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      This books is for all of my friends who are, like Aleksi, battling for their lives against a horrific disease.
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      She huddled in a warm nook of rock, sheltering her new daughter under her wings.  Wind howled overhead, icy and harsh, but heat radiated up from the ground and from her body to keep her daughter warm while the changes molded her fragile flesh and bone into her new shape.

      Calm.  Warm.  Sleep, she thought, remembering her own birth, the confusion, painful changes, hunger.  Soon, she would hunt again and bring back more meat. Soon, when her daughter's changes were near complete, they would part, never to see one another again. They would each seek out more humans to protect from the predators of the world, from other humans, and make more daughters. Such was their way.

      The ground rumbled, which was why this nook was warm, a haven in this bitter frozen landscape.  It was not the ideal place to make a daughter, but it was either that or kill the poor thing. The girl's human family had perished, and only chance had brought her salvation…of a sort. When the pack of carnivores that had killed the other humans were scattered and slain, she had been alone. She would not have survived long. This was the kinder fate, by far, but she remembered the horror in the poor girl's eyes as the leathery wings enfolded her.

      Calm…warm…sleep…

      The earth shook, harder this time and longer, and she lifted her head to peer out.  The sky was grey, but it was not cloud that blotted out the sun.  Worried, she examined her daughter; the changes were nearly complete.  Soon…soon you will fly.

      Not soon enough.

      The earth heaved up beneath her, and her worry flashed into panic.  She looked up the slope and saw a sheet of grey death falling down upon them.  With a shriek, she flung herself up, her wings clawing the air to escape the deadly cloud.  As she streaked away, she glanced back, lamenting her poor doomed daughter huddled there in the rock. The poor thing would never know the joy of her new life.  She would never fly, never hunt, and never make a daughter of her own.

      She would never know what it was to be a dragon.
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      Death was her milieu.

      Aleksi breathed in the faint scent of formalin and plaster of Paris, a contented smile tugging at her mouth. The musty scents of quiet repose, the chill echoes of remembered life; these were the things she lived for. The catacombs of museums' deep basements and repositories, more than any other place in the world, were her home. Here she could think. She could look thorough the old disused or forgotten samples, caress the ancient fossilized memories of organisms that had passed from this Earth. Here she could dream without interruption. Only here did she feel truly safe.

      Here, no one would ask her why she never went out, why she didn't have a boyfriend, or think her strange for preferring science to social interaction. From her earliest disconsolate excursions into the museums of Manhattan in an effort to escape the yelling, the smell of alcohol, the ridicule, this had been her refuge. Museums were cleaner, quieter, and friendlier, with their long-desiccated denizens, than the bustling, noisy, onerous world of the living. There was death in paleontology, but there was also peace.

      Her latex-covered fingertips brushed the faces of the closed drawers, her eyes scanning the numbers on their cards, the paper yellowed with age. She found the number she was looking for and smiled. The wide, thin drawer slid open, and the protective plastic shield folded back to reveal rows and rows of fossilized therapsid bones. Cynognathus' link to Megazostrodon, the evolution of mammal-like reptiles to true mammals, could easily lie in this drawer, tucked away and forgotten, unrecognized and undiscovered for a hundred years.

      Aleksi removed a jeweler's loupe from her pocket—a present from her father upon her graduation from NYU, and the only thing he ever gave her that she actually used—flipped on the tiny LED light, and leaned over the samples. This was where the real finds were in paleontology today, not digging through strata or imaging with sonar. Thousands upon thousands of poorly categorized samples waited to be discovered in the repositories of the great museums, miss-labeled and long forgotten. Modern paleontologists tended to believe what they read, and the label on the drawer cover clearly stated, "Various Therapsids," but what if they were wrong?

      Finding a doctoral dissertation in a drawer was also much easier, cheaper, and cleaner than applying for a grant to visit some distant site in Nebraska or China. Too much traveling, too many airports, and way too many people. No, Aleksi was not a digger, she was a discoverer, and she preferred to do it alone, in the peace and quiet of these cool, dim places, away from people and interruptions.

      As if to remind her of her fallacious notion, her phone twittered in her back pocket. The list of people who had her number was short, and there was no way her parents would be calling her in the middle of the morning. That left her roommate, her landlord, the graduate coordinator, and her advisor as the only likely potentials. She retrieved the interruptive implement and saw that it was only a text. She stripped off one latex glove and swept the screen. The message was from her advisor, Dr. Oliver.

      "Oh, please not now…" Aleksi tapped the screen to retrieve the message with a cringe. Whenever Dr. Oliver called, it meant more work.

      The message simply read: "My office pre 10AM today, pls."

      The time display on her phone read 0945.

      Aleksi swore under her breath, tapped in "BRT" and hit send. Luckily she was in the archives and not working at home, which was a ten-minute bike ride in good weather. The recent snow had her walking, which meant closer to twenty.

      Aleksi stuffed the phone back in her pocket, closed the drawer, and hurried out of the repository, a hundred possible nightmares trundling through her head. She was scheduled to take her qualifying exams this semester, and had to teach a lab, as well as finish up her own compulsory course schedule. If Oliver piled any more work on her, she wouldn't get her dissertation proposal in on time. As she pushed the heavy door open, a voice surprised her.

      "Did you find what you were looking for?"

      Aleksi started before she recognized the young man as one of the curator's assistants. He was smiling like they were old friends or something, but she barely knew him, didn't even remember his name. She only met his eyes for an instant before she looked down. "Oh, um, no. I got called away. Sorry." She grabbed her heavy coat and brushed past him up the stairs.

      "See you later then," he called after her.

      "Um, maybe. Sure." Aleksi hurried up and burst through the double doors of the Museum of Comparative Zoology into the blustery Cambridge winter.

      Skeletal trees and a few snow-shrouded evergreens dotted the deserted quad along Oxford Street. Winter break had sent most of the undergraduate population home for the holidays. Only faculty, maintenance staff, and a few die-hard graduate students remained on campus, which made the place almost as peaceful as the repository.

      Aleksi shivered as the biting wind tried to invade her layers of clothing, but cold and wind were nothing new for her. She stuffed her hands in her coat pockets and strode around the corner of the museum toward the glass and steel megalith of the Northwest Science Building. The sciences departments had outgrown the more traditional red brick buildings, and many of the faculty offices had moved to this larger and more modern facility. The Organismal and Evolutionary Biology Department, of which Aleksi was a part, made up only a fraction of the School of Arts and Sciences, and there was little real organization to the offices of the faculty. One might have thought that proximity to primary buildings of their field of study would dictate location, but politics, grant funding, and prestige played greater roles. The NWS building was newer, plush, flashy, and very "front page"; consequently, the higher profile faculty resided here, Dr. Oliver among them.

      The wind intensified as she approached the gap between Conant Hall and the NWS building, her long coat flapping in the frigid air. Aleksi ducked against the onslaught and yanked open the huge glass door without taking her hand from her pocket. The metal handle would be cold enough to stick to her hand, and she hadn't donned her gloves. She dashed up the stairwell on her left to the third floor—she detested elevators; too close, and people always wanted to talk—and entered the long, polished hallway dotted with lecture halls, labs and offices. Dr. Oliver's office, one in a suite of four, stood open. Aleksi heard her advisor talking in that voice that said she was on the phone, so she peeked cautiously into the room.

      Oliver sat at her desk, phone wedged between her shoulder and ear, tapping on her computer and talking at the same time. She was the queen of multi-tasking. Oliver saw her, and waved her in, pointing at the phone and mouthing the word, "Lawson", the graduate director. Aleksi entered, her nerves jangling. If Oliver was talking to Dr. Lawson about her…

      "Okay, fine." Dr. Oliver waved at a chair. "Yes, she just walked in, and I know she'll pick up the ball on this. Right. Thanks, Daniel. Later, then." She ended the call and smiled; a bad sign.

      "Thanks for coming in, Alexi," she said, mispronouncing her name, as usual. "Lawson called with a minor issue, and I thought you might be able to solve it for me. Have a seat."

      "An issue?" Aleksi shuffled in and sank into the indicated chair, clenching her hands in her pockets. "I was just working on my project, and I—"

      "I thought you might be, and that's why I texted." Oliver made a dismissive gesture with one hand, as she always did when she thought whatever had just come out of someone's mouth was irrelevant. "The January at GSAS schedule is all set, but we've had a fall-out. Jim Felton was going to give a series on the new paleosciences virtual library system, but he had to cancel. Family emergency. Out for the semester. I know you're familiar with the system."

      "But we agreed that I'd use winter recess to—"

      "Oh, I know, Lexi," Oliver interrupted, mangling her name even worse, making the contraction rhyme with 'sexy', a taunt throughout her mortifying high-school years. "But that was before this emergency. It's only a two-week series, and you don't have any classes to teach during the recess, so you'll have time." She glanced at her watch and began shutting down her computer.

      "But I was hoping to do some imaging during the recess. I've just found some Therapsid samples that might be—"

      "Oh, don't worry, Lexi; you'll have plenty of time for that. The series doesn't start until the eighth, and you said you weren't going to be away long for the holidays, right?" She stuffed a folder and some other items into her bag, obviously having decided that the issue was settled. She stood and rounded the desk. "I appreciate you picking up the ball on this, Lexi. There's plenty of time for your imaging analysis. I've got to go, so we can talk about this later."

      Aleksi stood, opening her mouth to object, but Oliver was already past her and standing at the door. She knew there would be no other discussion; it was set. There went her winter recess.

      "I've emailed you Jim's outline, though you know the system well enough that you'll probably be able to wing it." Oliver ushered her out and locked her office door. "Oh, and because Jim's out for the semester, Lawson needed someone to pick up his general bio lab, too. I knew you could teach it in your sleep, so I put you in for it. You can use the extra money, I'm sure."

      Aleksi gaped at her in shock. "But I'm already teaching the Comp Zoology lab, and I'm taking my qualifying exams this semester."

      "Oh, you'll do fine, Lexi. You won't have any problem with your quals, and they're both just labs." She dropped her keys into her bag and fixed Aleksi with a stare. "I've already bent the rules allowing you to fulfill your teaching requirements with lab courses. You should have to teach a lecture, you know."

      Aleksi clenched her anger between her teeth. Heat rushed to her face at that same old threat; Oliver knew Aleksi didn't like teaching lectures and used that as a bludgeon every time she piled on more work. Oliver also knew she would fold under the pressure of a confrontation, which only made Aleksi angrier.

      "I know that." Aleksi hated the crack in her voice, the weakness. She clenched her hands until her nails bit into her palms.

      "Then we don't have a problem, do we?" Oliver gave her a tight smile and turned to go. "Lawson will email you the course outline, and you should get in touch with the course coordinator before he leaves for the holidays." Oliver walked away without another word.

      Aleksi stood there shaking. Oliver had just increased her workload by half and obliterated her winter recess, but Aleksi was angrier with herself than her advisor. She had never been able to deal with situations like this, and Oliver knew it. She caved every time, and it only got worse the longer she let it continue. A thousand similar discussions with her mother screamed through her mind, the results always the same: submission, capitulation, surrender. She trembled, her vision blurring with unshed tears.

      "Aleksandrovna Rychenkna?"

      She started at the perfect pronunciation of her name and whirled, sniffing and blinking, mortified that someone had been watching her in mid-breakdown. A man stood in another open office door, and she recognized him immediately.

      "Dr. Hutchinson!" She wondered if he'd heard the entire discussion, and her embarrassment doubled. "I'm sorry, I…" She bit her lip; why was she apologizing, and for what?

      "I didn't mean to startle you, but I couldn't help overhearing." He nodded down the hall where Dr. Oliver had gone and cocked an eyebrow. "You shouldn't feel bad about that; she runs roughshod over all her students. That's why most of them abandon ship by their second year. You've lasted longer than most."

      "She does? I mean, I didn't mean to…" She faltered again, fixing her eyes on his feet.

      "Don't worry about it. I won't tell her she's a bitch if you don't."

      She gaped at that, opened her mouth to say something, but couldn't imagine defending Dr. Oliver. Dr. Hutchinson saved her from more embarrassment by changing the subject.

      "You took my class on Cryptozoology last spring, right?" At her nod, he asked, "That was the first time the course was offered, and I didn't get much feedback. What did you think?"

      "I, uh…" Her mind stumbled at the question; he wanted her opinion on his class? "I enjoyed it. It wasn't what I expected going in, and you made it fun."

      "Good. Most scientists think it's a bunch of bunk. You know, Bigfoot and the Loch Ness Monster, but I wanted to introduce the discipline in a new light." He leaned against the door jam and crossed his arms. "Look, Aleksi, I'll be frank with you; I think it's crappy how Oliver's treating you, and I want to make you an offer. Actually, I was going to email you yesterday and got sidetracked. I'm about as organized as the average train wreck. Then you showed up here, so I thought I'd just ask."

      "Ask?" She wondered what kind of offer he was talking about. Probably more work, and she was already swamped. "I don't think I can take any more projects on right now, Dr. Hutchinson."

      "I'm not trying to pile more work on you, Aleksi," he said, once again pronouncing her name perfectly. "This wouldn't be on top of what you're doing with Dr. Oliver, but instead of."

      "Instead?" Realization struck through her unease. He wanted to take her on as a student, to be her advisor. He wanted to steal her away from Oliver. "But I've already got a project, and I'm right in the middle of—"

      "I know, imaging Therapsids." He pursed his lips and stared at her for a heartbeat. She fixed her eyes on his shoes again. "Tell you what; let me buy you a coffee and give me thirty minutes to explain what I'm offering. If you want to stay with Oliver when I'm through, I won't tell a soul. But I guarantee I can get you out of January at GSAS, and probably find someone to take the freshman bio lab. I can also promise you a finished dissertation proposal by mid semester."

      "I…uh…" She looked up at him, trying to figure out if he was serious or just trying to manipulate her like Dr. Oliver, promising to help only to get work out of her. It certainly wouldn't hurt to hear him out. She bit her lip, promising herself that she wouldn't get seduced into another project with no light at the end of the tunnel. "Okay. I'll listen."

      "Great. Let me grab my coat and we'll hit Buckminster's." As he retrieved a long black coat from a rack behind the door, she peeked into his office. He wasn't lying about one thing, anyway; the place was a train wreck. He shrugged into his coat and locked the door. "Besides, I'm a sucker for their apple Danish, and it's way past time for second breakfast!"

      "Second breakfast?" She followed him down the hall toward the stairs.

      "Sure! One of the seven meals: breakfast, second breakfast, elevenses, lunch, tea, supper and dinner." He looked at her for a response, but she just shook her head. "Don't tell me you never read The Lord of the Rings."

      "Oh. No. Sorry, I've never been much for make-believe."

      "That's okay." He rounded the first landing and smiled back at her. "I've never been much for reality, so we should balance each other out nicely."

      She didn't know what to make of that but forced a weak smile. He was so different than Dr. Oliver, so casual and friendly. A niggling suspicion twisted her insides as she followed him down the steps and out into the bitter cold Cambridge winter. Why was he being so nice to her? He must want something.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      Thirty minutes later, her head buzzing with her second Cuban Blend coffee, Aleksi knew exactly what Dr. Hutchinson wanted. He needed someone who could read and transcribe Russian fluently, had expertise in paleontology, and specifically archival research of previously mislabeled or poorly categorized samples. Her parents were immigrants, and she spoke Russian as well as English, and she'd spent a third of her life in the archives of museums.

      Dr. Hutchinson intended to examine and re-categorize of a number of Ursus species samples taken from a bone bed in northeast of Siberia in the early 1900's. Due to the state of unrest in Russia at the time, the samples were sent to the US in a freighter and found a home at the Harvard MCZ. Some were cleaned and displayed, but of the four original samples, two were stored. The bone bed included a number of species, and many supposed Ursus samples. He wanted to do morphological and, if possible, DNA analysis of the samples and compare the results with those the Knapp group had published years ago in Molecular Ecology. There were four possible projects involved in the bone bed samples, and she could choose which she wanted.

      And he was taking possession of the samples in less than a week.

      "The transfer's already lined up." He downed the last of his coffee with a shrug. "I'm working with Quinton Neilson. He said he knew you."

      "I didn't know he…um. Yeah. We've met." Aleksi had met the curator of the MCZ during a trip to Cambridge when she was in college. She'd been doing work study with the American Museum of Natural History, in Manhattan, and helped with a transfer of some samples. In fact, Quinton had suggested she apply to Harvard for graduate studies.

      "He said I should look you up. Problem is, the holidays. If you were planning to go home to Brooklyn for Christmas, you probably won't be here for the transfer."

      This was all moving so fast, her head was spinning. She hadn't even agreed to take on the project, and he was asking about her holiday schedule. "I was planning to go home for the holidays, but…" She dreaded going home, not because her parents wouldn't be delighted to see her, but she knew how the visit would end up. Yelling, accusations, ridicule, and tears. Then she realized what Dr. Hutchinson had just said. "You know I'm from Brooklyn?"

      "I told you I was planning to contact you about this anyway. I did my homework on you; Suma Cum Laude at NYU, senior project in vertebrate paleontology archival and repository systems, published in the Journal of Paleontology. You finished your undergrad in three years, cleping out of most of your freshman requirements, and got college credit in high school for work study at the AMNH. You also carried a twenty plus credit hour load every semester. You're fluent in Russian; your parents are immigrants who came over right after the wall came down. You were born in the states, in Brooklyn, where your parents live and have a jewelry shop. Oh, and you've managed to escape New York without a discernible accent, which is commendable." His tone made the last bit a joke, but she was already blushing and examining her coffee cup, uncomfortable with the list of her dubious accomplishments.

      "Don't take this offer lightly, Aleksi," he said, suddenly serious. "I need someone with me on this, and I searched the entire graduate program for the right skill set. You're so far ahead of anyone else that there was no choice involved. It's either you, or I have to hire a translator and probably two technicians, and stand over their shoulders throughout the process. But I need an answer."

      She looked up at him, but then shied away from the intensity of his stare. She let her eyes roam over the virtually empty café, the sterile white décor, all angles and recessed lighting. It felt stark, hard and unfriendly, and she found herself thinking of Dr. Oliver. If she changed advisors, what would the repercussions be? Would Oliver insist to the graduate coordinator that she teach lectures to fulfill her requirement? The teaching requirement had to be fulfilled by the end of second year, and she was already slated to teach a lab, two now, this spring.

      "Can I…" She looked back at him and faltered again, looking down at her empty cup. Clenching her hands under the table she forced herself to speak. "I need to think about this. There could be…problems."

      "If you're worried about Oliver…"

      "I am, but it's not just that. I just need a little time." She lifted her eyes furtively. "Would…could I give my answer tomorrow morning? It's just such a big decision, and so sudden, I need to think."

      "Tomorrow's fine, Aleksi. I work out at Malkin from six to seven, then hit Peet's Coffee for breakfast. We can meet there, or you can just email if you prefer."

      "I'll…um…email you in the morning. With the weather, I'm on foot, and Peet's is on the other side of the square from my apartment." She cringed; she didn't want to appear lazy, unwilling to walk an extra five blocks.

      "That's fine, Aleksi. Good." He downed the rest of his coffee and stood. She lunged to her feet, her chair making a horrible screech on the floor. She flinched but he seemed not to notice. "I'll look forward to your answer. Thanks for listening."

      He held out his hand.

      "Oh! Sure," she stammered, hesitating only a heartbeat before shaking his hand. His grasp was firm and steady, whereas hers was probably trembling and sweaty. "No problem. I'll email you first thing."

      "Great." He released her hand and grinned. "Well, I better get back to the grindstone. Still going over final exams."

      "Okay. And thanks, Dr. Hutchinson, for the offer, I mean." She stuffed her hands in her pockets and clenched them.

      "I hope we can work together, Aleksi. I think it'd be good for both of us." He smiled again as he donned his coat and then turned to the door.

      She followed him out, fingers fumbling to button her coat against the blast of arctic air that greeted them. Outside, he said goodbye and started off toward the NWS building. She stood there for a moment, her head still buzzing from caffeine and the surprising offer. She shivered and looked around the stark, white and gray landscape, the ruddy brick buildings of the MCZ, the Hoffman Lab, and the pillared edifice of the Mallinckrodt building. She remembered her first day here, how daunting it had all seemed, how fearful she'd been, so out of her element. Now it was familiar.

      Things change with time, she thought. Perceptions, architecture, even species evolve; but people pretty much stay the same. She had no doubt that if she stayed with Oliver, she would continue to pile on extra work and ignore Aleksi's research, stringing her along as someone she could manipulate. But would working with Dr. Hutchinson be any different? He seemed nice, honest, and he certainly needed her help, but she could have said the same about Dr. Oliver when they first met.

      She needed to think.

      Aleksi started back toward the MCZ, thinking to go back to the repository and her drawer of Therapsid specimens, but stopped. If she did change advisors, the project she'd planned would go by the wayside. That was almost a semester of tedious research that would be useless. She cringed again and decided to walk home. If she went back to the MCZ, she'd get caught up and not think about Dr. Hutchinson's offer. She fished her hat and gloves out of her coat pockets and pulled them on, heading north on Oxford, easing into her accustomed long-legged pace that would take her home in twenty minutes.
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      Julie?" Aleksi nudged open the door, already ajar, and peered into the apartment. "Julie, you here?"

      "Oh, shit! Lex?" Julie's tousled blond mop of hair poked out from her bedroom door, and she grinned. "Sorry! Thought you were working on campus all day!"

      "I was, but I—" She froze as Julie ducked back into her room and slammed the door. She heard some scuffling and a male voice. Heat flushed to her face and she turned away. "Sorry!" She closed the door and hurried into their little kitchen.

      This wasn't the first time she'd interrupted Julie with a man; at least this time they were in her bedroom, not on the sofa. She fiddled in the kitchen, starting to make coffee out of reflex then realizing that more caffeine was the last thing she needed. She poured a glass of orange juice and almost dropped the glass as Julie popped around the corner.

      "Didn't mean to leave my door open, Lex. Sorry about that." She finger-combed her hair and straightened her sweater; red cashmere that hugged her like a glove.

      "I thought you were leaving for the holidays this morning." Aleksi tried to ignore her vivacious roommate. She liked Julie, but they were complete opposites.

      "I was, but then Vic came over to say goodbye, and we um…well, one thing led to another."

      "What dear Julie is trying so eloquently to say," Vic appeared behind Julie and wrapping his arms around her waist, "is that she lured me into her boudoir and proceeded to honor me with a little farewell fuck."

      "Vic!" Julie slapped at his hands as they quested under her sweater. "Stop it!"

      Aleksi turned away and busied herself exploring the cupboard, hating her shaking hands and the blush that warmed her cheeks.

      "Why?" Vic laughed, clearly enjoying Aleksi's discomfort as much as Julie's protests.

      "Because I said so!" Julie turned and gave him a shove, apparently honestly irritated with his juvenile behavior. "I'm sorry, Lex."

      "Don't worry about it." Aleksi shrugged and continued rummaging through the cabinet, deciding on an early lunch more out of the necessity to occupy herself than any real hunger. "Just close the front door next time, please."

      "Oh, did it not latch?" Julie cringed and glared at Vic, who just shrugged. "Sorry about that."

      Aleksi settled on peanut butter and jelly and began slathering bread with both. Julie took the hint, long used to her unease with such situations and usually considerate. She urged Vic back, and Aleksi heard the bedroom door close. She finished making her sandwich, grabbed her glass of orange juice, and retreated to the farthest corner of the apartment so she wouldn't have to listen to the two having sex.

      She plopped down on the couch near the bay window, took off her boots, and stared out at the wintery landscape. She took a bite of her thoroughly unappetizing sandwich and tried to focus on Hutchinson's offer. Was it genuine, or did he just need a workhorse to whip?

      Iggy rattled his cage, having smelled the food, and she reached down to unlatch the door. She kept the iguana's cage near the radiator because he liked the heat and got some sun through the window. The two-foot-long green lizard hopped up to the cage door and climbed up her arm, his long, curved claws finding easy purchase on her sweater. He hopped off her shoulder to the armrest of the couch and started for her sandwich where it sat on a folded paper towel.

      "Iggy, be good!" She snatched the sandwich out of the iguana's reach. "You'll get some, but only if you're a good lizard, understand?" She dabbed a little jelly on a finger and let him lick it off. He settled down on the armrest and waited for his next treat, content to be spoiled rotten. They shared the sandwich, Aleksi eating the bread and peanut butter, Iggy concentrating on the jam. This was grape, his favorite.

      While they ate, Aleksi watched the winter winds knock snow and ice from the trees and thought about her morning. If she changed advisors, how would that look on her record? Would Oliver make her life a living hell? Would it delay her progress toward her PhD, or actually hasten it in the long run? She was already halfway through her second year and still without a firm dissertation project, mostly due to Oliver's continued rejection of one proposal after another. That, too, might be one of Oliver's tactics, and one of the reasons she had a poor record of retaining graduate students.

      When the sandwich was gone, she lifted Iggy and took the empty glass and soiled paper towel back to the kitchen. Iggy squirmed, knowing all too well that this was the room where food came from, but she kept a firm hold on him and risked a tiptoe dash past Julie's door to her own room. She retrieved her laptop and hurried back to the front room, trying to ignore the noises coming from behind Julie's door. Evidently, Vic was receiving quite a farewell, but knowing they were doing it in there only made Aleksi uncomfortable and acutely aware of her own nonexistent social life.

      She took her lizard and her computer, both of which she related to better than most people, back to the couch and reclined. Placing Iggy on her chest and the laptop on her legs, she patted the iguana while the computer booted up. In no time Iggy was warm and happily torpid, and she was busy researching her prospective new advisor.

      Initially, she didn't learn anything new; his curriculum vitae was impressive enough. Dwayne Hutchinson, Associate Professor of Paleontology, PhD in Evolutionary Biology from Princeton in 1998, and an M.Phil in Molecular Biology from SUNY Stonybrook. He was from Seattle originally, and got his bachelor from Washington State. Some students thought he was some kind of tree-hugging activist, but his reputation was solid. He had an impressive publication record, six papers in just the last two years—three of those published with his own graduate students as first authors—and worked with other university departments all over the world. He was currently involved in the litigation over a pipeline project as an expert witness and had defended half a dozen previous cases that tended toward environmental protection. Dr. Hutchinson was the epitome of a Harvard professor: brilliant, multi-disciplinary, prolific, active, and professional.

      But Dr. Oliver would have fit those categories as well.

      For the rest, Google provided a huge number of hits when she tagged his degree onto his name. There was plenty of negative press associated with his environmental protection standpoint. He was being sued by one of the contractors associated with the pipeline project, though it looked like a pressure tactic. He'd pissed off a few corporate big-wigs in the past few years. Deeper, about five pages deeper, she found that he'd divorced a couple of years ago. Not that it interested her, but she found herself wondering why. Things like this sent red flags up in her mind, though she knew plenty of "happily married" couples who were a mess. Case in point: her parents.

      She glanced up from the screen when the front door closed.

      Julie came into the front room looking a little sheepish.

      "Hey, Lex. Sorry about before." She sat on the other end of the couch and smiled.

      "Don't worry about it." Aleksi smiled back; she couldn't be mad at Julie for having a little fun, and Vic was her latest fun thing. She checked the time on her computer. "You going home today, then?"

      "Yeah, I was gonna take off in a bit, but I just wanted to apologize first. Vic can be a real dick sometimes. I just wanted to make sure we're okay before I take off."

      "We're okay."

      "So why are you back from campus so early?" Julie asked in one of her usual spur of the moment changes of subject. "I thought you were gonna to be gone all day. You're lucky we weren't doing it in the kitchen or something."

      "Please don't do it in the kitchen, Julie! I have to eat in there."

      "Oh, I'm kidding. So, what's up? You look a little 'deer in the headlights'."

      "Do I?" After rooming together a year and a half, Julie noticed these things more than most people, but it still bothered Aleksi that she somehow looked upset. "Well, something happened this morning that could be good, but I have to figure it out."

      "Find something good in the repository?" Julie's honest interest in the details of Aleksi's life was one thing that made her over-the-top perkiness tolerable. At least she'd stopped trying to set her up with men, and when that failed, women.

      "No. Oliver called me in and dumped a January at GSAS session on me, then told me she's giving me a freshman Bio lab, too."

      "You are fucking kidding me! Lexi, you can't teach two labs, GSAS, finish your proposal, and take your quals all in one semester!"

      "Well, I might not have to." She turned her computer so Julie could see. "After Oliver took off, Dr. Hutchinson asked me if I'd like to change advisors. His office is right across the hall, and he heard the whole thing. He's got a project that's got my name written all over it, and he promised me a finished proposal by mid semester if I do it."

      "No way!" Julie peered at the screen and her manicured eyebrows arched. "Oooo, yummy! Maybe I'll change advisors!"

      "Julie!" Julie just laughed, so Aleksi let the comment slide. "Anyway, he's got some samples from Siberia that he's transferring from the MCZ, and he needs someone to transcribe the notes and work up the find. He said he'd get me out of the January seminar and maybe even the freshman bio lab."

      "That's awesome!" Julie sat back and knitted her eyebrows. "So, what's the problem?"

      "I just don't know if I should do it." She bit her lip and patted Iggy on the head. "I mean, I'm a year and a half in with Oliver, and jumping ship now might look bad."

      "Aleksi Rychenkna, if you don't do this, I will slap you silly!" Julie glared at her. "Oliver's been riding you like a rented mule for a year, and all you ever do is take it. This is perfect for you!"

      "It seems perfect, but it could be more of the same." Aleksi shifted, and Iggy lashed his tail in discontent at the disturbance. "What if Hutchinson only wants a translator he doesn't have to pay for?"

      "Why don't you ask one of his students what he's like?"

      "That's…" Aleksi stopped and blinked at Julie. "That's brilliant! He has four students now, and if I email them all, I might get an answer before tomorrow morning." She switched screens and did a search of the graduate student body.

      "Why the rush? What's tomorrow morning?"

      "Tomorrow I have to give him my answer." Aleksi had the four students' names, and was surprised that she had met two of them. She started composing individual emails to each.

      "Again, why the rush?"

      "Because he's transferring the samples on the twenty-sixth."

      "And you get out of going home for Christmas! Bo-nus!" Julie knew what Aleksi's home life was like, but saying it like that just made Aleksi feel guilty.
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      A few hours later Alexi had two replies from Hutchinson's students. Both glowed with praise, urging her to take the offer, which she found surprising. Grad students tended to be jealous of their advisor's time, and sharing with an additional student cut that time by a significant percentage. She wondered at first if Dr. Hutchinson might have contacted them and coached them on how to respond to her inquiries, but then realized that she was being paranoid.

      In the interim, she researched the project that Hutchinson had outlined, but there wasn't much. The digger, a Russian paleontologist named Sagadeyev, had not made the trip to the United States with his specimens. The subsequent years of unrest had left him destitute and working in a factory. He had died during the October revolution. Then Aleksi looked into each of Hutchinson's four students and discovered that one of them, Lonnie Westinghouse, was due to graduate at the end of the year. This explained part of the others' willingness to encourage a new addition; Lonnie was leaving, so a new student wouldn't change Hutchinson's workload.

      She had just about made her decision when she received a third email, this one from Lonnie. It was short, but direct. She read, "Aleksi: Take it! He's been worrying about this project for a month! He needs help! You're perfect for it. L."

      "Well, I guess that about does it." She fired off a thank you and sat up.

      Iggy was back in his cage, and Julie was off to her parents' house in Connecticut for the holidays, so the apartment was hers. A glance out the window confirmed that it was already dark, so she closed the blinds and went to the kitchen to brew coffee and think about dinner.

      Two heaping scoops of espresso in the filter, water, and push the button, then she opened the fridge and grimaced. Neither she nor Julie enjoyed cooking, so there wasn't much. She peeked under a foil wrapped dish and winced at the congealed mass of three-day-old tuna-noodle bake. She closed the fridge and went for the freezer. A box of frozen pizza hit the counter like a brick. She retrieved the Frisbee-like object from the container and cut it in quarters. Three went back in the freezer, and one went into the microwave. She paced the three short steps back and forth across kitchen, trying to compose her emails to Dr. Hutchinson and Dr. Oliver in her head.

      "You're putting it off, Aleksi." But she wasn't stalling about the emails as much as the phone call to her parents.

      She went to the bathroom while her dinner spun circles in the microwave, feeling an empathy with the whirling slice of pizza. Washing her hands, she glimpsed herself in the mirror and cringed. She scrubbed her face, hoping to add some color to her pallid features. She rinsed with hot water and rubbed vigorously with a towel, but other than adding a flush to her skin, the face staring back at her remained unchanged.

      "A wonder Hutchinson didn't take one look and change his mind."

      She often wished she could change her appearance, not to look more attractive, but just more professional. Unfortunately, she didn't know how or what to change. Makeup had never been her style. Her hair, a dirty blond that she hated, she generally tied back and forgot about. Her ears were pierced at her mother's insistence, and her father had made a number of very pretty earrings for her, but she rarely wore jewelry. Another sore point with her parents, who thought she should be married with kids by now.

      The microwave dinged and she retreated from her damning reflection to the solace of strong coffee and hot pizza. Dinner for one.

      She sat on the couch to eat, drafting her email to Dr. Hutchinson. Finally satisfied, she double checked it, added his address, and sent it off. The pizza was gone and her cup was empty, so she got up for a refill. Back on the couch less than a minute later, she stared in surprise at a reply from Dr. Hutchinson. She opened it and read.

      
        
        Great, Aleksi! Welcome aboard. Would you like me to tell Oliver the news, or do you want to do it?

        I'll round up the troops and we'll have an orientation meeting at Grendel's tomorrow evening. Say, 5PM for happy hour? First round's on me. We can all talk about the project, and maybe split up the work. I'll see what I can do about the January at GSAS series and the freshman Bio lab.

        

        Thanks for the quick reply. I'll start the ball rolling…

        Hutch

        

      

      She stared at it, astonished that he'd offered to inform Dr. Oliver of the change. Was this for real, or some kind of test? If she took him up on the offer, would he think her weak or lazy? Was he manipulating her already?

      "Shit." She had to answer him soon; he knew she was at her computer and would expect a prompt reply.

      She made a decision and typed, "Thanks for the welcome, and the offer, but I'll notify Dr. Oliver of my decision. Tomorrow at 5pm is fine. Looking forward to meeting 'the troops'. Aleksi."

      She double checked it and hit send. The last bit was a lie, of course, but she had to say it. She would rather a trip to the dentist than sit in a bar during happy hour. She tapped her foot and clenched her hands, staring at the screen. The reply popped up and she opened it with shaking fingers.

      It read, "Cool. Offer's open if you change your mind. See you tomorrow. Hutch."

      That was too easy. Then she realized that she had to write Oliver tonight and tell her she was leaving. Fortunately, she was much better at email than talking to people in person or on the phone. Of course, that reminded her that she still had to call her parents.
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      No, Mama, I can't come home. This is just too important, and Dr. Hutchinson can't change his plans." She listened to her mother go on as she poured coffee and pushed the toast down, then went to the fridge to find something for Iggy. She took out some romaine, celery, a squishy tomato, and a few grapes. By the time she had the knife in her hand and his bowl ready, the gushing concern that she was working too hard had devolved into questions, then blame.

      "I wish I knew where I failed you. We'll have to change all our plans, and Christmas is only in three days! How could you do this to us, Aleksen'ka?"

      "I didn't know until last night, Mama. I'm sorry." She diced a piece of lettuce, and a half stalk of celery one-handed, then held the phone with her shoulder to dice the tomato. "Dr. Hutchinson only asked me yesterday morning and I had to think about it."

      "Think? What's to think about? High time you left that cyka, Oliver."

      Aleksi nearly cut her finger; that was twice in twenty-four hours that someone called Oliver a bitch.

      "So, this Dr. Hutchinson, is he single?"

      "I don't know, Mama, and it's not like that." She cringed at the lie and started cutting the grapes in half. The toast popped up.

      "Not like what? Is it wrong to ask?"

      "Yes, it is, Mama. This is a professional relationship and that's all it's ever going to be." Throwing all of Iggy's food into a bowl, she retrieved the toast, slathered peanut butter on, balanced the plate, Iggy's bowl, and her coffee, and headed for the front room.

      "I wish you could come home, Aleksen'ka. Is your work so much more important than your father and me that you can't even see us for Christmas?"

      "I'd have to come back the day after, and the trains are packed." That at least wasn't a lie; travelling to New York for the holidays was always a mess, and she dreaded hours on a crowded train.

      "Papa could drive you."

      Aleksi heard her father swear fluently in Russian in the background. "No, Mama." Aleksi put her coffee and her plate on the table and Iggy's bowl in his cage. He pounced on the food like a starved crocodile. At least I made someone happy this morning. "Papa's busy with the shop, especially this time of year. Maybe after the holidays I can come for a visit."

      "And when will that be? When you have time from your busy schedule?"

      "Mama, please don't start." Aleksi collapsed on the couch and stared at her breakfast while her stomach did flip-flops.

      "Don't start? She cares more about old bones and her precious Harvard degree than her own mother, and she says don't start!"

      Her father yelled at her loud enough for Aleksi to hear clearly, and her mother yelled back that he was too lazy even to drive a few hours to bring his own daughter home for Christmas. Aleksi held the phone away from her ear until the yelling subsided. She knew better than to hang up on her mother, but by the time she could speak and be heard, her breakfast was cold.

      "Mama," she tried when the yelling had diminished. When she received no answer, she stood and took her coffee and toast to the kitchen. The bread hit the garbage, and her coffee went into a thermal travel cup. She headed for her room and grabbed her coat and boots. "Mama, I can't talk any longer. I have to go." That, finally, got a response.

      "Go? Go where? You have no classes, and no research to do!"

      "I have to study Dr. Hutchinson's project. We're meeting this afternoon with his other students to discuss it." That was partly true, at least. She could do the research here, but it was a good excuse to end the call. She would go to the library.

      "Well, if you have to go…" Silence hung like a burial shroud on the line. "Call us when you know when you can come to visit, Aleksen'ka. It would be nice to see you."

      No, it wouldn't, she thought, guilt twisting her gut. "I will, Mama. I'll call you in a few days."

      "We love you, Aleksen'ka," her mother said, driving another nail through Aleksi's heart. "And we miss you."

      "I'll look for something after the holidays. Hug Papa for me. I love you, Mama. Bye."

      Aleksi hit 'end' and stuffed her phone in her coat pocket, then sat on her bed and jammed her feet into her boots. Sniffing back tears, she cinched the bows into knots. She went back to the kitchen, grabbed her computer bag, pocketbook, gloves, hat, keys and her travel cup, and left the apartment. It would be a cold walk to campus, but she needed the time to think, and maybe the frigid air would freeze her tears.
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      You sonofabitch!" Oliver burst into Hutch's office without so much as a knock, red faced and fuming. "You stole my student! What makes you think you have the right to take Alexi away from me? I ought to file a formal grievance with the graduate coordinator!"

      "Feel free, Marilyn, but I didn't steal anything from you." He had been expecting her to be upset, maybe even angry, but she was positively livid. "I have a project that I thought she would be interested in, and she accepted."

      "And you don't think that's stealing? Where do you get off thinking you can take whatever you want around here?"

      "It's not stealing, because Aleksi is not a thing. She's a person, and is capable of making her own decision whether or not to stay with her current advisor or seek a new one." He placed his hands flat on his desk and reminded himself to keep his voice calm. Experience had taught him that raising his voice during a discussion, even when you were being yelled at, only made things worse. "If you started treating your students more like people and less like draft animals, they'd probably stick around."

      "I do NOT treat my students like draft animals!"

      "No? You loaded an extra lab and a January at GSAS seminar on a second year PhD student who doesn't have an accepted dissertation proposal yet, and has to take her comps this semester." He cocked his head and smiled at her. "That's overloading. File a grievance with the graduate coordinator, Marilyn. Please."

      "Was that a threat?"

      "No. That was a promise. Aleksi's a brilliant student and you were treating her like cheap labor. If you file a grievance against me, I'll file one right back against you. I think our records with our students speak for themselves."

      "This isn't some backwater state college, Hutch; this is Harvard! Students are expected to work to earn their degrees here!"

      "And how exactly would you know that, Marilyn? You've never attended a backwater state college." She glared at him, but he just smiled back. Oliver was Ivy League, through and through, and had never attended a public school in her life. She thought that made her better than everyone else, which only made her worse. Then he remembered that had Aleksi graduated from NYU, and the pieces fit together. "Is that why you were driving Aleksi into the ground, Marilyn, because she went to a state college?"

      Oliver's face flushed red, and he knew he'd scored.

      "I was NOT running her into the ground! She's capable of more than she thinks she is, and I was challenging her. That's how you make a student better. You're not doing yours any favors by coddling them, you know!"

      "Ah, thanks for that. I'll just make myself a note." He grabbed a Post-it and actually wrote as he said, "Do not coddle students. Got it! Was there something else, because I've got a lot of work to do. This is Harvard, after all."

      "Fine. Play your little games, Hutch, but if I find out you took her just to have someone to warm your bed, I'll have your ass kicked out of this university before you can say coitus interruptus."

      He pushed down on the top of his desk and stood, truly angry now, but refusing to show it. "This discussion is over, Marilyn. Please leave. Now."

      She sneered, looked him up and down as if he was a stain on her shoe, then whirled and stalked out. Her office door slammed hard enough to rattle the pictures hanging on his wall. Hutch sat down slowly and took a deep breath. He closed his eyes and took another, calming his mind and letting the stress and anger flow away with each exhalation. It was a simple yoga maneuver, but it worked. Three more breaths and he was centered, calm, and serene.

      The truth was, in the two years since his divorce, he had had one very brief relationship with a student, but not one of his own, and not even in the College of Arts and Sciences. She had been a law student and it had lasted all of two weeks. The brief relationship had raised a few eyebrows, even though he'd broken no rules. Regardless, he'd broken it off—the attraction for both of them had only been physical anyway—and vowed to himself to keep his relationships extracurricular. No sense in giving people like Dr. Oliver ammunition.

      He settled into work and put the issue out of his mind. He had more important things to do.
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      Aleksi gripped the steel handrail and eased down the icy steps into Grendel's Den. With a deep breath to steady her nerves, she nudged aside the heavy door. Dozens of conversations washed over her like a breaking wave. She fought down the urge to flee, jammed her hands in her pockets and scanned the confusion of light wood, tile table tops, and way too many people. She checked her phone for the time; just after five PM. Maybe she'd misunderstood.

      The basement restaurant had been a Harvard square institution for forty years, but wasn't much to look at. In the summer they put tables outside, but in winter the bar was small and crowded. Aleksi had been here a few times, usually to grab a sandwich at lunch and sit alone at one of the tiny tables, ignoring the crowd and being ignored. It was crowded now because of happy hour, but Grendel's happy hour was half price food, not drinks. It was feeding time in the jungle of higher education, and the animals were hungry.

      An arm waved from a corner table and she spotted Dr. Hutchinson. She worked her way through the crowd and stepped up onto the raised back section of the restaurant. The table was already festooned with drinks, but no food. How long had they been here? Had they been talking about her?

      Dr. Hutchinson waved at the single empty chair and grinned. "Glad you could make it, Aleksi," he said as she struggled out of her heavy coat and sat down. "One of the team couldn't make it, but three out of four isn't bad for winter recess. This is Lonnie Westinghouse, my senior student."

      "Hi!" Lonnie grinned and stuck out a hand, her teeth looking too white against her dark skin. She wore her hair in tight plaits with beads that clattered as she moved. Aleksi shook the hand, surprised at the woman's strength.

      Dr. Hutchinson waved to the two men. "John Alvarez, who's in his third year, and my youngster, Bob Tomlin, who's still got that confused look every first-year shares."

      "Hey! I do not look confused!" Bob, young with short dark hair and a pleasant round face, scowled at his grinning supervisor. "I'm just…pensive."

      "Terrified is more like it." John nudged the other with a smile that looked sinister with his short cropped black goatee and mustache.

      "Terry Price, another third year of mine, couldn't make it. He flew out yesterday for California, but you'll meet him in January."

      "Nice to meet you all." Aleksi forced a smile and tried to relax. She knew their faces from the web, and even knew where they'd done their undergraduate work, their majors, their areas of study, and their GPAs. She felt a little guilty about spying on them, then wondered if they had done the same to her.

      "Welcome aboard!" Lonnie lifted her beer in toast.

      "Thanks."

      "I took the liberty of ordering nachos and quesadillas, but if you want anything more, feel free." As if on cue, a waitress arrived with two huge platters and everyone moved their glasses to make space. "The quesadillas are vegi. Hope you don't mind. What are you drinking, Aleksi?"

      "Um, I don't usually…" The others were all drinking beer of various shades, but Aleksi had never liked beer. She thought about ordering a soda, but didn't want to seem like she wasn't one of the team, and ordering wine might seem aloof when the others were drinking beer. The waitress made a face and rolled her eyes, clearly impatient. "Irish coffee with no mint, please."

      "Damn! Why didn't I think of that?" Bob made a face as the waitress scratched a note and whirled away. "On a day like this, that would be perfect."

      "Because you're a herd animal, like the rest of us," John replied. "Hutch orders beer, so we all follow suit. Obviously, Alexi is the only one here with any originality at all."

      "Or she doesn't like beer." Lonnie flashed him a look that Aleksi couldn't interpret. "And it's Aleksi, not Alexi, right?"

      "Oh, it doesn't really matter." She unwrapped her napkin from her silverware and clenched it in her lap.

      "Sure, it matters," Lonnie said with another smile. "I wouldn't want people to call me Loony, though a few have on occasion."

      "And they're still alive?" John asked, sipping his beer.

      "I didn't say that, and yes, it was a bitch hiding the bodies!" The others laughed, and Aleksi found herself liking Lonnie's sense of humor.

      "I can't tell the difference." Bob knitted his eyebrows. "The two sound the same to me."

      "The difference is subtle," Dr. Hutchinson said, suddenly serious. "'A-lek-si' breaks the last syllable before the s sound, and is correct. 'A-lex-i' breaks it after, and isn't. Is that right, Aleksi?"

      "Um…yeah, that's right," she stammered, uncomfortable with the scrutiny of her name. "Thanks, Dr. Hutchinson."

      "Ooo, she broke rule number one!" Bob grinned and lifted his glass. "Shame, shame! Two demerits!"

      "I'm sorry, I—" The others were laughing, and Aleksi felt heat flush to her face.

      "Doesn't count." Dr. Hutchinson took a portion of the nachos and a quesadilla, motioning the others to dig in. "She doesn't know the rules."

      "Rules?" The waitress arrived with her coffee, and Aleksi took a sip. It was hot, strong, and sweet, the Irish whiskey biting her tongue. She vowed to only have one.

      "Rule number one," Lonnie held up a finger, "states that, outside of formal academic situations where potentially anal-retentive faculty members are present, Dr. Hutchinson will only be addressed by his official nick name, Hutch. Any violation of this edict will earn two demerits and invoke rule number two." She raised a second finger.

      "And what's rule number two?"

      "Violators of rule number one will buy the next round!" they all chimed in unison, loud enough to earn some glances from the surrounding tables.

      "But you didn't know the rules, so you get a freebie," John raised his glass with another devilish grin. "This time."

      "So, now that we're introduced and have everyone's name straight, let's go over this new project and see if we can get some work done."

      Dr. Hutchinson, Hutch, she reminded herself, outlined the Siberian bone bed project and what he hoped to accomplish. Aleksi listened, gauging everyone's moods. At the mention of work, they all shifted to more somber faces, though Lonnie seemed less attentive than the others. She finished her beer and flagged down the waitress for another. Aleksi sipped her coffee carefully and nibbled one of the quesadillas.

      "So, Lonnie's off the hook because she's defending her dissertation in March, and will be utterly insufferable after that," Hutch said when the summary was complete.

      "Damn right!" Lonnie grinned, accepted her beer from the waitress, and lifted it in toast.

      "But the rest of you are decidedly on the hook." Hutch looked at Bob who cringed like he knew what was coming. "Bob is our molecular guru, and will be isolating, PCRing, and sequencing DNA from the samples."

      "Which means piecing together about a million fragments." Bob made a face.

      "True. As well as full isolation precautions with the samples to avoid contamination. This project, he hopes, will provide enough secondary data for a dissertation proposal, but the primary Ursus analysis will be Aleksi's. We've got to get her proposal in before the end of the semester. John will handle some of the more esoteric statistical analyses, but that won't kick in for months. Aleksi will be handling the lion's share of the initial workload. That means working up the samples, imaging, categorizing everything by morphology, transcribing all the notes and, hopefully, finding enough tissue for the DNA isolation."

      "Better you than me," John said.

      "I'd rather scrape bone than do stats." Lonnie gave Aleksi a nudge.

      "Me, too," Aleksi agreed.

      As Hutch continued with the plan, she found herself smiling. She liked them, all of them; they were friendly and seemed competent. A team, working together instead of competing, and she was a part of it. She had to admit, it felt good.
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      Aleksi grasped the handle of the door to the Northwest Science building and pulled, but it was locked. Of course it's locked, idiot. It's the day after Christmas. The whole university's closed.

      Christmas… She'd spent the day alone in her apartment, reading and playing with Iggy. She'd given him some hot-house grown hibiscus for his present, and he had gorged until he could barely move. Her own Christmas dinner had been grilled ham and cheese and pretzels. She drank Irish coffee, read every word of Dr. Hutchinson's proposal until she knew it backward and forward, and fell asleep on the couch. It was the best Christmas she could remember, simply because she had spent it alone. Except for one phone call to her parents, a half an hour of guilt and ridicule, it had been perfect.

      She pulled one glove off with her teeth and fumbled her ring of keys from her coat pocket. They were so cold they stuck to her fingers. She found the right one and opened the door, careful to pull the metal handle with her gloved hand. They'd had another Arctic blast, and Cambridge was a solid block of ice.

      She pulled off her other glove and unbuttoned her coat as she climbed the stairs. The heat inside the buildings had been turned down, but it felt positively torrid compared to outside. She turned down the short hall to Hutch's office, and found his door closed. Immediately, she wondered if she'd made a mistake with the time. Was she late? Early? Was this the wrong day?

      Aleksi reached for her phone to check her schedule, but stopped when she heard laughter from behind the door. They were inside.

      Anxiety gripped her stomach. Were they talking about her? Should she listen through the door? What if they were and she overheard something bad? What if they opened the door and she was caught?

      Stop it! Near panic attacks like this were nothing new, but why now? She knew everyone in that room. They were working together, professionals, scientists; she was being an idiot again.

      Aleksi clenched her hands into fists and forced herself to knock. The door opened before her knuckles rapped a third time, and she found herself staring into the wizened features of the MCZ curator, Dr. Quinton Neilson.

      "Aleksi!" Quinton stepped back and waved her into the office.

      Inside, Bob Tomlin and Hutch stood from their chairs, both of them smiling. Had they been talking about her? A wall of heat and the scent of coffee buffeted her as she stepped inside, and she realized why the door had been closed. Hutch had a space heater running.

      "It's good to see you again." Quinton stepped aside and closed the door behind her.

      "And you, Dr. Neilson," she said, forcing a smile.

      "Now, stop that." He grinned to Hutch. "I told her the first time we met to call me Quinton, but it didn't take. Aleksi was doing undergraduate work study with the American Museum of Natural History in Manhattan, and came up to tell us how to reorganize our archives." He laughed and Aleksi blushed, opening her mouth to protest. "Oh, don't. I'm just kidding. Well, it won't be long before I can call you Dr. Rychenkna, from what I hear."

      "It'll be a few years yet." She lowered her gaze and clenched her hands in her pockets. They had been talking about her.

      "Don't worry, Aleksi. We didn't talk about you much, and it was all good."

      She gaped at Hutch for a moment, then stammered, "I didn't…I mean I wasn't…"

      "It's true." Bob grinned and looked sheepish. "It was all good. You're like a Stepford student. Makes a poor lab geek like me feel inadequate."

      "I…" She stared at Bob. He was joking. He had to be.

      "Well, we're not here to chat, but to get you your samples." Quinton gave her arm a squeeze and nodded to the door. "Let's get over to the MCZ and see what we can find, shall we?"

      Hutch finished his coffee and they all grabbed their coats. He unplugged the heater before they left and followed the curator down the stairs and out into the bitter cold.

      "I requisitioned us some muscle." Quinton keyed them into the museum and ushered them inside. "One of the assistants who wanted to earn some overtime."

      "Good." Hutch grinned at his two students. "I did tell you the samples were big, didn't I?"

      "Cave bear bones usually are, aren't they?" Bob chuckled.

      "It's not just the bone that's heavy. It's the rock bed." Aleksi had worked on some bone bed finds that weighed tons.

      "She's right." Quinton led the way down to the archives in the basement, the primary storage facility for the museum, four floors of nothing but storage. "These are merely huge, not truly gargantuan, so we should be able to manage."

      They kept descending until they were on the bottom level. Out of the stairwell, they stopped to divest their coats, gloves, scarves and hats. That musty, dusty, repository scent caressed Aleksi's senses, and she felt better.

      After her first high school field trip to the American Museum of Natural History, Aleksi had taken every chance to hop the train and spend her meager allowance on the entry fee. After the fifth time the night guards had to force her to leave at closing time, one of the curators had suggested that she should arrange a work study project with her school.

      The experience had changed her life.

      "I don't get down here often enough." Quinton said as they passed through a pair of double doors into the meticulously climate-controlled archives, row upon row of shelves, racks of drawers, a library of once living creatures waiting to be discovered. "You won't find this on the Internet, ay, Aleksi."

      "Exactly," was all she could say.

      "Impressive." Hutch squinted down the rows of cabinets and open racks that held larger specimens. "How many samples in the whole facility?"

      "Including those on display, about a quarter million." Quinton motioned them down the rows of racks toward the back. "Most are entomological and small vertebrates, of course. Space is a problem. There's some pressure to consolidate some of the larger samples, put them in long term, off-site, storage, but we're fighting it."

      "I wondered why my request for the bone bed samples was approved so quickly. You need the space." Aleksi thought Hutch might be trying for sardonic, but she knew he was right.

      "That's part of the reason," Quinton admitted. "The other is that the samples haven't been worked up properly." He smiled at Aleksi. "And now that I know Aleksi's going to do the work-up, I'm even more satisfied with the arrangement."

      Aleksi studied her boots as they walked.

      "Stepford student. What did I tell you?" Bob nudged her elbow, and gave her a wink, his whisper jovial and his smile genuine.

      "You may not think so, Aleksi, but you already have a good reputation with the work you've done at AMNH, so don't be modest." Quinton checked a sheet of paper and the numbers on the racks. "Ah, here we are. Right down here." He turned between two columns of steel shelving.

      A man stood half way down the row, his back to them, one hand resting on the shelf. A yellow trolley stood beside him, the kind Aleksi recognized for moving heavy samples through tight spaces. The man wore a lab coat and had meticulously trimmed short brown hair.

      "Ah. Derrick. Good of you to come." The man turned, and Aleksi recognized him. The same museum assistant she'd seen the other day when she left the archives, the one who seemed too friendly.

      "My pleasure, Dr. Neilson." His eyes flicked over them and he smiled, teeth perfectly white and straight. "I hadn't intended to go home for the holidays, and I'm happy to help."

      "You found the specimens, I see." Quinton peered at the labels on the rack.

      "Yes. This, these two, and the bottom one there." Derrick touched four wrapped crates. The last box he tapped was about six feet long, three wide, and occupied an entire section of shelving.

      "Those are big." Aleksi thought they would need a forklift just to get it down.

      "Holy crap." Bob sounded a little stunned. "I mean… that's a lot of stuff. Don't we need a forklift or something?"

      "Oh, don't worry about loading them," Quinton said, pulling a pair of latex gloves from a nearby dispenser. "We've got Derrick to do that. He'll get a lift later, but we can have a look at one of the smaller ones. Give me a hand, Derrick. We can lift this smaller one down."

      "Sure."

      Quinton and Derrick donned latex gloves, and Aleksi backed away. The crate they picked was only about three feet long, two deep and a foot high. It was on a waist high shelf, so the two men had no trouble lifting it down, though she noticed the strain in Quinton's face as they did so.

      "Well, that was heavier than I thought it would be," the older man said, straightening with a grin. "Nice to know that I can do a little of the heavy work. Now, let's see."

      He worked the crate's simple latch and opened it to reveal a fitted Ethafoam insert. He lifted the top layer with care. Inside, instead of the dark preserved bone that Aleksi expected, they found only a thick casing of plaster of Paris.

      "Not much to see, I'm afraid. Like I said, most of this wasn't worked up." Quinton grinned at Aleksi. "I'm afraid you've got your work cut out for you, dear."

      "Are they all like this?" She was surprised that they'd allowed this to sit so long without even removing the shipping matrix.

      "Oh, no. I think half of the entire shipment was at least cleaned up. I'll have to look at the records again. But these four are yours."

      There was also a large tag, yellowed with age, inside an acid-free plastic bag, and Aleksi recognized the Cyrillic letters. He lifted it out and showed her. "This one's for you, I think."

      She put on gloves and took the document. There were actually several pages in the bag, but she wasn't about to open it here. "Collection notes. Date, location, conditions, personnel…"

      "They should each have such a sheet, I think." Quinton peered at the page inquisitively. "We'll just put it all back and let you transcribe it under more controlled conditions. The pertinent information is in the database."

      "Of course." She put it back in the case.

      "Well, if even half of the samples are like this, you really do have some work ahead of you." Hutch cringed and shrugged. "Sorry, Aleksi. I didn't think they'd be this bad."

      "Don't be." She ran a gloved hand over the thick mass of plaster of Paris. It was almost as if she could feel the bone within asking her to free it from its long sleep. She stood and stepped back, and realized she was smiling. "It'll be fun."

      "Fun? Chipping through a foot-thick block of plaster?" Bob looked at her like she was insane. "Are you kidding me?"

      "I see that you really don't know Aleksi quite yet." Quinton patted her on the shoulder. "She isn't a digger, she's a finder. If there's something to be found in these old samples, she's the one who can."

      Aleksi blushed under his praise and studied her shoes, but she couldn't keep the smile from her face. "What can I say? It's what I like to do."

      "And it's exactly what I need, Aleksi." Hutch took a deep breath and let it out slowly. "Well, we better get to it."

      "We'll load this first one onto the trolley, and Derrick will load the rest with a lift." Quinton started to move to help Derrick lift, but Hutch put a hand on his shoulder.

      "Let me help Derrick with that, Quinton."

      "Well, all right." The curator backed away with a chuckle. "The last thing I need is a herniated disc." Quinton patted Bob on the shoulder. "Don't ever get old, my boy."

      "I don't think age has as much to do with it as muscle." Bob grinned. "I'm a lab geek. I don't lift anything heavier than a pipettor most days."

      As the two men lifted the sample onto the cart, Derrick caught Alexi's eye and smiled again with those white-perfect teeth. She looked away, pretending to show interest in the paperwork Quinton was examining. Something about Derrick unnerved her even more than most men. Maybe it was his smile, those perfect teeth, or his perfect hair and smooth, chiseled features. He was too perfect. Way too perfect to be paying attention to her.

      "If you all can manage this one to your lab, I'll have the next one loaded by the time you get back, and I can follow you with the lift." Derrick cinched the straps around the case, unlocked the trolley's wheels, and pulled a handle that inclined the bed to near vertical. "That should make it easier to get around the corners."

      "Thank you, Derrick. We should be back shortly."

      While they left the archives, Aleksi glanced back to find Derrick smiling at her again, as if the expression was pasted on his face. She looked away, swallowing her unease. She had work to do.
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      Last one, I promise." Quinton flipped a page on the form and pointed to the yellow sticky labeled, 'Sign Here.'

      Hutch scrawled his signature and clicked the pen closed. "What's this section about first-born male child? You sure this is legit?"

      "Don't suggest that. The powers that be might just put in a contingency clause." Quinton stuffed the sheaf of forms into a folder and stood from behind his desk. "So much paper in this digital age, but everyone needs their original. Take care of those specimens, Hutch, and don't let Aleksi get over her head. From what I understand, she's good at that."

      "No worries, Quinton. If anything, taking this project on has cut her workload. Oliver was overloading her."

      "That's what I heard, too." Quinton held out a hand, and Hutch shook it. "Take care, Hutch. I better get home before my wife divorces me for working on a university holiday."

      "Right." Quinton's comment reminded him of something he'd been putting off. "Will I see you at the faculty New Year party?"

      "Probably, but it depends on the weather." Quinton reached for his coat. "Why couldn't I curate a museum in Florida?"

      "I hear there's a position opening at Gatorland." Hutch grinned.

      "Sounds perfect."

      They left Quinton's office and went their separate ways, the curator home to his wife and Hutch down to the basement lab of the MCZ annex. Aleksi and Bob should have all the samples squared away by now with Derrick's help. First, however, he had to take care of one unpleasant task. He pulled his phone from his pocket, brought up the directory, and punched a number he hadn't called in almost a year. As it rang, he secretly wished it would go to voicemail, but today wasn't his lucky day.

      "Hutch? What's wrong?"

      God, he hated caller ID. "Hello, Persephone. Nothing's wrong. Why would something be wrong?"

      "You only ever call when something's wrong." She sounded busy, which was pretty much her status every waking hour. "Sorry. What's up?"

      "I was thinking about the faculty New Year party and wondered if you had plans." Please, please be busy.

      "I'll have to check my schedule." There was a long pause, which he refused to break. "I always did enjoy those parties, and you look so dashing in a tux. So, how are things in Cambridge?"

      "Quiet. Winter recess, you know. I'm at the MCZ right now."

      "You're working? They don't give you a recess just so you can dig up more bones, you know." She'd always given him grief for working too hard, though he had taken every holiday and vacation day he'd earned while they were married. Persephone had not held a job a day in her life and didn't understand people who did.

      He often wondered what they'd seen in each other to begin with. She was from old money, and he was middle class. He worked hard to make a name for himself and build a career, and she had been born with a name and only worked hard to maintain her reputation as a socialite. They'd met at a fundraiser for the school where he learned she had a love of cryptozoology. Unfortunately, she found academics boring, except for the parties.

      "Well, these bones were in the archives of the museum, so I didn't even need to get my knees dirty."

      "I remember you used to like dirty knees, at least when they were mine."

      "Ha! Well, I see your sense of humor hasn't changed." There were a few things he remembered about Persephone with fondness, but there were far too many unfond ones to counterbalance those. She'd gotten bored with him, and when Persephone got bored, she became petulant and dangerous. "Call me when you figure out your schedule."

      "Will do," she chimed, then added, "and thanks for calling, Hutch. It would be good to see you again, and I'm not joking."

      "You, too, Persephone. Bye."

      "Bye, Hutch."

      He pressed End and took a deep, calming breath. Honestly, he didn't know why he'd invited her. Their divorce had been amicable. She had more money than many small countries, so there was no alimony, and there were no children to fight over. More than anything, he thought it would have been rude not to invite her, and he shouldn't go alone. The one thing Persephone loved above all others was a formal party where she could be the center of attention. He wasn't really looking forward to the faculty function, but had to attend for political reasons. He could do a lot worse than to walk in with Persephone on his arm. If he was lucky, she'd be surrounded by physicians and lawyers, and he could ditch her. He dropped his phone in his pocket and headed down to Aleksi's lab.
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      Aleksi brushed her fingers against the door of room B-5 in the MCZ basement and turned the key in the lock. My lab. The thought brought a thrill of excitement. Her first impression of the place had been less than thrilling, but at least it was hers. Hers and two other technicians' who worked for the museum. Shared space was the only space they could get, and she felt sorry for the other technicians. She was going to make a hell of a mess in here.

      She held the door open while Derrick and Bob maneuvered the last and largest of the four samples through. It barely fit. They wheeled the huge slab between lab benches and other projects underway. There were two fume hoods set into one wall, and open air-handling conduits hanging from the ceiling. Her portion of the space, about a quarter of the entire room, was walled off by plastic sheeting to keep the dust she would generate contained.

      "Here. Let me get that." She held the sheeting aside for the trolley, and the two men wheeled the heavy crate through.

      "I can't believe you're going to do all this yourself." Bob stood aside while Derrick locked the wheels and brought the crate back to horizontal, then wheeled the portable electric lift into position.

      "It'll go faster than you think. Plaster is easy. Once we get down to rock, things will slow down." She and Bob watched nervously as the technician lifted the lid off the crate and pried up the foam. She cringed at his brisk movements. "Need any help?"

      "No." Derrick glanced at her and she saw a flash of something in his eyes that might have been annoyance before he flashed that smile again. "I'm being careful. Trust me."

      "Sure." She bit her lip as he attached the straps to the lift's hook and pushed the button that engaged the electric motor. Its whine deepened as the sample came free of the crate.

      "Jesus H. Christ that's huge." Bob chuckled nervously as Derrick pulled the trolley and the empty crate away, then maneuvered the lift until the sample hung over the table. "I hope the table will take it."

      "Sorry about the cramped quarters, but it was all we could get." They all turned at Hutch's voice. He pulled the plastic sheeting aside and stopped dead. "Don't let me interrupt."

      "No problem, professor." Derrick smiled that patent smile again and lowered the specimen down onto the table. Unhooking the straps, he turned that smile on Aleksi. "See? I told you to trust me."

      "Thank you." Aleksi breathed a sigh of relief and helped maneuver the lift and the trolley out of the curtained space.

      "I'll help Derrick take these back." Bob smiled and waved. "Call me if you need anything Aleksi. I'm setting up the genetics lab for the next week, so I'm not far away."

      "Um…sure."

      "Thanks, Bob."  Hutch gestured Aleksi back to the personal protection equipment station set up outside the plastic barrier. "So, first things first. You know the procedures, but I've got to cover them."

      "Sure." She followed him to the cart laden with paper and latex.

      "Nobody goes in without gloves and particle mask." This, she knew, was more for the protection of the specimens than her; any contact with the fossils could contaminate them with human DNA. "A gown isn't mandatory, but unless you want plaster and rock dust in your clothes, I'd recommend one. Any time anyone's working, eye shields are mandatory and ear protection if you're using power tools." He put on gloves and a particle mask, and she followed suit.

      Hutch pushed open the overlapping plastic sheeting and stepped inside the enclosure. The four samples dominated the space. One was in a partial state of exposure, and one was completely free of any restraining shipping matrix, though there was still quite a bit of rock to be removed. The last two were just huge blocks of plaster with their documents lying beside them in flat plastic pouches. All the tools and equipment she would need were set up along the bench that ran around the periphery of the lab.

      "I know I don't need to tell you to document everything. There's a digital camera set up for you there." He gestured to an imaging setup, a simple digital camera on a frame with a gridded base for reference. "Photograph all the field notes first, that way you can transfer the files and work on transcribing them at home. There's plastic for your laptop if you want to work here, too. Nothing leaves the lab without approval."

      "Of course." She glanced at him. "Don't worry, Hutch. I know the rules." She'd spent thousands of hours in labs like this, probably more than he had.

      "Sorry. I know you do." He took a deep breath. "I'm just stressing a little. Big project, big grant, big responsibility." He smiled behind his mask, his eyes crinkling. "You sure you want a PhD? The first thing they do is stick you in an office and tell you to start delegating all the fun stuff."

      "I'm sure." Something was bothering him, without a doubt. Did he doubt her abilities? She didn't dare ask. "I better get to work. I've only got a few weeks before classes start."

      "Oh, that reminds me." He grimaced. "I got you out of January GSAS, but the freshman bio lab is a bigger problem. Lawson's being a pain about it, and if I take it off your shoulders, I'll have to double load someone else. I thought of Lonnie, but she's defending her dissertation this semester, and it wouldn't be fair. I'll try to find someone to take it, but it might not happen until a few weeks into the semester."

      "Okay." Freshman biology lab really wasn't much work, but it meant at least ten hours a week in set up, take down, and paperwork. That time had to come from somewhere. "It might slow things down here some."

      "Understood." He looked around at the samples and shrugged. "Maybe I can free myself up a few hours a week to help you here. Been a while since I got my hands dirty."

      "Sure." She wasn't sure she liked the idea of working side-by-side with her advisor. Too many cooks could ruin a project. There was only one thing that she felt obligated to say. "As long as I get my proposal in on time and can prepare for my quals."

      "That I can promise you, Aleksi." He looked her in the eye, serious as stone. "You have my word on it."

      "Thanks." She looked away, uncomfortable with his eyes on hers. "Well, I better start taking pictures."

      "Right." He turned away and pushed open the barrier, then turned back. "Oh, and when we need to take anything for CT or X-ray there's a ton of paperwork involved, so let me know as soon as you can and I'll start the ball rolling.

      "No problem."

      "Okay, then. Don't work too late. Let me know if you need anything."

      "I will." Aleksi watched him leave, his shape murky though the translucent plastic barrier. Alone and safe, she got to work.
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