could hear a faint rumble.
 
   “Roger that, Jean-Michel. I’m on my way,” Dawn said as she scurried down the embankment and ran for the nearest big trees. Maybe it was time to climb and play monkey again.
 
   “All clear,” Jean-Michel said unexpectedly. “They’ve changed direction.”
 
   “What changed direction?” she asked as she came to an abrupt halt. “What do you think it was?”
 
   “Duck-billed dinosaurs, but I cannot be cer––”
 
   She silenced him with a vehement “Shh!” and then listened. Was it her imagination or had she heard the rush of air?
 
   At that instant, she spotted something dark and yawning, right in front of her. If she’d kept on running, she might have fallen in.  
 
   Dawn looked at the blowhole. The aroma of cave air filled her nostrils, slightly damp and musty. In the pearl-gray, softly filtered light beyond the rim, she could barely make out rocks four or five meters below the surface. The shaft was a meter or so across, perhaps a little wider toward the bottom. Maybe she could wiggle into it without having to remove any rocks.  
 
   She dropped to her knees, placed her hand above the opening, and felt a tremendous pull of air. At this time of day, the atmosphere was being sucked down into the cave, the barometric pressure higher at the surface than in the cavern.
 
   She focused on her right eyepiece. “Jean-Michel?”
 
   “Roger.”
 
   “I think I’ve found a way inside. Do you read my position?”
 
   “Roger that. You are half a kilometer from Gus. He still has not moved. Once you go in, I will not be able to communicate with you. I have one minute, fifteen seconds before loss of signal.”
 
   “Okay,” she said, realizing the spacecraft would soon begin its arc behind the planet. “Wish me luck, Destiny.”
 
   Jean-Michel smiled. “Roger,” he said. “And Dawn...”
 
   “What?”
 
   “Go rescue that bastard Texan.”  
 
   Despite the peril, Dawn smiled.
 
   “Bon voyage, chérie and... luck,” Jean-Michel added, his voice cracking up with static. “We... are counting on... au revoir.”
 
   ***
 
   The climb down was harder than Dawn anticipated because of her bulky gear, but she finally squeezed herself through the shaft of the blowhole. Now, she stood in a gloomy, sloping vestibule, which trailed off into total darkness. The air moved back and forth, in opposite directions. From somewhere deep in her memory, Dawn recalled this was known as a breathing cave.
 
   For a moment, she stood still, her respiration matching the inhalations and exhalations of the cavern.
 
   Calmer now, she asked into her headset, “Valiant, do you copy?” 
 
   Over the returning static, she heard a faint, “I copy, Dawn.”
 
   “Harry?”
 
   “Yes. We made it back around twenty minutes ago.”
 
   “How’s Kris?”
 
   “She’ll live. Tasha’s trying to repair the damage to her back. It looks like someone took a knife and tried to skin her...” His voice died away. “Sorry ‘bout that. It was tasteless. Your ancestor.”
 
   “No problem. I have no emotional connection with him. It happened too long ago.” Dawn smiled ironically. “I guess I meant it will happen too far off, in the future.”
 
   “Did you make it in?” Harry asked.
 
   “Yeah, I’m in now. As soon as I start moving, we’ll lose contact.”
 
   “All right. I’ll inform the others.”
 
   Dawn wanted to talk more, but Harry’s voice disappeared, replaced by a loud, grating buzz. She tapped her headset. No change. The sound was beginning to drive her crazy, so she shut her communicator off.
 
   She looked around at the gloomy cave, knowing she was on her own, and her heart pounded.  
 
   Dawn squinted, turned on her gun light, and slowly began to move forward, into the darkness.  
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   Chapter 23
 
    
 
   O love, thy kiss would wake the dead!
 
   ~Alfred, Lord Tennyson, The Day Dream
 
    
 
    
 
   Something made Gus open his eyes. It was damp, cold, and totally dark. Nearby, he could hear the soft lapping of waves upon the shore.  
 
   Feverish and drowsy, he wondered how he’d gotten out of the water. The last thing he recalled was fighting the current of the underground river, his body battered by the rocks, his shouts overpowered by the roar of water.
 
   He listened for a moment more, trying to figure out what had awakened him. He couldn’t place it, though. There was nothing out there.
 
   And then, suddenly, he heard several faint sounds in the distance.
 
   Tap. Tap. Tap.
 
   He held his breath, waiting, but the noises didn’t repeat. Then he made the mistake of trying to move.
 
   Jesus! Pain exploded, burst through his entire body in needle-sharp spasms. He wailed aloud and then was shocked when he realized he had made such an animal-like sound. After attempting to lift his head, he sank back onto the earth and felt himself start to lose consciousness.  
 
   Eyes closing, he gave in to the will of his body. Let it go.
 
   “Gusss!”
 
   He roused, staring into the darkness. He wasn’t sure if he’d actually heard anything, let alone someone calling out his name. It was as though he found himself wrapped in a cocoon of dark senselessness. He didn’t think he could smell, taste, or feel the surrounding environment, and he wasn’t sure if he had heard a voice, either. Only pain was his companion now, only deep, constant, agonizing pain.
 
   He moaned again, and then... yes, someone was calling out a name. He could hear it. “Dawn. Dawn,” it said, over and over again. “Dawn. Dawn. Dawn.” Then he realized he was hearing his own voice.
 
   Suddenly, a light appeared. Through his closed eyelids, he perceived a soft, reddish glow.  
 
   “I’m here,” a voice called out. “Don’t move. I’m here, my darling.”
 
   “Dawn?”
 
   “Yesss.”
 
   Gus opened his eyes. A delicate face with high cheekbones and beautiful green eyes hovered above his head. A word flittered through his brain. Dinosauroid, he thought, trying to understand what was happening. Dinosauroid.  
 
   Dinosauroid.  
 
   “Oh Gusss, I’ve misssed you ssso.” The words were spoken with faint hisses, weirdly alien, yet somehow comforting.
 
   He groaned again. “Wha – who are you?”
 
   “Sssilence, Gusss. You mussst ressst.” The creature leaned down, placed her lips over his, and then regurgitated a viscous, foul-tasting fluid into his mouth.  
 
   He started to gag, tried to move, but he was too weak. She leaned against him, holding him down. She seemed surprisingly strong.  
 
   “Ssswallow,” she commanded him. “It will make you well, Gusss.”
 
   He choked the vomit down, and then watched in disbelief as the creature rose to her feet and walked away.
 
   In the next moment, the light blinked out, and it was dark again. From somewhere deep in his raving mind, Gus wondered if he had hallucinated everything.  
 
   He shuddered, feeling utterly defenseless and alone. Beyond help. Beyond hope. And perhaps, now, beyond life itself.
 
   He closed his eyes and drifted off, fully expecting to die.
 
   ***
 
   Despite her panic, Dawn could not help but be astonished by the beauty of the cave. It was a dizzying maze of tunnels, grottos, and cavernous rooms filled with exquisite formations, all sparkling with the radiance of a million spun-glass figurines.  
 
   She pushed herself onward, running, her chest tight with fear. When she reached the end of a sloping passageway, she halted, for the tunnel divided into two branches. Studying the radar map on her headset, she decided the best way to reach Gus was through the left tunnel. That way, she could skirt around the lake and follow the river––
 
   Her thoughts broke off as a series of echoing noises filled the air. She held her breath, listening. Even with the faint, pervasive sound of gurgling water, she knew she had heard something different. She scanned the tunnel and decided it sounded like someone’s footsteps.  
 
   Tap, tap, tap, tap, tap, tap.
 
   Dawn called out, “Is that you, Gus?”
 
   The tapping stopped.
 
   She raised her gun and moved forward. The ground beneath her feet suddenly slanted downward at a sheer angle. She swallowed, wondering how far she would have to go into the deep recesses of the cave.
 
   Eyes darting back and forth, she rounded a curve in the tunnel. Then she froze. Her gun light had captured something dark and prone. There, in the distance, a motionless figure sprawled on the ground, near the waters of the underground river.  
 
   Gus, she thought, hope rising. Oh, Gus, I’ve found you!
 
   Without thinking, she rushed forward, stumbling over the steep bank bordering part of the shore. She regained her balance and jumped off the rocks.  
 
   “Gus!” Heart thumping in her chest, she hit the ground running. “Gus! Gus!” she cried as she raced on. “Oh, Gus!”
 
   He opened his eyes. When she finally reached his side, she could see he was covered in blood.  
 
   “No!” She dropped to her knees, took off her jacket, and covered his upper torso. “Don’t move – please! Stay still.”  
 
   Disobeying her, he nodded, then moaned in pain at the effort. “Water,” he whispered hoarsely.  
 
   She grabbed the water bottle from her pack and placed it against his lips.
 
   He sipped, almost choking as he swallowed the liquid. The effort was too great, however, and his eyes rolled into his head. But that was all right. Since any movement caused him intense agony, Dawn wanted him to lose consciousness again.
 
   “It hurts bad,” he croaked. He shook involuntarily.  
 
   Dawn’s heart felt like it had been torn apart. “Oh, Gus,” she gave a ragged sigh, “it’s going to be all right.” But she didn’t believe that for a second, and the realization made her eyes fill with hot tears. “G – Gus,” she finally managed, struggling to speak to him, to provide some comfort. “I’m here now. Please let go. Go to sleep.”
 
   Just before his eyes glazed over, she heard him murmur, “Dawn. I saw her. She was here.”
 
   For several minutes, Dawn sobbed uncontrollably. She couldn’t help it. But then, she fought hard, got a hold of her emotions, and wiped her eyes. She stared at Gus. He was so still.
 
   With a terrified gasp, she touched his neck, fearing he had died, but she found a weak pulse. She started to examine his body, gingerly probing him as she made an assessment of his physical condition. To her horror, it looked as though someone had taken a baseball bat to him. He had cuts, bruises, and swollen places on his limbs, perhaps indicating multiple broken bones. The most devastating wound he’d sustained was a compound fracture of his right femur. Jagged edges of bone protruded from his torn flesh. From the center of the broken femur, there was a hint of glistening marrow.
 
   If by some miracle Gus were to survive over the next few hours, she wondered how she would manage to get him out of the cave. She shivered, then froze in shock as she studied his face. Was it her imagination, or did he suddenly look paler?
 
   Fearing the worst, she reached for Gus’s wrist, attempting to take his pulse again. But when her fingers came into contact with his skin, she jumped, for there was a weird twitching inside, as if hundreds of worms slithered beneath his flesh.
 
   Dawn stared at Gus in stunned silence. Something was happening to his body. Before her astonished eyes, his skin, bone, and muscle began to throb and knit together with a speed that defied explanation. Flesh pulsating, Gus’s injuries appeared to be melting away.  
 
   Once more, she examined the compound fracture on his leg and was surprised to see how much better it looked. Within a matter of minutes, the bone pulled into his limb. Even the external wound scabbed over. She guessed that in another moment, it too would be gone.
 
   She hugged Gus, telling him how much she loved him. He was bathed in perspiration.  
 
   “Gus?” she asked, drawing her head away so that she could look at his face.
 
   He did not respond.
 
   “Gus?” she repeated.  
 
   He opened his eyes. “I – I’m okay.” He coughed, then shook his head in astonishment. “I can’t believe––”
 
   “Oh, Gus,” Dawn cried, the black cloud of grief lifting, dissipating at that instant, and she felt surrounded by a wonderful warmth, as if the sun’s rays had somehow pierced the gloomy depths of the cave.
 
   He licked his lips. “Water,” he said, his tone still gravelly and raw. 
 
   She held the canteen to his lips. He took her trembling hands in his, steadying her as he drank.
 
   When he finished, he wiped his mouth and then pulled her close, kissing her. Dawn gave in to the dizzying sensations, knowing now, without doubt, that she loved him. And that he loved her back.
 
   ***
 
   I’ll be goddamned! Moving his hands over his body, Gus felt for any injuries. He was astounded when he realized his wounds had totally vanished. What had happened? He seemed to have undergone some kind of rejuvenation. But how?
 
   “Gus.” Dawn clung to him. “If you could’ve seen yourself... I don’t understand how you could have healed. I’m so glad you’re alive.”  
 
   Preoccupied, Gus remained silent, moving slightly as he tested his limbs. Everything appeared to be back to normal. In fact, much to his amazement, he found he had a whopping hard-on.
 
   He turned to face Dawn, desperately wanting to make love to her. She still held him. Through his sweaty T-shirt, he could feel her breasts pressing against his chest. And then, he felt her shift her lower body. She was coming closer.
 
   He sat, thankful Dawn hadn’t noticed the profound state of his arousal. Making love to Dawn in a cave surrounded by unknown creatures should be the furthest thing from his mind.
 
   What happened? he wondered. Was his vision of the dinosauroid real? Had he actually swallowed her vomit? It was a revolting notion, but, then again, had it somehow helped him to survive?
 
   He looked at Dawn, almost afraid to speculate about the true nature of the dinosauroid. Why had the creature answered to her name? And what had she meant when she called him “my darling?”
 
   Must’ve been crazy with the pain––
 
   “Gus, we need to get out of here.”
 
   He nodded. “What happened to Kris and Harry?” 
 
   Dawn informed him of the events that had transpired in the previous few hours.
 
   Relieved they’d made it, he grabbed her hand. “Come on. We need to get going.”
 
   As they got to their feet, Dawn said, “You didn’t answer my questions. What happened to you? If you could have seen how badly injured you were––”
 
   “I haven’t a clue what happened.” Gus glanced over his shoulder and stared into the darkness. All of a sudden, he felt spooked. Looking out, he couldn’t shake the feeling someone was watching them.  
 
   “What’s wrong?” Dawn asked in a low voice.
 
   “Nothing.” He gave her a false smile to allay her fears. “Let’s go.”
 
   He leaned over and kissed her on the lips, then together they clambered up the rocks and set off through the tunnel.
 
   ***
 
   Dawn led Gus as they followed her footprints and backtracked through the cave. Weapon at the ready, Gus wore the headset now, monitoring everything in infrared. They moved quickly until they spotted a big, white splash on the ground.  
 
   “Giant bird poop,” Dawn whispered as Gus shone the gun light on the milky droppings.  
 
   He flicked the gun to the right, revealing a trail of dinosaur prints.  
 
   “Is that what I think it is?” she asked softly.  
 
   “Uh huh,” Gus replied. “Raptors.”
 
   Dawn listened. Was it her imagination, or could she hear the sounds of even breathing, like someone was asleep?
 
   “Up ahead,” Gus whispered.  
 
   Forewarned, they walked as quietly as possible until they reached the place where the tunnel split in two. They headed to the right, following the path that wound back to the blowhole.
 
   Despite the pervasive sound of rhythmic breathing, there was still no sign of the raptors. Gus moved the gun in a wide arc. It wasn’t until he’d shone the light into a small grotto by the second tunnel that Dawn saw them. The huge beasts were curled up together, holding each other like two sleeping lovers.  
 
   Her eyes widened. Like a person drawn to an accident scene, she couldn’t take her gaze away from the raptors. They were nightmarish creatures, the stuff of darkest legend.  
 
   But there was something else here, a kind of alien beauty; in the rippling patterns made by the iridescent, mahogany-dark feathers covering them; in the way their long, powerfully muscled legs sprawled against the ground; but, most especially, in the sparkling topaz depths of their reptilian eyes, which were wide open, yet unseeing.  
 
   The beasts were sound asleep.
 
    Gus grabbed Dawn by the hand. His gaze was frantic. Hurry, he mouthed to her. 
 
   They moved off together, inching backwards, but then to their alarm one of the raptors shifted, yawned, and sniffed the air. In the next moment, its right eye moved, locking onto the beam of their light.
 
   Dawn rocked on her heels unsteadily. Gus seized her by the arm. In unison, they spun around.  
 
   “Run!” Gus shouted, propelling her forward.
 
   Dawn set off, not daring to look back. Now snarls echoed throughout the tunnel, terrible snarls.  
 
   ***
 
   Gus twisted about, aimed his gun at the beasts, and got off a few rounds. Despite the power of the weapon, the raptors kept coming.  
 
   Shit, what can I do? What? Then he had it! With a war whoop, he raised his gun and aimed at the roof of the cave. There was a loud boom! boom! boom! as he fired at the ceiling, which exploded into a thousand fragments. Immediately, a ton of rocks dislodged from the roof and plunged to the ground below.
 
   He turned and ran. Glancing over his shoulder, he barely caught sight of the raptors as the falling debris hit them.
 
   Soon, Gus was on Dawn’s heels. They ran at breakneck speed until they reached the start of a steep incline in the passageway.  
 
    “Okay, okay. Stop,” Gus called out.  
 
   He saw Dawn halt. Gasping for air, she looked back at him and nodded. Trying to catch his breath, he leaned down and grabbed hold of his knees. His lungs felt like they were about to burst. But they’d made it. Closing his eyes, he felt some measure of relief as his breathing got nearer to normal.
 
   “Did you kill them?” Dawn asked.
 
   “Yeah, I think so, yeah.” Gus wiped the sweat from his brow and then looked down at himself. His skin was streaked with perspiration, dried blood, and dirt, and his shorts and shirt were ripped.  
 
   “You look pretty bad, Gus.” 
 
   He glanced up. Dawn was smiling at him.  
 
   “Well, you should see yourself,” he said. “Glad we don’t have a mirror handy. You’d be fussin’ up a storm.”
 
   “When we get outside, I’m going to bathe in the stream.” 
 
   He frowned. “We won’t have the time.”
 
   “Yes, we will. Besides, those raptors could smell us. We reek. You don’t want anything else to get wind of us, do you?”
 
   “You’ve got a point there.” He held out his arms to her. “Ah, come ‘ere, Stinky.” 
 
   That got a much-needed laugh. She walked into his embrace, and they hugged each other tightly.
 
   “Don’t mind me, Dawn. I’d love you no matter what you looked – or smelled – like.” He gave her a deep, dizzying kiss. “You know, the memory of what happened last night kept me alive back there.”
 
   He kissed her again and then silently gazed down the dark passageway, haunted by another memory. Of a pair of beautiful, green, alien eyes.  
 
   “Come on,” he said at last. “Let’s get out of here.”
 
   ***
 
   When Dawn and Gus finally reached the blowhole, it was dark outside. After they wriggled through the vent, she led him to the creek, where they stripped, bathed, and then fell into each other’s arms.  
 
   “Dawn.” Gus bent his head to her and kissed her throat, then her breasts.  
 
   She closed her eyes, arching with pleasure at his touch, his fingers gentle, insistent, everywhere. How come we waited so long? she wondered. And then she remembered. This isn’t the first time, but... it is, it is, it is.
 
   There, in the open, laughing, weeping, she let herself go, making love to him with a fervid intensity known only to those who have cheated death. For uncountable moments, the world and all its troubles seemed as far away as the other side of the galaxy.  
 
   Afterward, Dawn and Gus sprawled on the rocks, out of breath and exultant. Above them blazed the dizzying jumble of strange Cretaceous constellations.  
 
   At last, he turned to her. “Dawn,” he hesitated, “I’ve got something important to tell you.”
 
   “Is it what you said last night?” she asked, hoping to solve that little mystery.
 
   He smiled. “Yeah, I still mean it,” he said, grabbing her hand and kissing it. “I want to marry you.”
 
   Really? She gazed up at the distant swath of the Milky Way. Marriage? Here?
 
   That’s part of the old life. From now on, it’s just us, simply us. Our rules, our society, a brand-new world.
 
   She grinned, snuggling against him. It didn’t matter. Maybe Jean-Michel could officiate. He’d once told her he had considered entering the seminary when he was very young.
 
   “I love you, Dawn. Will you marry me?”
 
   “Yes,” she said, with all her heart. “Oh, yes. I will.”
 
   ***
 
   Hell yes! Just what I wanted to hear! Gus wrapped his arms around Dawn. Married – it was what he’d yearned for. He took a breath, reveling in the feel of her body, and his own. He was alive, reborn. And it wasn’t just the aftermath of great sex. No. Everything felt different, his entire body strong, fit, like he was twenty again. Something had happened back in the cave. Only one word could describe it: rejuvenation.
 
   He was silent for another moment, considering. “Dawn, there’s something else. Something weird went on back there in the cave. Maybe I was hallucinating, but I could swear I saw one of those creatures Harry talked about – a dinosauroid.” 
 
   Gus waited for her reaction, but there was no response. Sheltered by his arms, she had drifted off into a deep slumber.  
 
   He studied her exhausted features. With her face in such calm repose, he could almost believe she did have a vague resemblance to the green-skinned creature in the cave. There was a comparable delicacy in their facial features, but what intrigued him more was a memory, a recollection of the look that shone in their eyes; both the woman and dinosauroid had loving spirits, which transcended their disparate physical selves.
 
   But that sounded ridiculous, didn’t it? Gus wanted more than anything to understand what he had seen and experienced. Was the dinosauroid real? Could it have been Dawn? But how? How could her appearance have been so altered?
 
   With a chill, he recalled how in the last few hours he’d had a bizarre thought; in the future the Keeper would somehow radically modify Dawn’s DNA, thereby changing her into a dinosauroid. Gus didn’t know all that much about genetics, but he feared the Keeper had the ability to transform her, body and soul.
 
   He opened his eyes. Suddenly, he remembered Dawn’s tale about her Stroganoff ancestor. What had she told him? That the man’s horrible death had a purpose? That it was meant to steal his soul?
 
   As weird as it sounded, he vowed he would die before he ever let anything like that happen to Dawn.
 
   Gus glanced at his wristwatch. O423. He decided to let Dawn sleep a while longer. In a moment, he planned to get in touch with Harry and ask him to bring the Rover. They’d meet him somewhere along the trail. Even so, he figured it would take at least two hours to get back to the lander.  
 
   Dawn had told him about her orders for 0800, and he had to agree with her; it was a good plan, although they would need more time to get the Valiant ready for take-off. Jean-Michel had calculated the comet would hit just before noon. Even if he and Dawn ran like the devil to meet Harry, they’d be cutting it mighty close.
 
   Gus caught sight of the comet rising above the trees. He was amazed by the fact Doomsday was almost here. In seven and a half hours, the K/T Event would occur. What would they see from orbit?
 
   Dawn stirred slightly. Gus looked at her. She was tired and needed sleep. He’d give her a few more minutes. He rolled over a little, so as not to disturb her, then whispered into his communicator, “Destiny... Valiant, this is Granberg. Anyone copy?”
 
   Harry’s face flashed onto the screen. “Gus, you’re alive!”
 
   “Not so loud. Dawn’s asleep.” Gus stared at the monitor, noting Harry’s bandaged forehead and nose, and his black eyes. “Looks like you had one heck of time in that river.” 
 
   Harry nodded. “Close call, eh?”
 
   “For all of us. So, how’s Kris?” 
 
   Harry’s eyes lit up. “She’s conscious. She was able to take a sip of water a little while ago. Tasha says to expect a slow recovery. Kris will be flat on her back for the next few weeks until her nerves regenerate. After that, she won’t be able to use her legs very well for around two or three months.”
 
   “But she’ll be fine after that?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “That’s good news.”
 
   “I’m relieved,” Harry said, nodding. “You know, Jean-Michel will be swinging around in about six... seven minutes. He’s going to be thrilled now that you’re out of the cave.”
 
   “From what I heard from Dawn, he’s been keepin’ an eye on us.”
 
   “He has at that. So, why don’t you hold your position? I’ll get the Rover and head out. I figure I can be there in––”
 
   “We’ll meet you on the trail,” Gus said.  
 
   “Are you sure?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   Harry nodded. “Roger that, Commander.” 
 
   “Roger, Valiant. See ya’all soon.”  
 
   Gus looked at his watch again. 0444. Time to get moving.
 
   ***
 
   Dawn ran as fast as possible in the dark, Gus on her heels. If they could make it to the Rover before sunrise, so much the better. They didn’t stop to worry about the threat of nocturnal dinosaurs, since apparently just a few species were active at night.
 
   Suddenly, Gus went crashing down. He grabbed his leg and rolled on the ground.
 
   Dawn came to an immediate halt and then backtracked to his position. She didn’t feel any panic. He’d survived certain death that day. He couldn’t possibly be hurt again, could he?
 
   But she understood the reality of the situation when she reached his side. Gus clutched his left ankle and swore low and vicious, just out of Dawn’s hearing range. 
 
   “What happened?” she asked, coming down on her haunches.
 
   “I twisted it,” he said through clenched teeth.
 
   Dawn examined Gus’s leg. There was no denying it. The flesh around his ankle already looked swollen.  
 
   She reached for her communicator. “Harry, do you copy?”
 
   “I copy.”
 
   “Gus just sprained his ankle. Do you have our position?”
 
   “Roger that. Hang on, guys. I’ll be there soon.”
 
   Disgusted, Gus shook his head. “Of all the things to happen.”
 
   “It’s not your fault.”
 
   “Yeah. Sure.” He stretched his leg out. The skin on his ankle was already turning purple. “It’s a real beaut,” he said, whistling. “Worse than the last time. I usually get ‘em playing basketball.”
 
   Dawn was so preoccupied with Gus she didn’t hear the dinosaur until it was almost upon them.
 
   “Toot! Toot!” 
 
   Surprised, she jumped. Gun in hand, Gus’s upper body whipped around and aimed in the direction of the sounds.
 
   A Troodon poked its head out of a grove of ferns. Birdlike, the head turned from side to side, big eyes watching them.
 
   And then, it pulled back into the foliage and vanished.
 
   Rising to her feet, Dawn glanced at the sky. It was getting light, nearly sunrise. For some reason, she felt the need to see where the creature had gone. “I’ll be right back,” she told Gus.
 
   “Don’t you dare move!” 
 
   “No, it’s okay.” Without looking back, she walked away.
 
   “Dawn!” Gus seethed.
 
   She swung around sharply, staring him down. “Cover me,” she said, indicating his gun. “I told you I’ll be right back.”
 
   With his protests echoing in her ears, she moved forward, creeping ever deeper into the ferns. In less than a minute, she reached the edge of the plants.  
 
   She gaped in surprise. Before her stood a huge lake. On the shores were hundreds of large, two-legged dinosaurs sleeping by their nests. The beasts had big, dome-shaped skulls, studded along the sides with a fringe of knobby outgrowths, the smaller juveniles having more pronounced spikes instead of knobs. Harry had told her something about them being herbivores, but she couldn’t recall much more, including the name of the species. She resisted searching for the name on her communicator; she needed to keep her gun at the ready, just in case a predator was nearby. Some of the creatures had begun waking up, their yawns revealing dental batteries made up of hundreds of small teeth shaped something like honeycombs.  
 
   Dawn started out of her contemplation when she spotted the Troodon again. The animal slinked between the sleeping dinosaurs, looking to and fro. As Dawn watched, it stopped, sniffed the air, and crouched down by one of the nests. Periodically eyeing the slumbering female nearby, it scraped the ground, carefully clawing its way into the nest.  
 
   Dawn remembered how the pack of ostrichlike dinos had stolen eggs from the Triceratops. So, Troodon must use the same tactic for obtaining food.  
 
   Then suddenly, to her surprise, the little predator spun around. After a moment, its cloaca opened wide and two oblong eggs with pebbly shells tumbled into the nest. With speedy precision, the female Troodon turned, cached her eggs, and slipped away into the leafy cover.
 
   It was an aha! moment for Dawn. Troodon was stealing, all right, but instead of taking food, she had placed her young in the nest of another species. It was a clever strategy; letting another dinosaur mother do all the work. While she was raising your babies, you could merrily go about your own business.
 
   But Dawn’s heart fell when she remembered what was going to happen in the next few hours. Life here was going to change forever. All this would be destroyed by the impact of the comet, the environment devastated by the resultant firestorms, the dinosaurs and their nests burned to a crisp.  
 
   She took one last look at the dinosaurian paradise and then stole away, heading for Gus’s position.
 
   Gus had his gun raised. “Don’t ever do that again!” he said as she came into his sights.
 
   She shrugged. “Sorry. But wait ‘til I tell you what I saw just now.”  
 
   “I don’t care. You took a big risk.”
 
   Dawn nodded, for she had known this. “Sorry,” she repeated. Her face brightened as she remembered the name of the dome-headed dinos. “Oh, they’re called Pachycephalosaurus,” she exclaimed. “They’re also known as boneheads.”
 
   Gus made a face. “Say what?” 
 
   She rolled her eyes. “Oh, never mind.” With a half-smile, she realized she wanted to call Gus a bonehead, too, but then she looked at his poor ankle and decided to hold her tongue.
 
   They waited in silence until the sound of the Rover’s engine filled the air.
 
   “Harry’s here,” Dawn said as she reached for Gus’s arm.  
 
   With her help, he struggled to his feet. Balancing awkwardly on one foot, he leaned against her right shoulder for support.  
 
   Together, they hobbled through the ferns in search of the Rover.
 
   ***
 
   After they got Gus settled into the vehicle, Dawn told Harry about the Troodon at the Pachycephalosaurus’ nesting site.  
 
   Harry got an excited look in his eyes. “Where are the nests?” he asked Dawn.
 
   “Not too far––”
 
   “Absolutely not!” Gus glared. “Do you realize what time it is?” He looked at his watch. “0641 – about five hours until Doomsday.” He threw Harry a pointed stare. “I order you to take us back to the lander now.”
 
   Harry blinked. “Yes, Commander.” 
 
   Before manning the E-M cannon, Dawn took a seat next to Gus and then grabbed his hand. “I’m sorry. I’m acting like an idiot, aren’t I?”
 
   Gus gave her a peck on the cheek. “Yeah, you are,” he said seriously. “Just don’t let it happen again.”
 
   “Yes, sir. Of course, sir.” She saluted.
 
   He laughed. Smiling, she got out of the seat and took her position behind the cannon.  
 
   Harry turned the Rover around and headed for the Valiant. “What a shame,” he said, sounding sorrowful. “All this will be gone in a few hours.”
 
   Dawn looked up. From her vantage point, she could see the comet clearly now, hanging in the sky like an executioner’s blade.
 
   Harry went on, “I would’ve liked to have seen the young dinosaurs after they hatched. Imagine the scene? Hundreds of down-covered babies, their heads raised as they wait for their mothers to come and regurgitate food.”
 
   Gus turned. “What’d you say?” 
 
   “About what, Commander?” 
 
   “Regurgitating food.”
 
   “Since dinosaurs don’t have mammary glands,” Harry explained, “they can’t breast-feed their young the way mammals do. Just like birds, the dinosaur mothers bring food back to the nests. That’s how they feed their babies. By regurgitation.”
 
   Dawn watched Gus. He had a strange half-smile on his face, yet his eyes held an anxious expression that made her heart skip in fear.  
 
   “What is it?” she asked him.
 
   “Nothing,” he said mysteriously. “Absolutely nothing at all.”
 
   ***
 
   But it wasn’t nothing. It was the answer!  
 
   As goose bumps rippled over Gus’s skin, he visualized himself lying wounded in the cave. The dinosauroid was lowering her face to his. For a brief moment, he swore he could again feel her vomit filling his mouth and sliding down his throat.
 
   It was a taste he would never forget. Vile and bitter, mingled with a sickening sweetness. The most god-awful thing he’d ever swallowed. Worse than the cod liver oil his Swedish great-grandmother had given him as a child.
 
   He turned his face aside, casting his glance away from Dawn. “I’ll be damned,” he muttered to himself. “It really did happen.”
 
   ***
 
   Tasha studied the telescopic projection with increasing trepidation, but she did not let on to Jean-Michel.  
 
   “I was careless, Dr. Antipova,” he said over the com. “I should have seen them. All of them.”
 
   “Perhaps not. Refer to article I’ve highlighted from New York Times. According to it, as of April of 2025, the Sentinel space telescope asteroid tracker has located an estimated ninety percent of near-Earth and Earth-crossing comets and asteroids. That’s ten percent they believe are yet to be discovered. Ten percent! And it has big advantage – it scans in infrared and is positioned between Earth and Venus orbits. You do not have such advantage, Jean-Michel.”
 
   “But I should have detected the other fragments. They were right under my nose.”
 
   “As my husband used to say – don’t beat yourself up about it,” Tasha grumbled. She knew she was about to lose her temper, so she deliberately changed the subject. “More important question should be what do we do now?”
 
   “But––”
 
   “Enough self-pity, Jean-Michel. Now, think. Think! We must have good plan.”  
 
   Without waiting to see his reaction, she turned away from the com-screen and stared at Kris. She was sleeping again. Satisfied her patient was for the moment doing fine, Tasha lowered her voice and asked, “Mars Rover, do you copy? This is Valiant. I need to talk to you.”
 
   “This is Granberg,” Gus said as his face appeared onscreen. “We copy you, Doc. What’s up?”
 
   “First, how is your ankle?”
 
   “Uh, about as good as can be expected.”
 
   “I will work on it as soon as you get back here.” Tasha faltered. “Perhaps Jean-Michel should tell you – we seem to be in big trouble.”
 
   “The comet is not a lone object,” Jean-Michel said. “There are two other large pieces out there, perhaps even more. I suppose the comet we’ve been tracking split apart. I did not see the other bodies until about an hour ago, when they passed the orbit of the Moon.”
 
   “Two more?” Gus asked.
 
   “Oui. They appear to be part of the same cometary shower.”  
 
   Harry whistled. “You know, there’s evidence something more hit the Earth during the K/T Event, near India.”
 
   “Yeah, well, I don’t quite understand something,” Gus said. “If there are more comets, how come we haven’t seen their tails?” 
 
   “They may not have any ice left,” Jean-Michel explained. “If they did not break from the main comet, and are part of a cometary shower, they could be the rocky cores of spent comets. After millions of years, when the ice is gone, the core is all that remains – they’d look a lot like asteroids.”
 
   “Okay,” Gus said. “When are the pieces going to hit?”
 
   “The two bodies, which I will call Nucleus A and Nucleus B, are traveling at 30 kilometers per second,” Jean-Michel said. “I estimate their impacts will occur in a little over one hour.”  
 
   “What?” Gus looked unnerved. “Can’t you be more specific than that?”
 
   Jean-Michel consulted his monitor before saying, “One hour, thirteen minutes and fifty-two seconds for Nucleus A. For Nucleus B, it will be one hour, eighteen minutes, ten seconds.  The larger comet, Nucleus C, will hit after that. The designated time of that impact is still 1134.  After the last impact, you will have perhaps ten or fifteen minutes until debris jettisoned into the atmosphere ignites and then starts to hit your location. The resultant firestorm will be massive.”
 
   “That means we won’t get back in time to execute lift-off.” Gus was silent for a moment, then Tasha saw him purse his lips in frustration. “Where will the impacts occur, Jean-Michel?” 
 
   “One off the coast of India, like Harry said, one in the Ukraine, and the largest in the Yucatan. And I should remind Harry of a suspected impact in the North Sea – although that one, along with the Indian one, was always disputed.”  
 
   Harry whistled again. “This blows me away. I always thought the Boltysh and Shiva Impact Craters happened in conjunction with Chicxulub, but the Silverpit in the North Sea would be an awesome discovery. It’ll mean even more fragmentation. You know, a lot of scientists suspected the comet or asteroid broke up.”
 
   “Like Shoemaker-Levy 9 did,” Jean-Michel added, “before its pieces hit Jupiter in 1994.”
 
   Ignoring them, Gus asked, “Jean-Michel, you’re sure we won’t have time to leave?”
 
   “Oui. The first impact alone will set off a disaster. Like I just mentioned, after each subsequent hit there will be transient holes created in the atmosphere. And there will be the inevitable firestorms, traveling from the impact sites from the southeast to the northwest.”
 
   Tasha glanced through the window, imagining the huge fireballs pluming toward the sky after impact, like those of nuclear bombs. Tons of debris would be sent into the air. Some of that rock and dust would be sulphur rich and ignite with temperatures rivaling the surface of the sun.  
 
   “Commander,” she said, “we must not attempt lift-off. The risk is too great.”
 
   “Yeah,” Harry concurred. “The shockwaves and hot plasma would destroy us.”
 
   “Damn it all,” Gus said.
 
   “You will reach Valiant in time,” Tasha added. “Then, we must ride out K/T Event here, on the ground.”
 
   ***
 
   Ride it out? Gus frowned, hoping that was possible. The lander had been designed to withstand the tremendous forces caused by atmospheric friction during reentry. Maybe that would save them.
 
   Then again, maybe not.
 
   The Rover was racing toward the Valiant, Harry driving like a mad man. Gus looked over at Dawn, caught her expression of alarm, and then peered at the sky.  
 
   “Damn,” he said, gazing at the comet’s eerily beautiful tail.
 
   There was nothing more to do or say. The lander was it, their only hope.
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   Chapter 24
 
    
 
   O, it is monstrous, monstrous!
 
   Methought the billows spoke, and told me of it;
 
   The winds did sing it to me; and the thunder...
 
   ~William Shakespeare, The Tempest
 
    
 
   They could see the Valiant now. Gus had to admit Harry was making good time, but the Rover was still an estimated ten minutes away from the lander, which gave them about a twenty-five minute window until the projected first strike of the K/T Event off India, in the southern hemisphere. He cursed under his breath, They were cutting it too close for comfort, way too close. Despite his nerves, he let his gaze roam. It was a gorgeous day, a final, perfect morning. The sky was the same deep color as a field of Texas bluebonnets.
 
   “You didn’t answer me back there, Gus,” Dawn asked. “What’s the matter? You looked like you saw a ghost when Harry started talking about the dinosaurs feeding their young.”
 
   He stared at Dawn, remembering the dinosauroid.  
 
   “Come on, Gus. If something’s wrong, you need to tell me.”
 
   “Later,” he said. “I want to discuss it with everybody.” He decided to pay attention to his surroundings again. The Rover had begun a gradual ascent as it reached the outskirts of the hill country. In the distance, he could just make out the lander, nestled snugly among the bluffs.
 
   Then Gus’s gaze struck the familiar rocks of the cliff-face, and he took a closer look at the Valiant’s position. For the first time, he realized the ship was protected, as if it’d been deliberately placed in such a way it would withstand the impeding devastation of the K/T. With it nestled behind the cliffs, any blast coming from the south would be blocked.
 
   Son of a gun! Had the Keeper always known they would not be leaving the Earth when the impacts occurred? Was this part of his plan?
 
   But why? What was the alien bastard thinking?
 
   ***
 
   Dawn, Gus, and Harry had been back at the lander for a little under thirty minutes when Dawn took a seat at the table. Gus already sat there, wearing a clean T-shirt and shorts, with his ankle wrapped, iced, and elevated. He gave her a grim smile and then went back to surveying the com-screen, having watched the Destiny’s orbital transmission of the first impacts. A few minutes before, two cometary fragments, designated Nucleuses A and B, had struck off the coast of India and in the Ukraine, the former setting off a massive tidal wave, the latter a devastating land impact, with both propelling tons of debris into the atmosphere. Interestingly, the Silverpit impact had not occurred, and Harry said that it meant either of two things: the suspected impact site wasn’t a crater after all – perhaps a geological anomaly instead – or that an impact did occur, but sometime after the K/T Event, maybe thousands of years later.
 
   But the two actual impacts, bad as they were to the environments of southern Asia and Europe, did not have the potential for global disaster like the more massive cometary fragment, Nucleus C, now heading straight for the Yucatan. With an estimated diameter of ten kilometers (about the same length and width as San Francisco and standing taller than any mountain on Earth) and weighing in at one trillion metric tons, it would create an explosion of one billion megatons, or ten thousand times the force of the simultaneous detonation of all the nuclear bombs in the U.S. and Soviet Union’s pre-1990s arsenal.
 
   Soon, tons of fiery debris would begin falling back to Earth, preceded by the largest sonic boom in history. Harry and Tasha took seats at the table opposite Dawn and Gus. Despite putting on brave faces, Dawn could sense everyone’s fear.  
 
   “If we’re lucky, after the impact the immediate area around the lander might resemble what was observed at Mt. St. Helens in 1980,” Dawn said.
 
   “How so?” Gus asked.
 
   “In spite of the enormous blast that came out of the northern flank of St. Helens, there were places that were quite protected.”  
 
   “Right,” Harry agreed. “Some sections of forest in the blast zone were left standing virtually intact after the eruption. There were also patches of plants that escaped the devastation. If vegetation was positioned behind hills, or in protected valleys or even behind boulders, then it had a chance of surviving.” He nodded to Gus. “I think your observation as we approached the lander was right on. The Valiant may survive intact, because the Keeper placed it in this very spot.”
 
   “Yes, but what’s the real reason he put us here?” Dawn asked.
 
   “I think it has to do with you,” Gus said.
 
   Dawn felt a surge of icy dread. “Me? What do you mean?” 
 
   “I saw the dinosauroid back in the cave,” he said in a disarmingly ordinary tone.  
 
   “You what?” At that moment, Dawn realized things were getting totally weird. “Is that what you meant when you said you had seen her?”
 
   Gus nodded. It took him a few minutes more to relate the events of the previous twenty-four hours.
 
   Dawn and the others sat in dazed silence. Tasha came over to Gus’s side. “Let me look at your leg. Where was compound fracture?”
 
   Gus went to show her, then shrugged. “I don’t exactly recall where it was. There isn’t even a scar left.”
 
   “Amazing!” Tasha said after she examined his leg. “I cannot find anything to indicate wound. I wonder what dinosauroid gave you?”
 
   “Yeah, I do, too.” Gus gazed ruefully at his ankle. “Wish I had some of it now.”  
 
   Dawn studied Gus’s expression. She could tell he was as worried as everyone else, just trying not to let it show.
 
   “If what I think is true,” Gus went on, “if the Keeper wants to change Dawn’s DNA, then how can I stop him?”
 
   Tasha stared at the weapon case. “This is not something you will have to do alone, Commander. We will help, won’t we?”
 
   Dawn watched as one by one the other astronauts nodded.  
 
   “I know I can count on you,” Gus said quietly.
 
   She noticed the faint trembling in his hands and fought back tears. I love you! she thought as she reached out and took his hand.  
 
   He smiled and nodded to her, whispering, “It’s okay. We’re gonna make it.”
 
   Harry glanced at his watch. “It’s almost time. We need to get in our flight chairs.”
 
   “Right,” Gus said as he gave Dawn’s hand a little squeeze, then let go. He rose from the table and hobbled over to his chair.
 
   Dawn strapped herself in and looked at Gus. His gaze had grown steady, his demeanor rock-solid, exuding calm. She closed her eyes, waiting. We’ll be safe, she told herself. We’ll be all right. Remember what Gus said? We’re going to make it.
 
   She was suddenly aware of a low, thunderous rumble, like the roar of a lion. The air itself seemed to vibrate, to shudder in fear.  
 
   Holding her breath, Dawn gripped the arms of her chair. The K/T Event had begun!
 
   Time passed so slowly. There was nothing Dawn hated more than thunder and lightning. The howling gales and resounding booms and crashes outside made her want to hide under her bunk and cover her ears. But she was stuck in her flight chair, strapped in and feeling utterly helpless as the K/T seemed to go on and on.
 
   She looked at her crewmates. Everyone sat there – with the exception of Kris, who was strapped into an infirmary bed – all looking cool and calm, handling the situation with professionalism, using their headsets or communicators to monitor the static-laden broadcasts being relayed from the Destiny.
 
   Dawn attempted to breathe deeply. She’d been trying to fight her panic, to no avail. As the land outside was rocked by chaos, an inner turmoil just as fierce raged in her heart. Her knees trembled and her mouth was dry. She felt as though she stood on a precipice. One wrong move and she would fall into the abyss. It was now or never. Her life was at a turning point.
 
   Suddenly, Gus said, “I think we can move around now.”
 
   Dawn looked over at him.  
 
   “It’s been an hour since the sonic boom,” he told her. “You should see what’s outside. Down in the valley, it’s rainin’ fire.”  
 
   “Are you sure it’s okay to get up?”
 
   When he nodded, she unbuckled herself, then walked over to his side. “Gus, we need to talk.”
 
   “Sure.”  
 
   “Alone,” she said.
 
   Gus cast his glance beyond her, focusing on the window. Dawn turned. Harry and Tasha stood there looking out, momentarily oblivious to everyone else in the room. 
 
   “No one will hear us, Dawn.” He indicated the chair next to him.
 
   She sat and looked into his eyes, sensing his strength, needing reassurance. “I’m so afraid.” 
 
   Gus took her hand. “It’d be strange if you weren’t. A huge tsunami just hit the regions surrounding the Gulf of Mexico. Harry said it probably stood over one kilometer high. It slammed into the southern coast of Texas. It killed everything there.”  
 
   Studying the com-screen, Dawn’s gaze trained on the dark, swirling clouds of smoke now blanketing parts of the Earth’s atmosphere.  
 
   “Just look at that,” Gus said. “It’s like nuclear winter.”  
 
   “It’s so sad, isn’t it?”
 
   “Not so sad for us mammals.” He shook his head. “But I sure wouldn’t want to be a dinosaur right now.”
 
   Dawn’s thoughts returned to the Pachycephalosaurus nesting site. Where was that sneaky Troodon now? Was she still alive? And what had happened to the dinosauroid? She glanced at Gus. “You really believe you saw a dinosauroid, don’t you?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “If the Keeper somehow changes me into that creature, then it’d be like dying. I wouldn’t want to live anymore.”
 
   “I won’t let anything happen to you.” He kissed her hand, his lips soft against her skin. “Trust me, Dawn.”
 
   “I trust you.” She forced herself to smile. “But have you considered what will happen if the Keeper doesn’t have his way?”  
 
   “I don’t understand.”
 
   “Whatever his plans are for me, if they don’t happen, then it means I won’t be able to save you in the cave.”  
 
   “Huh?”
 
   “Don’t you see? If I don’t become Dinosauroid Dawn, then you’ll die from your wounds. I won’t be able to give you the medicine.”
 
   “So be it.” He frowned thoughtfully. “Maybe that won’t happen either.”
 
   “What do you mean?”
 
   “If we prevent the Keeper from carryin’ out his plans, then he won’t be able to transform you. And then, since he won’t be able to get his physical body back, I won’t have to follow him to the cave.” He paused. “You see how it goes, don’t you? ‘Round and ‘round. We don’t know what’s actually coming up, but we’ll throw a wrench in things so that maybe we can change the course of the future.”
 
   “Oh, I don’t know.” Dawn sighed.
 
   “I am right,” Gus declared. “You’ll see. Once we’re out of this hellhole, we can forget about the Keeper and get on with our lives.”
 
   “I want to believe you.”  
 
   He kissed her hand again, this time with a firm, jaunty smack. “Then do.”  
 
   ***
 
   By late afternoon, as the crew tended to the specimens in the lab, they tried to ignore the devastation outside. Fortunate creatures, the lab specimens were perhaps all that was left of the aboveground animal population around the Valiant, for almost everything else had been wiped out by the effects of the K/T Event.
 
   But theirs was not the hardest hit area. Far to the south, the devastation approached apocalyptic ruin. Everything within one thousand kilometers of Chicxulub had been destroyed, either crushed by the immense weight of the ejecta hurled out of the crater, smashed by subsequent atmospheric shockwaves and magnitude 10 earthquakes, drowned by tidal waves, or burned by firestorms. In fact, raging conflagrations still blazed over the world’s forests, with sporadic wildfires whipping through even more distant locations, like the northern woods of the Arctic.  
 
   Although it was in reality several hours after sunset, outside the sky was still glowing red from the fires. But that would all change. There was so much ejecta in the atmosphere Harry estimated daytime would soon seem as dark as a moonless night, and sunshine wouldn’t reach the Earth’s surface for weeks, maybe months. As soon as the fires burned themselves out, he predicted the outdoor temperatures would drop to below-freezing levels. This, coupled with the continuous darkness, meant certain death for the majority of species on Planet Earth.
 
   And that was not all. Six hours after the K/T Event, horrible, yet extraordinary, things had started to happen on the other side of the world. Jean-Michel had been able to film the Deccan Traps of India and the eastern African coast just before the smoky atmosphere obscured his view. Afterward, he got images of the region in infrared. Despite the atmospheric interference, he managed to patch the films to the Valiant. What they revealed was startling.
 
   In the main room, everyone stared at the com, waiting for someone to comment, yet not wishing to be the first one to break the silence. Kris monitored the transmission from her bed in the infirmary. Even she was made speechless by the images beamed down from Destiny.
 
   “Doomsday,” Gus finally managed as he peered at two major catastrophes: gigantic plumes of muddy sediment now whirled off the Cretaceous equivalents of the Kenyan and Somalian coasts, the result of the collapse of the African continental shelf; and the huge outpourings of lava – what Kris called flood volcanism – in the Deccan Traps of India.
 
   Amazed by the sheer magnitude of the devastation, Dawn studied the transmission. India was still an island; it would not join the Asian mainland for another ten million years. Ash clouds from the Deccan volcanoes trailed off to the southwest, obscuring part of the massive Indian isle. Despite the clouds, much was still visible on the ground. Even from such a great height, the Destiny’s infrared transmissions revealed plumes of lava erupting into the sky. The region was, in truth, as fiery as hell.
 
   “How many creatures are dying all over the world right now?” Dawn asked.
 
   “Who knows? Trillions if you consider bigger organisms, octillions if you consider all life, such as marine cyanobacteria like Prochlorococcus,” Harry said. “The extinction event will be particularly bad here in the Northern Hemisphere. With the demise of the marine planktonic organisms will come the collapse of the food chain in the world’s open ocean.” 
 
   Kris’s image appeared on the split/screen. “Ever heard of Dr. Strangelove, guys? It was a film made in the 1960s about nuclear war. Afterward, it sparked Carl Sagan to develop the theory of nuclear winter, which is sort of like what’s happening now. Sulfur dioxide and soot and all kinds of other junk are being sent into the atmosphere by the impacts and volcanoes – perhaps a whopping 8000 billion tons of sulphur dioxide alone. This will cause huge amounts of acid rain, along with heavy pollution, which will prevent sunlight from reaching the Earth’s surface. And research has shown that toxic levels of metals from the comet, like copper, cadmium, and nickel, poisoned the oceans, perhaps having an even worse effect on the plankton than acid rain.”
 
   “How long before things get back to normal?” Gus asked.
 
   “I’m getting to that,” Kris said. “Because of Dr. Strangelove, the huge reduction in the ocean’s productivity after an extinction event is called a ‘Strangelove Ocean’. Some scientists believe this almost-dead ocean lasted a long time after the K/T, especially in the open ocean, like Harry said. Other scientists believe the near-shore ocean environments were able to recover much faster, say in several hundred years. But it took generations for the descendents of surviving cyanobacteria, diatoms, and other kinds of planktonic algae to produce the same level of food and oxygen in the open ocean as before the cometary impact. That was the watershed event: the production of pre-K/T levels of plankton in the sea. At that point, scientists feel ecological balance was reestablished in the biosphere. The oceans – and the rest of the planet – were considered alive again.”
 
   Gus frowned. “Exactly how long did that take?” he persisted.
 
   “The low-ball figure is forty thousand years,” Kris said. “Recovery of the global environment didn’t occur for another half million years after that, although some scientists think it’s more like three million. That’s tens of thousands of human generations. We’d better hope an impact doesn’t happen in the modern world, because that’s a long time to wait for a return to normalcy, isn’t it? A heck of a long time.”
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   Chapter 25
 
    
 
   There is in God, some say,
 
   A deep but dazzling darkness.
 
   ~Henry Vaughan, Silex Scintillans
 
    
 
    
 
   Despite the chaos outside, the astronauts settled into a fairly normal routine. Between Kris’s convalescence and the care of the lab specimens, Tasha had her hands full. And Harry and Dawn, with Jean-Michel’s assistance, found themselves occupied with a whole range of biological, meteorological, and geological observations and experiments.  
 
   It was now ten days since the K/T Event had rocked Earth. Although most of the fires had ended, the atmosphere was still choked with smoke and dust. But it had begun to lighten a little, because worldwide precipitation was clearing the air.  
 
   The rain, however, had not been a blessing in any real sense, because a noxious combination of nitric and sulfuric acids now fell on the Earth’s surface. It had been drizzling outside the Valiant for two days. Gus was concerned the poisonous precipitation would affect the ship; one more reason he planned to get off the planet soon. Jean-Michel provided the crew with up-to-date weather information gathered from the Destiny’s global surveillance camera, and the data indicated it was raining heavily to the west, especially on the Pacific seacoast and over the open ocean.  
 
   It was even beginning to snow in the higher elevations of the continental interior, far from the warming influences of any large bodies of water. Already, sleet splashed against the windows, along with the occasional hailstorm that pummeled the lander.
 
   The most startling effect of the climatic changes came from the J-Stars data, however; there was hardly any sign of life outside. The plains stood empty of herds, the skies clear of flocks. Only an occasional blip moved across the landscape. Harry speculated it might be a lone, starving dinosaur, or perhaps a mammal scurrying among the innumerous carcasses dotting the smoking plains. The only places where land animals or birds had a real chance of surviving were pockets of wet terrain protected from the firestorms. Along with the occasional deep canyon or sheltered valley, these swamps and coastal lands formed havens, where even now small groups of dinosaurs wandered. Harry said scientists had speculated about this, having found fossils of dinosaurs that appeared to have lived up to several thousand years after the K/T; the most noteworthy example being in a valley located in Utah. But these remnant populations had also eventually died out, leaving empty niches for the mammals, birds, and other survivors to fill.
 
   Gus sat at the table, activating the computer table display. Since the K/T Event, he’d occupied his time with the day-to-day running of the ship, especially now that he had the luxury of rechecking everything he and Jean-Michel had prepared for the blast-off to Mars. A little more relaxed than he’d ever been before, he was letting his hair and beard grow for the first time in years.  
 
   He rubbed his hand over his jaw, enjoying the sensation of freedom. No more military-style haircuts for him. Besides, Dawn seemed to like the way he looked now. Kind of like a hippie, she had joked, showing him an old picture of her grandfather in the Sixties. Far out, man.
 
   Nah, he thought wryly, it’s definitely the reverse. Because of time travel... man, I’m really far out.
 
   With a half-smile, Gus looked past the table to the window, yet his expression waned in the next moment, and he could not help but imagine what lay outside. Ruin. Utter, incalculable ruin. The devastation of an entire world.
 
   But there were, he reminded himself, a few things to be hopeful about. Despite the destruction to the environment, the Valiant appeared to be in good shape. As far as he could tell, only a little corrosion had occurred from the acid drizzles of the last few days. In fact, there were indications the atmosphere had begun to clear enough for a launch. If that happened, he planned in the next day or so to leave the Earth and rendezvous with the Destiny. And then, after that, Mars beckoned. Whatever occurred subsequently was beyond his reckoning. He would have to take things one day at a time as they headed to the red planet.
 
   Frowning, Gus let his anxieties take over again. They would land on a different Mars, a planet of an earlier epoch. He had to wonder if they would ever get back to the future. Time and space had conspired against him and his crew. They were as far from home as any humans had ever been.
 
   With a slight strain to his voice, he whispered to himself, “I’m far out, all right. We all are.” 
 
   ***
 
   Dawn sat by Kris’s hospital bed. The women studied Jean-Michel’s latest weather report on the com-screen. There would be a temporary break in the cloud cover in the next twenty-four hours. It was the window Gus needed in order to launch the Valiant into orbit. If the skies cleared as expected, lift-off was set for 1100 hours the next morning.
 
   “Mind if I interrupt?” Gus drawled as he poked his head into the infirmary.
 
   “No,” Kris said cheerfully. “We were just finishing up. Besides, Tasha wants me to eat.” She smiled at Dawn. “Ya’all go ahead. I’ll be all right.”
 
   “Are you sure?” Dawn asked as she indicated the dinner tray. “I could stay and help you.”
 
   “No, go on.” Kris’s eyes sparkled. “If you see Harry, send him my way, okay? I’d like to talk to him.”
 
   Grinning, Dawn nodded, got up, and left. She found Gus limping over to the weapons’ rack.
 
   “Since we’re leaving tomorrow, thought you might like to look around one last time,” he said.
 
   “How’s your ankle?” she asked.
 
   “A little worse today. Maybe it’s the rain.”
 
   “Do you think it’s dangerous to go outside?”
 
   “Nope. We won’t go too far, just a little stroll around the lander. I want to check a few things out on the hull, then we can poke around some.”
 
   After outfitting themselves with jackets, gloves, masks (to avoid breathing the ash and dust in the air), flashlights, and guns, they headed for the hatch. Dawn felt nervous as Gus held the door open for her. She looked around as she stepped into the sleet, afraid of what she might find. In her mind, Dawn visualized the clever little Troodon she’d followed at the nesting site, wondering how and when she had died.  
 
   Because of the prevailing atmospheric conditions, only the western sky blazed with pink fire, which faded out to a soft, purplish gray. But here, in the vicinity of the lander, there was just dim sunlight when compared to a normal day. Dawn flipped on her flashlight, illuminating the immediate area. Directly ahead, the landscape looked much as before; most of the vegetation near the lander had been well protected by the surrounding bluffs.  
 
   There were still needles on the pines and leaves on the bushes. Although covered with a fine layer of ash, the ferny groundcover looked remarkably lush and resilient.  
 
   Then Dawn’s gaze veered toward the devastated plain and she was immediately reminded of old news footage of Mt. St. Helens. Huge stands of charred timber had been flattened like matchsticks. Far beyond, the river was a churning logjam of gray mud and downed trees, a roiling torrent roaring on toward the inland sea in the middle of North America. Everywhere, the ground was covered with a thick coating of dull, gray ash. Except for the plants nearby, the environment looked lifeless.
 
   Studying the ground, Dawn realized the sleet had dampened the earth just enough to create the perfect conditions for fossilizing animal tracks. She recalled Mary Leakey’s Laetoli prints, which had contained the jumbled tracks of dozens of species, but then she realized the ground beneath her was different, almost pristine. With the exception of her own footprints and a spattering of raindrops, there was nothing in the Cretaceous ash. More than anything, the empty landscape showed just how many creatures had died.
 
   Gus came up and grabbed her hand. Together, they stood gazing at the barren plain.  
 
   “I’m going to check the hull,” he said. “Want to come with me or stay here?”
 
   “I’ll stay here,” Dawn said as he squeezed her hand and set off.
 
   She searched an area near the pine trees, looking for anything other than raindrops, when a small, shrewlike mammal darted in front of her, its dark coat gleaming against the ashy soil. It was fast, scurrying off into the brush, too swift to catch without a trap.    
 
   “Hello!” Harry said, his mask muffling his voice as he approached Dawn. He still looked funny; with the mask covering his mouth and his still-healing broken nose, his features consisted solely of two black eyes.  
 
   Stooping over, Harry used a spade to dig in the ground, taking soil samples.
 
   “Did you see it?” Dawn asked.  
 
   Harry glanced up. “What?”
 
   “A shrew, or maybe a mouse.”
 
   “Yeah, thought I saw something,” Harry said. “They’re starting to leave their burrows. In the next few weeks, there will be an explosion of mammals. Same with the ferns. Fossil evidence indicated the K/T clay layer was filled with fern spores. We believe they did very well in the charred soils of the post-K/T world. In fact, I bet the whole Earth is going to be covered with fungi, ferns, and rats sometime in the near future.”
 
   The ferns, even the fungi, sounded all right. But rats? Dawn frowned, recalling something similar was happening inside the lander. A few of the mammalian lab specimens had already produced litters. According to Tasha, this was good news. It meant there would be plenty of food for the captive dinosaurs, including the pregnant Troodon.
 
   “Of course, it’s going to happen after we’re gone,” Harry said. “The rats are probably already starting to eat dinosaur carcasses, seeds, buried eggs – anything that’s edible. If we decided to stay, we’d be up to our ankles in them.”
 
   Dawn felt a jolt of revulsion as the wind came up. Despite her mask, the sickening stench of scorched earth and rotting flesh caught in her throat. They needed to leave. And fast.
 
   Yet, gazing out at the polluted landscape, Dawn felt sad and homesick. This was Earth, after all. She realized someday the planet would heal, but she wouldn’t be around to see it.  
 
   Where will I spend the rest of my life? On Mars? Will I ever get back to my own time? What about my family and dogs? My home in Oak Creek?  
 
   She glanced at the dismal-dark sky, feeling drained of any real hope, then watched Harry as he moved off, passing Gus, who walked toward her. 
 
   “Oh, Gus,” she said bleakly. “What’s going to happen now?”
 
   He shrugged. “Don’t know. I hate to say this, but we’ll be in trouble if we don’t leave by tomorrow. The corrosion on the hull is worse than I thought.” He hesitated. “I’ve been thinking ‘bout something. The Keeper hasn’t appeared again, has he?”
 
   “No. What of it?”
 
   “Maybe he traveled back to the future, or maybe he died in the landslide. Hell, I just barely got away. I don’t see how he could’ve survived all those rocks.”  
 
   “So, you think he’s dead?”
 
   “Who knows? If there was some sort of time portal, then it was destroyed by the cave-in. And then there’s the matter of the dinosauroid. She saved me for a reason. You know, I believe she gave her life for me.”  
 
   “Why do you think that?”
 
   “The dinosauroid’s still back in that cave, facing certain death now, if she isn’t dead already. I bet she’s trapped. There may still be dangerous creatures in there, things that’ll eat her alive if she’s not careful. Even if she does get out of the cave, what will she find? A devastated planet? How will she survive? She wouldn’t have risked her life for me unless she believed we had a future together. I mean you and me, Dawn. We have a future now.”    
 
   As Dawn considered the possibility Gus was correct, she found herself gazing into his eyes. In the scattered light, the hazel changed and looked as deep green as springtime grass. Gus was so strong, a take-charge kind of guy. Together, she knew they’d make it out of here, no matter what.
 
   But why had the Keeper sent them to Cretaceous Earth in the first place? Dawn stiffened as she gave in to private doubts. Gus’s arguments did not answer some basic questions. Something just didn’t add up.
 
   “Gus, why were we sent back to this time?”
 
   He cast a glance at the surviving pines. “I think the Keeper had some kind of plan, but it’s been changed or ruined by our actions.” His gaze veered back to her face. “Look here. We’re about to take off for Mars. Whatever he wanted us to do, it’s not going to happen. If he wanted to capture you––”
 
   “He had me when we were on Mars. Why would he need to capture me now?”
 
   He shrugged again. “You’ve got a point there.”
 
   Dawn sighed. “I guess we have to hope for the best.”  
 
   “You might be right,” he said softly.  
 
   Dawn couldn’t tell if his voice had been blurred by the mask or by his emotions. “I know I am, Gus.”
 
   He took off his mask and smiled, perhaps a little desperately, then placed his arm around her and held her close, without speaking.  
 
   “No matter what happens, Gus, we’ll be together. I’ll never leave you.”
 
   He tilted her chin up, lowered her mask, and gently kissed her lips. “Same here, darlin’. You’ve got me ‘til the day I die.”
 
   Drawing away from her, he turned and looked at the plain. She stared after him, seeing the devastated land, realizing it was the end of one world, and the beginning of another.  
 
   She reached out to him, her fingers searching the air, then finding his and interlocking. As he held her hand in silence, her eyes misted over. There was nothing to say, nothing more to talk about.  
 
   This instant was all they had, this flash of existence. Dawn hoped she and Gus would grow old together, yet she also knew she must cherish each moment.  
 
   But that was enough, yes, that was enough.
 
    
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   Chapter 26
 
    
 
   Time goes, you say? Ah no!
 
   Alas, Time stays, we go.
 
   ~(Henry) Austin Dobson, The Paradox of Time
 
    
 
    
 
   The room was dark. Gus had been sound asleep in Dawn’s quarters. He opened his eyes. Had he heard something in the distance? What just woke him up?
 
   He reached down, touched the shotgun resting on the floor, and waited. Nothing. No noises. Only the hushed sounds of a sleeping crew, a quiet ship shrouded by night.
 
   Carefully moving away from Dawn, he sat up and looked around. He had to relieve himself, so he swung his legs over the edge of the bed, reached down, and fumbled for his shorts. On the first sweep, his hand made contact with something cottony. Bingo. He stood, stepped into his shorts, and pulled them up. For a moment, he debated about leaving his shotgun by the bed, but then instinct won out.  
 
   With a cautious air, Gus grabbed the weapon and limped toward the head. He wasn’t going to use a gun on the ship, but he felt naked without it. He closed the door behind him, used the head, and then moved over to the mirror. He studied his image. His eyes were bloodshot and his mouth tasted awful. Leaning over, he placed the gun against the wall and then passed his hands under the faucet. Water poured out, and he splashed some on his face, then took a swig from his cupped hand. After spitting it out, he toweled off his face.
 
   He glanced at his watch. 0533. Later than he thought. He yawned and stretched. He might as well stay up now.  
 
   He reached for his gun. There was a faint chill on his skin. He looked in the mirror, let his gaze go past his own image, and then checked the bathroom door. Why did he have the feeling someone’s eyes were on him now?
 
   He went on looking around for a moment longer, then, with gun poised, he hobbled back to the door. After cracking it open, he peered outside.  
 
   Even in the dim light, he could see Dawn in her bunk, still fast asleep. He held his breath, listening. Again, there were no unusual sounds. Nothing seemed out of the ordinary. Why was he feeling so damned edgy?
 
   Go make yourself some coffee. You don’t have time to be nervous today.
 
   As quietly as possible, he slipped out of Dawn’s quarters and headed for the galley. Perhaps having some breakfast would help him feel things were back to normal.
 
   As if any of this could be seen as normal. He smiled a little then, limped toward the counter, and started the coffeemaker.
 
   Then he heard a high-pitched whine. No! In disbelief, he realized what was happening. He’d felt this way only once, when his body had been possessed by the Keeper.
 
   Jesus, no! Gus grabbed hold of the counter, muscles straining as he sought to fight the alien’s power.  
 
   “No!” he yelled, grimacing. “No! No!”
 
   Just like before, a fog whirled before his retinas and a keening noise rose in his ears. As he fell to his knees, he reached out, arms flailing. In the process, he pulled the coffee machine over on its side. Boiling liquid splashed over his face, arms, and hands, scorching him as he tumbled to the floor. His skin was on fire. Despite the shock to his body, he realized his mind was fading to a deep, dark oblivion.  
 
   Through sheer force of will, he held on long enough to shout, “No!”
 
   He shuddered as his senses went numb. Yet, as his ears fell deaf and his gaze went blank, one last image remained.  
 
   Dawn. He could feel her presence still. She would be there, always there, reaching out to him across the vast gulf of space and time.  
 
   Gus strained one last time, trying to call to her. But his mind slipped away, down, down, down, whirling into the void.
 
   ***
 
   Kris’s eyes flew open. There was a crash and then a shout.
 
   “No!” someone cried. “No! No!”
 
   Her heart beat faster. Gus?
 
   She reached over her bed’s railing and fumbled with things on the nightstand. It took a moment to find her glasses. She looked around. Everything seemed okay. There were no other sounds. Maybe she’d just had a nightmare.
 
   “No!”
 
   That is Gus! Legs still numb, Kris knew she was trapped in her hospital bed. Her thoughts roiled, then floundered. What could she do? What should she do?
 
   She grabbed her communicator from the table. Fingers flying, she tried to hail Harry. No response. Tasha next. Nothing. Dawn. Jean-Michel. Nobody! Where was everyone?  
 
   Fear rising, Kris started to try Harry again, but then caught some motion out of the corner of her eye. With relief, she saw it was the commander.  
 
   “Gus, are you all right?” she asked as he started toward the lab. “I heard something weird.” Kris’s voice failed at the sight of Gus’s bearing. He wasn’t favoring his ankle now. In fact, he was moving like some kind of robot.
 
   “Hey, what’s wrong? Say something to me!” To her horror, she saw the burns on his skin. “What happened to your face?” 
 
   He didn’t respond. Instead, he lifted his gaze, staring at her blankly. His right hand gripped one of Tasha’s hypos.  
 
   She stared at the hypo, stunned. What was he doing? Then, it hit her. Was that why no one had responded to her hails? Had Gus drugged everybody on the ship?
 
   But why? Despite knowing beyond all doubt she was still paralyzed, Kris tested her legs anyway, but they didn’t move. She was trapped. Is that why Gus hadn’t bothered to drug her like the others?  
 
   Gus had already moved off, toward the lab. Kris opened the link to Dawn again, hoping to rouse her, but at that very moment Gus came out of the lab carrying a cage filled with several young alligators. With a steady, yet stiff-legged, gait, he walked through the infirmary and passed through the door. Was he heading for the hatch?  
 
   “Dawn!” she shouted. “Dawn, do you copy? Wake up! Something’s happened to Gus, something awful.”
 
   Kris realized her voice had an unreal, horrified sound to it. She tried to gather her thoughts as Gus moved back into her line of sight, walking toward the lab. This time, he came out with a cage containing lizards.
 
   What’s he doing? Is he releasing the animals outside?
 
   Gus rounded the corner once more. 
 
   “Gus,” Kris yelled. “Look at me – talk to me!”
 
   He plodded on toward the lab. It was the same thing again, but this time he brought out two cages filled with shore birds.
 
   Kris sat there in disbelief, recalling something Dawn had told her. Hadn’t she said Gus’s eyes looked empty when the Keeper possessed him? Was that what was happening? Was the alien controlling Gus at this very moment? 
 
   Shit, that’s got to be it! She just couldn’t sit and let things go on. Fighting against the dead weight of her lower body, Kris twisted, cursing, pushing, and pulling, inching toward the edge of the mattress. She looked down. From this angle, it seemed like a big drop. She swallowed hard, knowing full well she was going to hurt herself. But she had to stop the Keeper.
 
   “Okay, okay. You can do this.” She gripped the partial railing on the hospital bed. With a grunt, she swung herself around, trying to break her fall as her lifeless legs struck the floor.  
 
   Still holding onto the railing, she winced, feeling the renewal of pain; her back was on fire. Had she reinjured her spine?
 
   You can’t think about that now, she told herself. She let go of the railing and her lower body crumbled. As her hands stretched out to break her fall, she slumped to the floor. Her wrists bore the brunt of the impact, and, to her relief, her upper body felt all right. Now, if she could just drag herself to the doorway, maybe she could somehow get Gus’s attention.
 
   Hand over hand, Kris pulled herself across the floor. Her lower body was dead weight, utterly useless. Oh, Lord, Kristina Jefferson, move your sorry ass!   
 
   Straining, struggling, she crawled on. Her progress seemed agonizingly slow. By the time she reached the door, she was covered with sweat.
 
   Gus walked out of the lab again. Now he had a cage full of turtles.
 
   “Gus, please,” she cried out. “Try to hear me. You must!”  
 
   But there was no reply. Just the same dull expression and empty stare.
 
   “Where is the Keeper?” Kris shouted in the most authoritative tone she could muster. “I need to speak to him.”
 
   Gus kept walking toward her. As he stepped over her prostrate body, she reached out and grabbed his leg. Then she got an inspiration.  
 
   “Stop!” Kris insisted. “Eric Gustav Granberg! Listen to me! Eric Gustav!”
 
   He halted and looked down at her.
 
   Kris summoned up all of her courage. “Gus, if the Keeper won’t speak to me, then you must listen. Stop what you’re doing and listen to me.”
 
   But he merely smiled, then shook her off and walked on, toward the hatch.
 
   Damn it! Kris rolled onto her back. Her brow streamed with perspiration. Why is the Keeper releasing the specimens? What possible motive could he have? The questions played over and over in her mind as she struggled along the floor.
 
   It hit her a moment later with a heart-stopping jolt and she knew exactly what the Keeper was doing. No! her mind screamed as she visualized the creatures scampering free into the charred brush.  
 
   “Dawn, wake up!” With a pull, then a push, she tugged and twisted herself around until her head was oriented toward Dawn’s quarters.
 
   Again, she moved with painstaking effort across the floor. She no longer felt the injury in her back. She was beyond that now. Adrenaline pumping, she could only hope she’d be able to wake Dawn once she made it to her room.
 
   Hurry – stop the Keeper before it’s too late. Panting hard, she reached Dawn’s door after what seemed like eternity. She felt relieved to find it standing slightly ajar, relieved, at least, until she pushed it open and saw the motionless form lying sprawled across the bed. Dawn looked pale and lifeless. What had the Keeper done to her?  
 
   “Dawn? Can you hear me?” Kris pulled herself onward, struggling, sweating, shouting at the motionless woman with all her might. “Wake up, Dawn!”
 
   When Dawn stirred and muttered something, Kris felt exultant. Maybe this would work, maybe Dawn would hear what she had to say. “The Keeper has come back!” she yelled.  
 
   The effort to speak now superseded all else, and Kris collapsed on the floor. “Dawn, the Keeper’s in Gus’s body now, and he’s releasing the animals. Dawn, please, you’ve got to wake up! Dawn!”
 
   ***
 
   Dawn groaned. Her body felt like it weighed a ton. Nauseous, she turned her head to the side and gagged. What’s wrong with me? She retched again, sick with the dry heaves, her head exploding with pain.  
 
   “Dawn!”
 
   She suddenly realized Kris was shouting about something. Dawn’s eyes fluttered open. She tried to understand her friend’s pleas, but the words were scrambled.  
 
   “Dawn! The Keeper’s plan. I figured it out. He’s trying to change the evolutionary path the Earth will take after the K/T. He’s taken over Gus’s body again.”
 
   Dawn rubbed her brow, the pain mind-numbing and overwhelming. “Wh – what did you say?” 
 
   Kris let out a whoop. “Oh, yes! You can hear me! The Keeper is changing the game plan. If Troodon and the other dinosaurs get out, they’ll survive the K/T. Don’t you see? The dinosaurian descendents will take over the planet. Mammals won’t have a chance. Everything will change.”
 
   Mouth falling open, Dawn sat bolt upright in bed. “You’re saying humans may never exist?”  
 
   “Yes, the Keeper wants the dinosauroids to evolve on Earth.”
 
   “What?” Dawn stared. Kris looked like a rag doll, sprawled on the floor, arms and legs akimbo. “What have you done to yourself?” she cried as she scrambled off her bed and raced over to her side. “Oh, Kris, your poor back.”
 
   “Don’t you worry about me. Please, you must stop the Keeper.”
 
   Dawn glanced at the door, knowing she had to go out there. What would she confront once she left the room?
 
   She looked back at Kris. “But––”
 
   “Stop him, Dawn.”  
 
   Kris was lying there in a paralyzed heap, adamant, defiant, and so very brave, and Dawn fought the urge to reach out to her friend and cradle her in her arms.  
 
   “But Kris, you’re hurt.”
 
   “Forget about me! Go on and stop him. It’s up to you, Dawn. No one else can do it. You must save us!”
 
   ***
 
   Three times before Dawn had come into contact with the Keeper. During those times, she had felt strong, yet different, emotional reactions. The first time, she had met the alien with a sense of wonder, while during the second, she’d been filled with confusion. Throughout the third encounter, she’d been possessed by an intense feeling of sexual desire.  
 
   But this time, Dawn realized, she felt overwhelming hate. She could even taste it, the bitter tang of revenge. Her heart pumped like thunder. She wanted to stop him, wanted to kill him, knew she had only a few minutes more.
 
   She rushed through the spacecraft toward the rack of weapons and grabbed a shotgun. Then she struck out for the hatch.  
 
   When she reached the door, her thoughts catapulted back to some semblance of logic. You idiot! What are you going to do with a gun?
 
   Dawn knew she couldn’t harm the Keeper, because he was in possession of Gus’s body. She had to get hold of herself. There was Gus to consider now.
 
   Gus. So brave and true. She was inexorably linked to him as his friend, lover, and future wife. Oh, Gus!  
 
   She dropped the gun, letting it clatter to the floor, and stormed from the Valiant. She desperately scanned the area and then spotted him near the pines. He stood with his back to her, head hanging down and shoulders rounded, his bearing still and silent. There were empty cages scattered about; it was obvious Kris was right about him releasing the lab specimens.  
 
   For a moment, Dawn stood and stared at the barren cages, wondering about the various escaped species. Birds? Snakes? Turtles? Everything they’d collected? Weren’t they, along with the ubiquitous mammals, the basic mix of creatures that had survived the K/T? But what did it mean? In the modern world, scientists didn’t have a foolproof explanation as to why some species had become extinct, while others had not. Was this the real reason that, for example, birds had come through the K/T, while pterosaurs had not? Had the crew helped them to survive by keeping them safe within their spaceship? But that would mean this particular time-line had happened at least once before, wouldn’t it? Had time looped around on itself? Were they experiencing a repeat of what had gone on earlier?
 
   This time travel mumbo-jumbo was going to make her scream! Then her gaze locked on the contents of the largest specimen cage. The pregnant Troodon waited inside, alert, jumping against the metal sides, her snarls filling the air as if she were anticipating her own release.  
 
   Gus moved. Now he was reaching toward the cage. Then he had his hand on the latch!
 
   This was the moment, Dawn realized. Everything depended on it.  Even if time had indeed looped, the Troodon hadn’t been released on the last go-around. She saw the dinosauroid in her mind’s eye, now certain it had evolved from the troodontids.  
 
   “Gus, no!” Dawn said in desperation. “Don’t you dare! If you open that cage, it will change everything and we won’t be born!”  
 
   He turned. The face belonged to him, yet Dawn didn’t recognize it. His skin was burned, purple, his features drawn tightly over bone in some areas, yet swollen from trauma in others. His lower eyelids drooped in a terrible parody of a wide-awake expression. Even his eyes looked hideous; dark and lifeless, the pupils dilated as though he were already dead.  
 
   Dawn stared at him in horror. He stared back at her like a zombie.  
 
   “Please, wait,” Dawn said, suddenly feeling helpless. “Please, you must wait.”
 
   And then, there was a change in the strange face, and a slow smile crept over the features. “No – you – wait – Dawn,” the Keeper snapped in that distinctively automatic voice. “You – wait... and see.”
 
   His hand tugged at the cage’s latch. The door opened and the pregnant Troodon went loping off into the bush.
 
   Dawn felt herself go weak in the knees. She felt fear mixed with rage, and no hope at all. She had failed!  
 
   Suddenly, Gus collapsed, falling heavily to the ground. Dawn took off running. She reached him just as his eyes flickered back to life.
 
   “Dawn,” he whispered. “Oh, Dawn, forgive me.”
 
   “It’s not your fault.” She held his head in her lap, stroking his hair with unsteady hands, making soothing sounds. Rocking him back and forth, she could feel the life force ebbing from his body.
 
   “I love you,” she cried out to him. “I love you, Gus. Don’t leave me––”
 
   “Dawn Ssstroganoff, let me hold him. Pleassse.”
 
   Dawn jumped. The green-skinned dinosauroid stood not an arm’s length from her and Gus. She gaped, unable to believe.
 
   “Dawn, I can heal him. Pleassse, let me hold him.”
 
   Dawn closed her eyes. This can’t be real.
 
   “Dawn Ssstroganoff, you mussst put aside your doubts, for I am as real as you and Gusss. You are not dreaming.”
 
   Dawn’s eyes flew open.
 
   “He is dying. Pleassse, let me help him. I know how to sssave him.”
 
   Dawn looked down at Gus. His breathing was shallow, his skin icy-cold. He is dying, she thought in horror.
 
   “Dawn, trussst me.”
 
   A feeling of hope rose in Dawn as she looked into the dinosauroid’s gentle gaze. She felt an inexplicable bond with the creature. “I do trust you,” she said. “Help him. Gus told me you saved his life in the cave. Do it again.”
 
   “I will try.” The dinosauroid’s inner eyelids flickered as she moved in beside Dawn. “Pleassse, let me hold him.”
 
   Dawn’s fingers tightened on Gus’s arm, before she relinquished her hold on him, before she gave him up to... her.
 
   The dinosauroid placed something in her mouth, chewed, then leaned over and pressed herself to Gus, lips to lips, heart to heart.  
 
   Dawn sat there, feeling helpless and desperate. This has got to work.
 
   At that precise moment, she heard Gus cough. The dinosauroid cradled him now, rocking him the same way Dawn had done only moments before.  
 
   “Will he make it?” Dawn asked.
 
   “Yesss, put away your fear, for he will live,” the dinosauroid said, “but it is too late really, much too late. I am sssorry, for I could not ssstop the Keeper.”  
 
   Dawn reached out, touching the dinosauroid’s smooth, cool skin, stroking her arm. The creature nodded, then relinquished Gus, letting her take him back.  
 
   When Dawn saw how the skin on his face had started to heal, she drew in a deep breath and then exhaled in relief. “Oh, thank you,” she said. “I love him so.”
 
   “I love Gusss, too.”
 
   The dinosauroid’s voice was suddenly faint to Dawn’s ears. To her surprise, her vision blurred, as though reality had begun to fade away. “What’s happening?” she asked, looking around in confusion.   
 
   “I am not certain, Dawn.”
 
   “I have to know – tell me... who are you?”
 
   “I am you.”
 
   “How is that possible?”
 
   “The Keeper created me. He took the record of your brain waves and implanted it into thisss body. At first, my mind wasss like that of a newborn’s, and it took me a long time to regain my memories, the memories of your life. Like your Ssstroganoff ancessstor, your sssoul wasss ssstolen.” The dinosauroid touched herself on the chest. “I have your mind, your thoughts and memories. I am you. In your language, I would be called Dragon Dawn.”  
 
   Dawn felt tears spilling down her cheeks. Gus’s body already felt insubstantial, like he was melting away.  
 
   The dinosauroid gazed at Dawn. Her eyes too looked dewy and sorrowful. “I am sssorry. I traveled back in time, but I wasss too late to sssave thisss universsse.” She glanced at Gus. “I wished to make things right. You and Gusss were to be the future, not me,” she shook her head, “not me.”
 
   Dawn felt dizzy. A gray curtain, as fine as gauze, rose before her eyes. No! she thought wildly. This can’t be the end.  
 
   And then, incongruously, incredibly, she found herself recalling Shakespeare’s poignant words, the ones she’d recited at Lex’s funeral: We are such stuff as dreams are made of, and our little life is rounded with a sleep.
 
   Of course. She kissed Gus, feeling the sweet warmth of his lips, the tender touch. “Sleep, my love. Sleep – for now.”  
 
   Yes, for now.
 
   Dawn held him, guarding the fragile hope of life resurrected, something to cling to, however impossible it seemed. I will find you, Gus, she thought, nurturing the expectation of seeing him once more and loving him again.  
 
   We will be together once more.  Somehow. Whatever it takes.  
 
   “Remember me,” she whispered to him.
 
   Straining to see past the misty air, she took a last look at his cherished face, healed now and, to her mind, even more handsome than before, and then she said, “Dragon Dawn, don’t give up. There is a way to save us.”
 
   “How?” The question was as soft as a whisper, coming from a long way off.
 
   And then, with her last gasp, Dawn drew upon all of her remaining strength and said through the dimming fog, “You must try again.”
 
    
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   Chapter 27
 
    
 
   Half to forget the wandering and the pain,
 
   Half to remember days that have gone by,
 
   And dream and dream that I am home again!
 
   ~James Elroy Flecker, Brumana
 
    
 
   Dawann-dracon closed her eyes and breathed. She was back now, her mind in the present. She looked at the soul-catching monolith, at the tiny, dust-filled room lying far beneath He Who Watches.
 
   And she remembered now, remembered how it started. Her mind drifted back as she closed her eyes. Days ago, it seemed, she had awakened after a long sleep. Everything seemed familiar, and yet...
 
   She let her thoughts return to that moment in her bed-nest chamber. She saw herself glance at her right hand. At the finely shaped claws. At her three long, elegant, green fingers. And then, she was running her hand along the top of her feathered head.
 
   With a vague sense of loss, she recalled wondering what had changed as she rose from her bed-nest, went to the window, and gazed upon the landscape of the red planet. Dusk had settled deeply over the land. The great volcano, He Who Watches, stood on the far horizon, so huge and enchanting, so compelling a presence, as to fill the entire vista with a lush blackness.  
 
   She watched the ancient summit for a long time. And then she turned and caught a mercurial blue planet, a dot flickering in the night.
 
   Shurrr. For some reason, she wished to go there, to the Whispering World. She felt drawn to it, as if it were in truth her long-lost home.  
 
   She leaned forward and pressed her face to the glass. Tugging on the very edge of consciousness, a distant summons filled her heart with mysterious yearnings of another place and time.
 
   But how could that be? She was, after all, Dawann-dracon, chief consort of the Lord Keeper, master of the twin worlds of Moozrab and Shurrr.  
 
   She had always lived on Moozrab, hadn’t she? All her life, she had served her lord and master, while dwelling in his grand palace.
 
   She turned, puzzled, and glanced back at her bedchamber. What has happened to me? she asked herself. Why do I feel so different now?
 
   And then, dimly, from faraway, a pair of strange words blazed forth in her mind.
 
   Gus. Lex.  
 
   She felt her pulse quicken. Gus? Lex? They were unlike any words she had ever heard before.
 
   Perhaps.
 
   ***
 
   “Dawann!” “Your Royal Highness!” “Are you all right, my dear?”  
 
   Dawann’s eyes opened wide as a trio of voices called out to her. Eshlish shook her gently, gazing searchingly into her eyes. She looked beyond the old scientist’s face. Fey stood there. And Tima, too.
 
   “Your Highness, are you all right?” Eshlish asked. “We opened the slick-shaft a few moments ago. We came as soon as we could. It took my engineers nearly the entire day to repair the shaft. I am sorry. Please, forgive me. Forgive all of us.”
 
   “Oh, Holy She-Mother! My dearest girl, we were so worried about you,” Tima cried.  
 
   Dawann rose from the nano-chair, reached out, and embraced her fellow saurians, human-style. “I’m fine,” she reassured them.  
 
   “What happened here?” Fey asked as she touched her claws to the surface of the monolith.
 
   Dawann took a few moments to divulge the highlights of the transmissions of the soul-catcher. But she didn’t tell them everything. There was one secret she wouldn’t share with anyone, ever.
 
   She closed her eyes, recalling how for a brief time, the soul-catcher had worked differently, transporting her, or so it seemed, back to Cretaceous Earth. She had entered Human Dawn so completely, she could see everything through her eyes, hear all of her inner thoughts, feel exactly what she was feeling, touch what she touched. It had happened the first time Human Dawn had sexual intercourse with Gus, and the experience was so profound it made Dawann understand true love, human love, so different from anything she had previously known. She had become so much a part of Human Dawn it seemed to rob her of the memories of that special night.  
 
   Incredibly, Dawann thought, they became mine and mine alone. I stole her soul.
 
   But how? I don’t understand how it could have happened. After all, I was just watching her experiences, wasn’t I?
 
   “Your Highness?”
 
   She turned toward Fey, thrusting her doubts aside. There was still so much to do.
 
   Dawann walked toward the slick-shaft, then motioned her friends forward, anxious to leave. “I shall travel to Shurrr, to the rainforest of Sagamish, and I must leave today.”    
 
   Fey and Eshlish exchanged startled looks and then Fey said, “One of the hunta bird transmissions came back a short while ago. It was from the third door. We saw the mud tribe of the Sagamish basin. They live only a few kilokecs from our lab.”
 
   Dawann flashed her teeth, mimicking a human smile. “The lab where the Lex clone lives?” 
 
   The others watched her curiously. 
 
   “Yes,” Fey said in a low voice.
 
   Throwing her head back, Dawann gave a good imitation of a laugh. “Good. You see, I know Lex is the key.”
 
   “The key?” Eshlish asked her.
 
   “Yes,” Dawann said. “Tasha saw him – I’m convinced of it. After the real Lex died, she spotted the Lex clone outside the lander. It had to be him. Could it mean the clone and I go there, but that we don’t succeed in changing the past?” She nodded, realizing she was acting so thoroughly human now she was causing the other saurians to shiver. “Yes,” she went on, answering her own question. “I have to believe it does.”  
 
   “What will you do now, Your Highness?” Fey asked.
 
   “I must first read the message on the plaque, especially the words scratched on the back.”
 
   “My plaque? The one I found on Shurrr?”  
 
   “Yes,” Dawann said. “It could hold clues as to how I should proceed. Then I’ll find the Lex clone, because together we’ll travel to the past.”
 
   “You really mean to do this?” Fey asked.
 
   “Of course. Human Dawn awaits me there. So do Gus, Tasha, Kris, and all the rest of the crew. I must do what Dawn asked me to do.”
 
   “And what was that?”
 
   Dawann-dracon looked directly into Fey’s intelligent, soulful eyes. “It’s quite simple, really,” she said. “She asked me to try again.”
 
    
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   Epilogue
 
    
 
   Give me my robe, put on my crown; I have Immortal longings in me.
 
   ~William Shakespeare, Anthony and Cleopatra
 
    
 
    
 
   I am !Oshch !Bo’ool !pa-Keer. No one calls me by that name now. It is a secret, an ancient wisp of memory known only to me, for I am the Keeper of All Knowledge.
 
   I have been mistaken for a god, but in truth I am not; I am as mortal as you and your kin. Despite my name, I do not understand everything, but I thirst for wisdom and knowledge. Perhaps, someday, I will find the answers to the unanswerable. For the moment, however, I continue to search for the truth. What distant spark created the cosmic birth event, which your scientists call the Big Bang, some 13.82 billion years ago? Why does sentient life exist in nature, and what is its true purpose, if any? When all the stars cease to fuse and burn themselves out – some one quadrillion years from now – what will happen to this universe? If there is sentient life then, how will it survive? Will those beings find a way to travel en mass to another universe? And if they don’t leave, how will they survive what is coming next; the inevitable decay of the matter that built stars, planets, and life – the destruction of all protons?
 
   I have lived for a long time, far longer than the entire history of your species, Homo sapiens sapiens. I will die someday; alas, I know not when. Even I cannot see into the future. The veil that separates me from things to come is as impenetrable as the origin of our own universe. 
 
   But I do possess powers you might consider magical. I now exist in an alternate universe, created by my manipulation of space-time. I took a great risk in doing this, for I did not know if my plan would work. And yet, somehow, it did succeed; the course of evolution on Earth was altered, and I now share my existence with the saurians. In your universe, I was already dead when your human astronauts found me. My mind survived, however, trapped in a planet-wide web of molecular microlattices, my thoughts still sentient and questing, but beyond the hope of ever being truly alive.  
 
   Yet, I knew I had a chance to live again with the help of the saurians. And how, you might ask, did I believe there was a possibility they could evolve in the alternate universe? It was a simple extrapolation based on the facts of life; that evolutionary complexity increases as geological time goes on, as does brain-body ratio. If the right kinds of dinosaurs could outlast the devastation of the K/T cometary crash, then it might be only a matter of time before one species rose to intelligence.  
 
   If I did succeed in changing the course of evolution on the Earth, I realized I would have a good chance of saving myself. I understood that if the dinosaurs – particularly the small, bipedal, intelligent troodontids – survived, they would evolve to sentience more swiftly than the ancient mammals that gave rise to your human ancestors. The Troodon dinosaurs had a head start on the road to intelligence, when compared to any contemporary Late Cretaceous mammalian species.  
 
   And if these intelligent dinosaurs subsequently developed space travel and then journeyed to Mars, perhaps they could find me before my physical body had died. Knowing that my death throes would take millennia, a window of opportunity for my revivification would be open to the saurian race. It was a window I had to make every effort to create; in your universe, space-faring humanity missed the time of my death by hundreds of thousands of years.
 
   To my past self, my dying self, I sent an account of what was to be. It was a complete recording of my thoughts, to be incorporated into my past mind when the time was right. And, of course, it included the memory transcripts of Dawn Stroganoff, the essence of her soul, for she was the first human to communicate with me in the universe where I had died. This record was like a message in a bottle, thrown into the flotsam of ages past. For me, it was a spark of hope traveling backward through the immense void of time.
 
   And then, to my relief and profound delight, my grand experiment succeeded, for my dying self found the message. My thoughts were incorporated into my counterpart’s mind; I became a part of my past self then and prepared for the arrival of my saviors, the saurians. It did not take long – perhaps ten thousand of your years – yet I was near death when the saurian astronauts finally found me, an ancient wreck filled with mutated, age-damaged DNA.  
 
   I gave myself up to them at that point, submitting to their bold and painful experiments, and their scientists restored me to health. Because of their skills, I will live for eons, longer than any other being of my species, perhaps for another hundred million of your Earth years, maybe much more.
 
   Certainly it will be long enough to watch my kindred spirits, the saurians, voyage to distant suns. Perhaps, I will go with them on their journeys. After all, as you say, I now have all the time in the world.
 
   You might wonder what is out there in the far-flung, starry archipelagos scattered across outer space. It is a place of great splendor and of deepest, blackest terror. You would find incredible creatures there, comparable to your mythological angels and demons – and everything in between. I have encountered many intelligent species during my lifetime and have seen countless technological civilizations rise, endure for a time, and then perish among the stars.  
 
   I am !Oshch !Bo’ool !pa-Keer. And I am old, so very old.
 
   I am not the longest-lived creature in the universe, however. There are beings whose existence is the stuff of legend, the first sentient beings of our universe, whose civilization dawned some eight billion years ago. The Old Ones arose after supernovas created complex atoms, such as carbon, nitrogen, and oxygen. They evolved from biological processes similar to the ones that occurred on Earth. On countless planets, organic compounds – brought in by the rich fruit of icy cometary matter – have sparked life.  
 
   But the Old Ones have existed for untold eons longer than your species, or mine. They have gone beyond natural biological laws and have found a way to shed their physical bodies. Now they move like specters through the cosmos, undetectable and wraithlike, noncorporeal beings that have evolved into creatures of pure energy not bound by the structure of space-time. The only traces of their former presence are the wormholes pulled from the quantum foam of space-time and hidden within the farthest reaches of the cosmos. These are the remnants of experiments conducted eons ago, when the Old Ones were still mortal.  
 
   And who in truth are these makers of wormholes? I must confess – I know not. They are like gods to me, for I believe they have found the answers to the deepest mysteries of life.  
 
   Over time, one of my most cherished goals has been to contact the Old Ones. But, alas, they live beyond my reach, moving at the speed of light as they tend to their own ambitions, lost among the stars.
 
   Still, I do possess something that was theirs. One of their wormholes exists on the planet you call Mars. Perhaps one billion years old, it was found by my species long ago and used for a time to explore the cosmos. But deactivation was necessary when we discovered that an alien race, the rapacious silicon life-forms called the Evil Ones, had used wormholes to travel through parts of our galaxy, conquering and exterminating all carbon-based life in their path. Then a cursed saurian scientist, a rebel named Eshlish-dracon, opened the wormhole again. Despite the implicit dangers, especially if the Evil Ones use it to gain access to our quadrant of the galaxy, I intend to risk its reactivation, employing it for my own purposes, at least for a time.  
 
   It belongs to me. It is mine!
 
   I am !Oshch !Bo’ool !pa-Keer. I am the Keeper of All Knowledge, the Master of the Wormhole, and the last of my kind. I am old, so very old, but because of the saurians, I will live for ages more. In that regard, I am above other mortal beings.  
 
   I am higher than high. In truth, I hope someday to find the key to immortality. Perhaps then, I will take my place among the gods.
 
   But first, I must stop Dawann-dracon. I must put a halt to her plans.
 
    
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   Author’s note
 
    
 
   During the course of my research for Dragon Dawn, I discovered two eminent scientists, Carl Sagan and Dale Russell, had also speculated that had the K/T Event not occurred, dinosaurs might have evolved into intelligent beings.  
 
   Dr. Sagan, in his 1977 Pulitzer Prize winning book, The Dragons of Eden, thought that perhaps small, intelligent dinosaurs called Sauronithoides had the potential for self-awareness. And, in the late 1980s, the paleontologist Dr. Dale Russell, in his book An Odyssey in Time – The Dinosaurs of North America, believed the extremely smart Troodon dinosaurs were the best candidates for the ancestors of sentient saurians, whom he called the dinosauroids. 
 
   I am also indebted to the work of Donald Brownlee, professor of astronomy, and Peter Ward, professor of biology and earth and space sciences, both of the University of Washington, for their wonderful books of popular science, most especially Rare Earth: Why Complex Life is Uncommon in the Universe, and its hypothesis regarding the possible rarity of aliens with faces or body plans like ours – the aliens of my beloved Star Trek to be enjoyed, but taken with the proverbial grain of salt!
 
   And who can forget the groundbreaking research of the many scientists who had the courage and foresight to think outside the box, changing the way we view dinosaurs, the calamitous end of the Cretaceous, or the potential for life on other planets and moons. They include John Ostrom, Walter Alvarez, Luis Alvarez, Bob Bakker, Jack Horner, Mary Schweitzer, Sankar Chatterjee, J. Brad Dalton, Jacob Vinther, Michael Benton, Gene Shoemaker, Gilbert Levin (who has never retreated in his assertion the Viking landers found life on Mars in the late 1970s), and the unsung geophysicist, Glen Penfield, who along with Alan Hildebrand discovered the Chicxulub Crater. 
 
   Finally, in an amazing bit of research, the paleobotanist Jack Wolfe pinpointed the time of year of the K/T impact. Wolfe discovered that fossils of water lilies and lotus plants had been blooming then. It looks as if the vegetation froze after the impact, most likely from the effects of a nuclear winter-type scenario. Since fossil evidence indicates the plants did not live long enough to bear fruit, Dr. Wolfe believes the K/T Event happened in June, around the time of my story.
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