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DEDICATION With the exception of Thomas Lee and his team of videographers -- and the administrators -- the names of the Chicxulub (pronounced Six-Ca-Loop) complex personnel have been taken from the last (and in some cases, first) names of the great pioneers who first discovered dinosaur fossils and contributed to our knowledge of the "terrible lizards." It is to these pioneers that this book is dedicated.
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YOU ARE INVITED TO WITNESS THE MOST AMAZING SCIENTIFIC EXPERIMENT EVER UNDERTAKEN. 11AM. AUGUST 18TH. CHICXULUB COMPLEX, CHICXULUB, YUCATAN, MEXICO.




Preface




PREFACE CHICXULUB COMPLEX PERSONNEL
    and related individuals and creatures
    Administration 
    Administrator: Mr. Forman 
    Administrative Assistant: Sally
    Physicists 
    Prof. Steven Mantell (Project Director) 
    Prof. Verna Dullo 
    Prof. Ronald Waterhouse 
    Prof Eric Cope (visiting) 
    Prof. Paula Hoffman (visiting) 
    Paleontologists
    Prof. Gene Cuvier
    Prof. Suzanna Marsh
    Biologists
    Joe Hawkins, botanist
    Jackie Byrd, zoologist
    Zookeepers
    Clark Chapman
    Bettina (Tina) Lydey
    Astronomer
    Douglas Fairfield
    Videography
    Thomas Lee (Chief)
    Sandra Potts
    Gary
    Technicians
    Derek Andrews (Chief) 
    Olivia Osborne (Ass't.)
    Security
    Paul Forrester, head of security
    Maintenance 
    Harry Lund (Chief)
    Bob Toegate (Ass't.)
    Chicxulub Village 
    Sheriff Pablo Vasquez 
    Dinosaurs 
    Antrodemus 
    Gorgosaurus 
    Tyrannosaurus Rex 
    Teratosaurus 
    Dromaeosaurus 
    Apatosaurus 
    Seismosaurus 
    ... and many others 
    Other Prehistoric Creatures Pterosaur
    Quetzalcoatlus
    Plesiosaur
    Elasmosaurus
    Dimetrodon
    Meganeura monyi 
    ... and many others



Prologue





    ----------
     Thomas Lee lay on his back amidst a pile of smoking debris and wondered how many pieces of him were left. 
     There was an ache in his left leg, and he was sure he felt a trickle of blood running down his arm. Was that a heavy object on his chest pinning him down -- or was he having a heart attack? He was too young for a heart attack, wasn't he? But then only a couple of days ago he'd learned that in this world just about anything previously unimaginable was actually possible.
     He was afraid to open his eyes. Not only because he wasn't sure he'd like what he'd see, but because he wasn't sure he'd be able to see. What if he were blind? He'd rather be dead than blind. Although he had known people who had adjusted to the condition, even succeeded well in life despite the lack of vision, he still did not want to be blind! What if he couldn't walk? His leg. The pain. That blood -- if it was blood -- running down his arm. What if he had lost an arm? Was it still attached to the torso? 
     The explosion -- if it was an explosion -- had certainly knocked hell out of everything. At least he knew he had feeling in his right foot because his toes were touching something, something that wiggled under his shoe, rolled right, then left. He assumed it was a piece of equipment. I just pray it isn't a piece of me. 
     Now that some of his other senses were returning, along with his memory, he could hear groaning from all around the room and realized he was not alone in his agony. He would have to brace himself, open his eyes, adjust himself to the damage -- the damage to the room, the equipment, his comrades. Himself.
     Then it all came flooding back to him. The Vermiculater. The explosion. The rampaging monsters out of time. The deaths. The devastation.
     And something even worse, something massive and unstoppable and totally destructive.
     Was it too late already? Would he open his eyes and see Apocalypse? No. He sensed if the end had come he would not be alive to know it. A new, more frightening thought: How could he be sure he was alive?
     Open your eyes, he told himself. Open your eyes.
     As he struggled to work up his courage, his mind flew back to two days ago, the day he arrived and what might turn out to be a catastrophe for the entire world began in a small section of the Yucatan …



PART ONE: ARRIVAL




The Yucatan Peninsula -- in the near future











































CHAPTER ONE    

The Complex






    ----------------
    


Then ..... (2038 A.D.)
     Thomas Lee arrived at the Chicxulub complex near the village of Chicxulub on the Yucatan peninsula at approximately noon on a Monday. Although not a scientist, Lee had supervised the videotaping of experiments at many research centers for the past several years and developed a certain professional standing. The fact that he was gentle-natured, easy to get along with, and very efficient at what he did also made him come highly recommended.
     Although he brought some equipment with him, which was carried from the complex' private airport into the administrative building by two Chicxulub employees, most of what he would need to work with was already in the complex: sensitive videorecording equipment, much more sophisticated than the typical digital camera; video monitors and playback machines; editing tools. His job was to make a visual record of everything that would go on in the next few days when "Project: D" would begin in earnest.
     Lee had been in Mexico before, but not the slice of it that was called the state of Yucatan. He promised himself he'd get out to look at the nearby village and environs at some point, assuming he had the time. For now he was anxious to see where he'd be living for the next few weeks.
     He had been briefed in general terms as to what the project was planning to do -- he still found it utterly astonishing -- but knew little of the actual procedures that might be involved. Not that he would understand a hell of a lot of whatever he would be told about them. He was an expert with his taping equipment, could fix any related video gizmo in a jiffy and circumvent all sorts of problems that might occur but he was not a physicist. Like most people he really had no true understanding of the principles of science at work. Images captured on tape or film. Cameras. Camcorders. All of it was not completely prosaic to him; all of it still seemed like magic.
     The main entrance to the administration building was on the other side of the tall metal fence that surrounded the complex, so they went in through the back. The building itself was two stories of clean white stone. It could have passed for a clinic or radio station, anything professional involving a certain amount of money. Behind and to one side of the building, Thomas could see other structures and what appeared to be the tops of large cages. An involuntary shudder ran through his body when he thought what might be occupying those cages in another day or so. Fantastic!
     He was led down a corridor to the front of the building, where he was greeted by a woman behind a desk who introduced herself as Sally, Mr. Forman's assistant. Mr. Forman was the administrative head of the complex, but had little if anything to do with the scientific routine. Sally herself was a sweet-looking brown woman of about twenty-five with a languid manner about her that Thomas sensed only disguised a brisk and efficient professionalism. She greeted Thomas warmly, and said she'd show him to his quarters.
     She gave instructions to the two men regarding the equipment and luggage they carried, then let Thomas down a narrow hallway to the right that led past several offices. Around a corner there was another hallway that apparently connected this building with an adjacent structure: the dorms. Thomas' nose was caressed by appetizing smells as they passed a cafeteria full of only a few sandwich-munching or coffee-drinking occupants. "Smells good," he said.
     "Are you hungry, Mr. Lee?" the woman asked him, "As soon as you're settled in you can get something to eat. You'll be meeting with the project director and his assistants at 3:30. That should give you plenty of time to eat and wash up and unpack and all that."
     "That'll be fine," he said.
     His quarters turned out to be much nicer than expected. The room was air-conditioned, of course, as was the entire complex, and handsomely furnished. Unlike most hotel rooms, for instance, the decorating scheme was decidedly masculine, not all pink and frou frous as if to please a stereotypical wife. There was a small, fully-stocked refrigerator, which reminded Thomas of an honor bar, plenty of closet space, a big bureau, and a comfortable king-sized bed. Dark wood abounded and the walls were painted a quiet, calming blue.
     The suitcases were already in the room. The other equipment would be put in his work space, which he would get to see later on. 
     Thomas went into the specious bathroom and splashed some water on his face. It was a good face, he'd always thought; at least he liked it. As did his girlfriend, Linda, which he supposed was all that mattered. Although his paternal grandfather had been half-Caucasian, there could be no doubt about Thomas' background. He was proud of his Chinese ancestry, but he was decidedly an American and not "Chinese." He was medium height, slender, thirty-nine years-old. He had no intention of staying thirty-nine for a few more years a la Jack Benny. On the contrary, when he turned forty in a few months, he planned a big party to celebrate the milestone.
     Deep down Thomas was afraid that most people characterized his mild, pleasant, laid-back, ever-polite demeanor as dullness. He always thought there was something, someone, much stronger and wilder inside him just waiting for a chance to crash out, someone who thirsted deeply for a truly incredible adventure. 
     He dried his face with a white towel, quickly combed his thick, straight black hair. He stepped out of the bathroom and went over to the bed. He sat down, fighting off a wave of sudden loneliness while at the same time wanting to wallow in it. Away from family and friends and Linda he often felt lonely. He knew even his more sophisticated, largely Caucasian associates never quite saw him as being just the same as they were. Not only because he was "Chinese" to some of them, but because he was really just a technician, a cameraman, working with some of the biggest brains in the country, and he could never be fully able to understand their special language. Not just the words and phrases, but the meaning, the science. Still, generally he was respected and well-treated. It was not as if he was dealing with the dregs of society, after all.
     Thomas got to his feet and walked swiftly toward the door. His belly was crying out for food and could no longer be ignored. Once he made up his mind he did not meander. He walked with purpose and determination always. He was not a loafer or a browser.
     He did what had to be done.





CHAPTER TWO    

The Physicists
    
 


    After enjoying a simple lunch of salad and sandwich with coffee, Thomas washed up again in his room and changed his clothing. He arrived at the designated conference room in yet another building behind the living quarters at 3:30. Here for the first time he would meet the project director, Professor Steven Mantell.
     When he stepped into the brown polished conference room with its blue carpet and large silver coffee urn, he was pleased to see that Prof. Verna Dullo was one of the occupants. He had worked with Prof. Dullo before and she had recommended him for this assignment. 
     Having visual transcriptions of important, occasionally sensitive experiments conducted during research projects had become of paramount importance. Not just as a record of what had transpired, or even as a sort of promotional tape used to gain grant money, but as a means of examining under calmer, controlled conditions anything that might have gone wrong during the experiment or contributed to same. People knew that Thomas Lee was reliable, trustworthy, and not a security risk. Even projects such as this one, initiated in the private sector, had security problems. 
     "Hello, Thomas," Verna said, smiling and holding out her hand to take his. Thomas was happy to see Verna but distressed to see how bad she looked. Verna was an aging beauty who had been married and divorced three times to ambitious younger men, and the sagging skin and emerging jowls marring her once lovely features showed just what heartbreak -- not time-- had done to her. Perhaps some of it was her own fault; she was supremely dedicated and married to her work. She was in her early fifties now and Thomas did not think she would be trying marriage for a fourth time, but he could be wrong.
     Verna brought Thomas over to two men who were standing near the coffee urn, sipping out of mugs. "This is our boss, Prof. Steven Mantell," she said, "and my fellow associate, Prof. Ronald Waterhouse."
     Thomas was surprised by the project director, who was not at all what he expected. Prof. Mantell, considered one of the giants of quantum physics and every bit as much a genius as Albert Einstein, was a pale, friendly, baby-faced blond man with a very quiet and amiable disposition, not at all the bristling, hyper-active young dynamo Thomas had expected. Mantell appeared to be in his mid-thirties, but was undoubtedly older. He was essentially bald on top, but shoved some of the longish hair on the side over the crown in a futile, almost pathetic attempt to disguise it. "Nice to meet you, Mr. Lee," he said. "I've heard a lot about you from Verna."
     "My pleasure," Thomas said, but as he shook the hand of Prof. Waterhouse a moment later he could not say the same. He had heard people talk of Waterhouse The Martinet, and this brittle, skinny, angular chap with the English accent and sharp, pinched face standing before him matched up exactly with what he'd heard. "Very nice, very nice," Waterhouse said in a dismissive manner that made it clear Thomas was at best a momentary distraction.
     As Mantell gently took over the conversation, Waterhouse stepped away and sat down at the conference table, peering through papers as the others remained standing and talked. Thomas took the cup of coffee Verna offered him and smiled as Mantell said, "This may be our last bit of relaxation before we begin tomorrow." He took another sip of coffee and said, "I know Verna has told you a little about the project ... ?"
     "Yes. Enough to make me so interested I would have killed to get down here."
     Mantell smiled again, if cautiously. "A dinosaur lover?"
     "From way back."
     "I think we all are. To some degree, at least. Although that's not really what this project is about."
     "Thomas nodded. "So I understand."
     "Do you?"
     "Well, maybe I'd better be filled in on more of the details."
     Verna touched his shoulder and said, "Let's all sit down, okay?" She looked over at Mantell, who was agreeable.
     Once they were settled Mantell said, "We call this Project D for dinosaur because dinosaurs are The Means -- but not The End. This is really, as Verna has told you, a time travel project. We have a device that can reach back" -- his hand made a claw -- "though time, snatch something out of history, and materialize it -- hopefully intact -- right here in our complex."
     Thomas' mind boggled again but he remained motionless and said nothing.
     Verna took over for a moment. "Naturally, if we used this device during periods when human beings were inhabiting the earth, it could cause havoc, to put it mildly. We could actually snatch some important personage from his proper time and literally change the course of history."
     "That is possible?" Thomas asked both of them.
     "We don't know," Prof. Mantell admitted. "We're at the very beginning. We've managed to bring back inanimate objects -- stone, earth -- successfully. We didn't want to attempt to snatch living matter until we got all the kinks out."
     "Which we've done," Verna said. "We hope."
     "We have retrieved some organic matter already," Mantell continued, "but only of dead things. Plants. Primitive life forms. We now believe our device is ready and able to bring back more complex, living organisms."
     Thomas asked, "Has everything you've 'snatched' so far come from prehistoric times?"
     "Yes," Mantell said. "And will continue to. First of all, for the safety factor, and second of all, because it's turned out to be as easy -- if not easier -- to bring something back from millions of years ago as from only a few decades. At least that's the theory. A more recent snatch would require the same amount of energy, perhaps more."
     "Therefore if you want to bring back living matter it's got to be prehistoric animals?"
     "It doesn't have to be."
     Thomas was surprised to hear Waterhouse speaking for the first time since he'd said hello. Waterhouse didn't look up from the sheets of paper in front of him and he sounded quite bored. "It's just a way of killing two birds with one stone," he continued. "Testing our machine and learning more about our planet's past" -- he looked up now and his eyes met Thomas' just for a second -- "and its inhabitants." There was a sliminess about Waterhouse that Thomas did not care for.
     Before Mantell could come out with what he was preparing to say, Thomas asked, "If you've invented a time machine, Prof. Mantell, I must ask -- aside from the obvious danger -- why not send a man or woman or group of people into the past instead of bringing -- well, monsters -- into the present?" He looked around to see if it made sense to anyone else.
     Mantell smiled, Verna chuckled, but Waterhouse only sighed in a rather scornful manner.
     "It's not as easy as that," Mantell said. "Believe me, I wish it were."
     "Don't you think, Mr. Lee," Waterhouse said with a put-on show of indulgence, "that it makes much more sense to first send dumb beasts through a more or less untested time portal than a group of intelligent human beings, scientists?"
     Thomas reddened slightly under the man's unnecessarily condescending manner. "Yes, of course," he said.
     "Anyway," Mantell said in a more delicate tone than Waterhouse had used, "it doesn't seem possible to send anyone back in time. Time just doesn't work that way. It moves forward, constantly forward. We can bring things from the past, but except for those same things we've snatched, we can't send things back into the past. And we've tried."
     Thomas wondered, but how could you ever be sure that you hadn't succeeded? If you sent some thing, instead of some one, and it was only gone an instant? An inanimate object couldn't come back and tell you it had gone 500 years into the past, could it? It was all beyond him.
     Verna said dreamily, as if thinking aloud, "I suppose if we brought a person back from the past we could send him back, but without any guarantee of placing him in the same year or decade or even century that he came from. Certainly not just a second after he left, like in all those TV shows and comic books."
     Mantell spent the next few minutes trying to explain to Thomas the principles involved that prevented backward time travel -- at least as far as people and things in the present were concerned -- from being possible, first using river/flowing water allusions and moving on to more complex explanations that left Thomas dizzy and completely in the shade. Something about how the machine created a force which manipulated gravitational and electromagnetic fields and was able -- the force itself, like one end of a stretching rubber band -- to go back in time and bring something back with it as if snapped back into place. Apparently the second part of the operation, the snapping "back" into the future, was relatively safe, but the first part -- stretching into the past -- could never be survived by a human or anything else whose molecules had not already been accustomed to time travel by making the jump forward in the first place.
     It all sounded so reasonable and simple -- to the physicists in the room, at least -- but Thomas could only nod his head now and then and hope Mantell would not think him an imbecile. He could tell Verna knew he was out of his element and was sympathetic toward him. She winked. She was one of the few big brains he'd met who could explain things in layman's terms that almost made sense to someone who was not a member of Mensa.
     Thomas was not surprised that these scientists were bothering to tell him so much about the project. He knew they were smart enough to realize that the more he knew about what was going on, the more enthusiastic he would be about it and the better a job he'd do. The more information he had, the better he'd be able to decide how to approach the assignment, what to cover with the camcorders and what to leave out -- with the scientists' input, of course. One always contributed more if he or she really felt like part of the team.
     Finally Mantell was through. "I, uh, see," Thomas said, laughing in spite of himself.
     "No more lectures," Verna told Mantell, joining in with the laughter, as did Mantell.
     "Suffice it to say we can't go back," Verna said. "And I for one would not particularly care to materialize in a primordial swamp with some sharp-toothed carnivorous reptile snapping at my hind quarters."
     "Really, Verna," Waterhouse scolded.
     Although Mantell clearly thought it was funny he was respectful of prim Waterhouse's feelings. He rubbed his upper lip until he had regained his decorum. "Anyway, we've taken strict precautions," he said. "The animals we will hopefully bring to our time will materialize in cages. It's not as if they're just going to run loose across the countryside."
     "We hope not," Waterhouse said dryly.
     "So you see, we're covering all the bases. This is the safest kind of time travel of all. Instead of traumatizing some poor caveman or, say, John Wilkes Booth, or God knows who else, we bring back animals, large sturdy animals that we feel will have the stamina to survive the trip. In any case, we'll soon find out."
     "Would you like to see our machine?" Verna asked.
     Thomas' eyes brightened.
     "Yes!" he told her.



CHAPTER THREE



    The Vermiculater
    ---------
 


    "We call it the 'Vermiculater,'" Mantell said, looking proudly over at his time-jumper. "This is just the control console, of course. The main section, a kind of tube, is below our feet and extends for several miles underground." His words became ever more technical and as he went on for several more minutes in that vein, Thomas did not even try to immediately digest it. He would never really know how this machine worked anymore than he would really understand -- beyond a certain technical point -- how his viderecording  equipment worked. Understanding a principle was not the same as really understanding. 
     Mantell went on to explain how in the late 80's three physicists named Thorne, Morris and Yurtsever came up with the first serious proposal for a time machine. Their theory was that wormholes -- the passages through black holes -- could be used to travel safely through time. The trouble was that human civilization of the period simply was not advanced enough to be able to create the massive quantities of energy that would be required to create a wormhole. In addition, in order to make the wormhole transversible scientists would have to find some kind of "exotic" matter with special properties to be placed in the center of the wormhole. Thorne's idea was to create two chambers -- one on earth, one in a rocket ship hurtling through space nearly at the speed of light, creating an unbelievably intense electric field and hence a wormhole that could be entered at either end. Theoretically, traveling through the wormhole would cause no more discomfort to a human being than flying on an airliner, although it actually turned out that time travel would in most likelihood be deadly for an ordinary human. 
     Mantell's contribution was to come up with a way to harness vast energies and create a wormhole that would not require a spaceship nor exotic matter. He explained that the main and most important section of the Vermiculater was actually hidden below the visible part of the machine in a vast underground bunker wherein energy was built up to tremendous levels and the wormhole was created. Once an animal was pulled back through the wormhole it could be directed into any chamber within the complex.
     "Do you mean it's disassembled and rematerializes wherever you want it to?"
     "You've been watching too many TV shows," Waterhouse sneered. "We haven't invented a 'teleportation' beam."
     Verna quickly added, "At least not in the conventional sense, Thomas, although it could certainly be applied in that direction." Mantell explained that the Vermiculater created a field over a large area, in effect spreading this time's end of the wormhole over the entire complex. "We just direct certain matter -- each individual animal -- to a certain spot within the field. It's not disassembled and reassembled, as you put it, at least not in the way you mean ... " He went on in that vein for several minutes. 
     Clearly in love with the machine he'd invented -- with the aid of Dullo, Waterhouse and Others That Had Gone Before -- Mantell continued to explain its functions and properties for Thomas, whose eyes began to glaze. I just want to see the dinosaurs, Thomas thought. He figured that was probably what the firm bankrolling all this was also thinking. They knew that people would pay to come and see dinosaurs and there was no mistaking the fact that if all went well the complex would soon resemble a zoo of the more esoteric kind. He wondered what the physicists -- who were more interested in time travel than in prehistoric animals -- would think about that. All their efforts gone to create a carnival of "terrible lizards."
     The "Vermiculater" -- or at least its control console -- was surprisingly large in this era of extreme miniaturization, Thomas thought. He knew it required vast amounts of power and much of its structure was absorbed in creating and channeling that power. It was very sleek and mostly copper colored, standing against one wall of this large, green-painted enclosure in a building deeper in the complex. Thomas thought that this section of the Vermiculater looked a heck of a lot more like the time machines he'd seen on tacky TV shows in his youth -- if more expensive and high-tech -- than he would have dared to admit to Mantell and his associates. It was called the Vermiculater because to "vermiculate" was to make full of worms or to cover with worm tracks or something similar; in this case to create a worm hole.
     The basic structure of the machine was box-like, rectangular, with several depressions and apertures full of complex circuitry and grillwork. He could imagine it lighting up like a pinball when in operation, but he doubted it would. He was told it did not require a great many technicians or operators, that four or five people could essentially run and monitor it while Mantell and the others oversaw everything. This section of the machine had to be kept enclosed, indoors, away from outside heat or light or any kind of electromagnetic interference, but there were TV monitors in the room showing closed-circuit pictures of the cages that the time-snatched animals would materialize in. Since the Vermiculater could pull something through what was quaintly known as the "time barrier," it could easily pass something through space as well, depositing it in any area designated by the Vermiculater's computer -- within reason. The machine could not, say, bring an apatosaurus from the mesozoic era and deposit it on the steps of the stock exchange in New York thousands of miles away, however; more's the pity, according to Waterhouse. 
     Thomas looked up at one of the monitors when Mantell had paused, and noticed two people -- a man and a woman - walking in one of the large cages outside. Even from this distance, he could see in their very body language the anticipation of what might soon be within the cage. For a breather from Mantell (and he knew he should be flattered that the man took the time to explain all this to him), he asked Verna, "Who are they?"
     "Hmm," Verna said, studying the screen. "Is that Joe and Jackie, Ronald?"
     Waterhouse could not have cared less. "I really don't know, Verna." He was over at one of the consoles.
     "Joe and Jackie are our resident biologists. I can see that's a man and a woman but we all wear these same lab coats. It could be the zookeepers. They're not actually scientists like Joe and Jackie, but they've worked with animals before."
     "Not animals like these," Waterhouse said. "If we're lucky they'll eat the whole lot of them."
     Now it was Verna's time to scold. "Ronald! Don't even joke about that."
     She led Thomas over to a corner of the room while Mantell conferred with Waterhouse about something. "There's a lot of bad blood," she explained. "You see, we three see this as a physics project while the others are of course more interested in the biology. We're bringing back animals no human eyes have ever seen. I can't say that even I'm not excited by that -- who wouldn't be? -- although I've never been that interested in dinosaurs. The trouble is that Steven, and especially Ronald, are afraid the whole dinosaur thing will overtake everything else. This didn't begin as a project to study dinosaurs and it mustn't degenerate into that, only that."
     Thomas could tell how much Verna wanted him to understand what she was saying, not so much because she wanted an ally, but because she really cared about it and wanted him to appreciate why.
     "We have a chance here to learn so much about the universe itself," Verna continued, "about everything that makes life, us, work, and we can't lose sight of that. Of course Ronald rubs everyone the wrong way, which doesn't help matters. Jackie's a bit of a tightass herself. Steven is nice to everybody and that does take care of some of the damage, but not all. We have two paleontologists who are very easy-going and Joe's a real nice guy. But all of them tend to treat Steven as if he's just a go-between or something, someone who's just -- facilitating -- helping them get to see their precious dinosaurs. And it's his project. He's the one who invited all of them to join us. Maybe it was a mistake."
     Thomas looked over to see that Mantell was safely out of earshot, standing over by Waterhouse and engrossed in something the other man was saying.
     Thomas felt he had to give Verna his support. "I think I understand what you're saying. Steven seems like a nice guy. Are you afraid the others will take his project away from him, let the real goals get out of sight?"
     "Yes. Exactly."
     "I can see what you're up against. I think his machine is pretty darn impressive -- and I know how utterly inadequate that sounds to describe it. But when he brings back dinosaurs, the dinosaurs themselves will -- the fact that they're walking around in the 21st century and people can actually see them -- may just about overpower the very fact that he was actually able to bring them here in the first place."
     Verna seemed gratified that Thomas saw her side of it. "That's just what I'm afraid of. And I understand that could well happen. I just want people -- and that includes the other scientists here -- to appreciate the fact that it was Steven's work, his machine, that made it all possible. We can't lose sight of that. This machine can do a lot more than bring dinosaurs into the 21st century. That's glitzy, that's fantastic, that's sure to impress the public, but it's just the tip of the iceberg. We all have to remember that. Anyway, there's something I want to show you."
     She led him out of the "Time Room" and down a hall until they reached a small lab. Verna led him past tables with racks of vials and Bunsen burners and opened a small refrigerated cabinet in a recessed area in the rear. Inside a long white tray, covered by a white cloth-like material, there was a small brown object, clearly dead, that had once been a living creature. It was only several inches long and about half a foot wide. Verna told him what it was called, but he didn't recognize the name.
     "One of the earliest creatures that ever lived," she said, practically in a beatific whisper. "Older, far older, than the dinosaurs."
     The animal was actually a trilobite, a marine arthropod from the Cambrian period of the Paleozoic era. It had an oddly shaped head that curved downward on both sides and a long flat body with more curving appendages sticking out all along it. The body itself was scaly and ridged.
     "Did the time-snatching kill it?" Thomas asked.
     Verna paused, and Thomas got the sensation that she was quickly mulling over exactly how much she could tell him. "No," she said. "We're pretty sure it was already dead. But it hadn't been dead for long. This is no fossil, Thomas, but the real thing. This is how we knew we had succeeded. In bringing something back from eons ago. So far back, Thomas, it's almost frightening. The machine wasn't ready to bring back living things, but it did bring this. The first organic time traveler." Thomas still got the idea that she wasn't telling him everything.
     The trilobite was an odd choice for a hero, Thomas thought, yet perhaps that's what it was. They couldn't be sure; perhaps the thing did give its life for science. Unwillingly. An unmourned casualty. An unheralded pioneer. There was a certain hideous dignity about the thing, he supposed.
     He did not like to look at it. Something about it unsettled and disheartened him. "Put it away," he told Verna. Whether she thought he was only telling her he was through looking at it, or whether she sensed his revulsion (or was it disquiet?), she didn't say. 
     Although he couldn't have said why, for the first time Thomas had misgivings.



CHAPTER FOUR    

Beauty and the Beast
    ----------
 


    On the second floor of the same building, in a small lounge adjacent to more laboratories, Professors Gene Cuvier and Suzanna Marsh were having coffee and cigarettes. Gene was jovial, portly man of forty-four with skin the color of dark coffee. Suzanna was ten years younger, a statuesque, good-looking, healthy young woman with long auburn hair and a lightly freckled face. She took a long drag on her cigarette, exhaled with satisfaction, and leaned back in the green leather chair she was sitting in.
     "I allow myself just one of these a day and boy do I enjoy it."
     Gene sat across from her looking out the window. He turned to face her and said, "I should cut down. Smoking's no good when you've got to climb up hills and over mountains in search of elusive fossils." He had a vibrant if somewhat high voice that was nevertheless soothing to the listener.
     Suzanna felt like adding that it wouldn't hurt if he lost a few pounds, but didn't want to hurt his feelings. He made constant references to his weight and his balding head, but that didn't mean he wanted other people to do it. She liked Gene. He was a big lovable breadbasket of a man. She'd worked with some massive egomaniacs before and knew how difficult that could make everything.
     "Tomorrow, tomorrow, and again tomorrow," Gene said. "How does that line go?"
     "You're asking me?"
     "Anyway. Tomorrow is the day. Live dinosaurs. Live dinosaurs, Suzanna. I still can't believe it." His knees shook up and down in excitement like a little kid's. It made for a strange sight.
     Suzanna pretended to be cynical but was just as enthused -- ecstatic, to be truthful -- as he was. She said: "I'll believe it when I see it."
     "I wonder what we'll pick up first?" Gene said. "A stegosaurus, a triceratops, a supersaurus, a tyrannosaurus rex?"
     Suzanna had to admit the idea of having these incredible animals -- monsters in some people's minds -- quartered right next door to them left her a little queasy. "Let's hope we start with something nice and simple, a Compsognathus, for instance."
     "Even that one was a meat eater," Gene laughed. "You could still lose a finger."
     Suzanna frowned and shook her head. "Oh, I'm going to wear so much protection when I go near these babies I'll look like a man from the moon."
     Gene laughed, then the two were silent for a few moments, thinking, dreaming ... Gene broke the silence by saying, "Do you think they've really thought of everything? I mean, are we prepared for all this?"
     Suzanna had often wondered that herself. "Who knows? I guess we'll find out tomorrow."
     "What if a 200 foot supersaurus materializes in one of the smaller cages. What if a tyrannosaurus rex pops up in the cafeteria?"
     Secretly Suzanna had had just those same nightmares, but she said reassuringly. "That can't happen, Gene. Weren't you listening?" she mock scolded. She spoke as if to an inquisitive youngster: "They'll determine the size of the animal that's coming back, and put it in the proper sized cage. If the animal is in water at the time of pick up, it will go into a tank instead of a cage." She resumed her normal speaking voice. "They prepared for every possibility, Gene. Nothing's going to materialize in the cafeteria. That can't happen. The cafeteria isn't set up to receive anything, for Pete's sake."
     Gene stubbed out his cigarette. "Well, that's what they say anyway. They know all this stuff is way above the heads of a couple of moronic paleontologists."
     Suzanna picked up her coffee cup. "Waterhouse certainly acts as if he thinks that way."
     They were silent again for a few minutes, sipping coffee, day-dreaming. Again Gene broke the silence. "I'm not going to be able to sleep tonight. This is something I've wished for just about my entire life."
     "The impossible made possible. "
     Gene's knees had stopped going up and down but he was all tensed up like a kid who just had to see Santa or die. "Suzanna -- is it really going to happen?"
     Suzanna gave her associate a warm smile. "They seem to think it will." She leaned forward. "Gene, it's going to happen."
     Just then all of it really hit her, too, and a sudden thrill reverberated through her body, up and down, flaring inward and outward, surprising her with its intensity. She had always been a down to earth woman, a realist -- or cynic, depending on your definition -- and her mother had told her once too often: expect nothing and you won't be disappointed. She had held herself, her emotions, her ambitions and expectations, in check all of her life. She was rarely openly excited or enthusiastic about anything. Wait and see, be sure, was her motto, then you can dance. 
     She sincerely hoped that tomorrow she would be dancing.
     Dancing like she had never danced before.
    ----------
     "Beauty and the Beast" they called them, the team of physicists comprised of Prof. Paula Hoffman and Prof. Eric Cope. Paula was an attractive young woman with light black skin, a creamy complexion and a slender figure. Her shyness made her polite and quiet in the extreme -- with most people. In contrast, her colleague Eric Cope was a boisterous, occasionally overwhelming bear of a man with a scraggly, untrimmed beard, thick, unattractive features, reddish skin that was pitted and lined with broken capillaries, and a mouthful of yellowing or downright rotten teeth. He couldn't care less about his personal appearance. His brain was all that mattered. His brain was everything. And it was an impressive brain, of that the was no doubt. He was six feet four and fifty-seven years old.
     Paula had been one of his most (perhaps the most) promising students. He asked her to be his assistant seven years ago, when she was still in her twenties. Now it was generally acknowledged
    that she was every bit as much a genius as he was and their work was the result of an extremely rewarding partnership. "Beauty and the Beast" had become famous in scientific circle, mostly through work on force fields (to protect cities against nuclear blasts) or energy fields of other kinds. Time travel was not in their repertoire but was related enough for them to be interested. Professor Mantell had invited them to come to the project strictly as observers.
     Paula was still unpacking when Eric came knocking at her door. "They've given you a bigger room than mine," he said in a voice that could have given a deaf man an earache.
     "Tough shit," Paula said. "And keep your voice down! They could have heard you back in North America."
     "Listen to me, you ghetto bitch half-breed!"
     "Fat piece of horse shit!"
     Then the two burst out laughing.
     Paula and Eric had a very strange relationship. If others had chanced to overheard them when they spoke to each other in private, such as they were doing now -- and which they would never do in public -- they would have been appalled, assuming the two were hated combatants, Paula an ungrateful, schizophrenic witch, and Eric a racist slimeball.
     The truth was that they were so close that they traded off insults as a bizarre form of affection, using terms that had been aplied to them by other people -- fat pig, half-breed -- as a way of defusing and belittling such negative, often jealous, attitudes. They never had real quarrels, only differences of opinion. No matter how they spoke to each other, the simple truth was that they loved each other platonically and deeply.
     "I want to get a sandwich in that mess hall we passed and I want it now, do you hear me!" Eric shouted.
     "So go! I want to finish unpacking. I'll meet you there."
     Instead of leaving, Eric advanced into the room. He looked disdainfully at all of the clothes draped across the mattress and sticking out of two suitcases. "Did you bring all of Bloomingdale's or only half the store?"
     "Fuck off."
     "Join me as soon as you're done. I want to consult."
     Paula lifted her head as she picked a black outfit off the bedspread. "Okay. See you soon."
     "Dinosaurs indeed!" Eric huffed as he walked out the door.
     Paula laughed.



CHAPTER FIVE    

The Zoo
    ----------
 


    It was not the biologists, Joe and Jackie, whom Thomas had spotted out in one of the cages over the monitor in the Time Room, but the zookeepers Clark Chapman and Bettina "Tina" Lydey. They had come out for a sort of last minute inspection, checking for God-only-knew what before the experiment began in earnest on the morrow. They were walking through all of the cages, staring through the bars at the wide gravel walkways beyond, striding back and forth from concrete wall to concrete wall, searching for a flaw, a chink, some imperfection that would have to be corrected before the outdoor cages, as well as indoor holding pens and tanks, were occupied.
     Clark, a well-built black man of forty-three with a barrel chest and strong muscular arms, stopped in his tracks at one point and said to his co-worker, "The trouble is, we don't even know what we're looking for."
     The cages and tanks had been built to the strictest specifications and could hold everything from bull elephants and rhinos -- both of which the pair had worked with -- to Great White sharks and humpback whales. But they would soon be dealing with unknown quantities, animals that had been widely studied in fossil form but of which a living specimen had never even been seen let alone placed in captivity. They assumed the cages would hold the creatures and enable them to feed them and deal with every emergency, but there was absolutely no way to be certain.
     There were three large, long buildings in the zoo. On either side of each building were several cages of different sizes -- wide bars set into concrete both above and below -- that faced the open air of the walkways between buildings. There were narrow alleys between each cage that led to doors which opened into the inside of the building where food and equipment were stored. Each cage could be accessed from inside or from above, where there were catwalks and trapdoors as well as special equipment and lenses to aid in the materialization of each beast. There were a few extra large cages that were entirely outdoors and not attached to any building for truly gigantic animals.
     Tina was a fleshy, feminine woman in her thirties with large arms and thighs, and a big solid rear end. She wore her blond hair pinned haphazardly above her head, and there was just a touch of make up on her face. "I wish we knew how many animals we'll be working with. I hope we have enough people to deal with all of them."
     Clark and Tina were in charge of about two dozen men and women recruited from some of the finest zoos in the Americas and abroad. The two of them would coordinate the movements of the others, who would feed and care for the time-snatched animals. The cages and tanks were all equipped with temperature controls, and many paleontologists, including Cuvier and Marsh, had been consulted so that the most appropriate environment for a life form could be duplicated.
     They hadn't missed a trick, but of course, there was no guarantee when you were dealing with an extinct -- and highly dangerous -- species. A lion was a lion was a lion. But a tyrannosaurus rex was something else. They couldn't even be sure the dinosaurs would survive captivity. Still it was perhaps the greatest opportunity any naturalist could have ever had to finally answer the many controversial questions about the mysterious beasts of prehistory.
     It was an awesome responsibility, they both knew, running this "zoo." The geniuses inside could bring the monsters here to the 21st century, but it would take Clark and Tina and their crew to keep the monsters alive and the project viable. As far as they were concerned the dinosaurs were all that mattered; Mantell's ingenious machine was only the means of retrieving them. It was a viewpoint that, as Verna Dullo had feared, was shared by many in the complex.
     Clark and Tina left the largest cage -- 500 feet in length and large enough for the biggest dinosaur (or so they hoped) -- and entered the aquarium. The building was as big as two airplane hangers and contained several tanks of varying sizes. The high walls were painted a gray color and there were wide corridors between tanks as well as catwalks upon which the occupants of the tanks could be observed from above. There was not much activity in here today; people were checking and re-checking for the hundredth time, making sure all was in readiness, everyone anticipatory of the magical experience awaiting them in the morning.
     Tina and Clark had worked together in different places for a long time over the years and had become good, close friends. Many assumed Tina was attracted to Clark with his movie star features, but Tina's interests lay elsewhere. Which was okay for Clark because Tina was not at all his type. He had many lady friends and was in no hurry to settle down.
     "Tina!" he said helplessly. "There's nothing more we can do. Let's go have a cup of coffee."
     "I know, Clark, I know. I just want to be certain. I'm so scared. If we screw up ... "
     He put his arm around her shoulder and pulled him toward her. "We won't screw up. We never have before, have we?"
     Tina relaxed against him and allowed herself to get comfortable. "No, but there's always a first time. And this time we're dealing with nothing that we've ever dealt with before."
     "Nor has anybody else," he reminded her.
     That did not make Tina feel better, because it was true -- all too true. 
    ----------
     In the Time Room the main console of the Vermiculater squatted like a benign metallic Buddha. It was humming steadily, warming up for its task the following day. It would need about five hours to warm up, five more to shut down completely. They called it a machine but every scientist and technician who had contributed in some way to its function knew it was something else, something more -- an opening, a portal, a veritable research ship into a Sea of the Unknown. 
     It hummed and hummed like a patient, almost sentient, guardian of the dark.
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