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Chapter 1
 
    
 
   Hannah’s knees ached. She had been on them for too long, staring at the place the timegate had been, the spot where Laina had disappeared into the future. The others were back with Bob, waiting for her and Laina.
 
   Shock gave way to anger at herself—how could she have not guessed that Laina would try something like this? Hannah had been, for lack of anyone better, the leader of the group since it had slipped through time to a world that should have been tens of millions of years dead.
 
   She forced herself to stand, brushed off her knees, put her watch back on her wrist, and turned away from the timegate’s position. An unfamiliar bird cry sounded in the distance. Clouds were gathering for the afternoon rain. 
 
   Ahead of her, there were the others to be told, and there was Bob, weakened from what she guessed were heart problems. They were stuck here another month now, more than twenty million years away from the first cardiologist, and there was little she could do for him. Nor would he be able to walk back in his current condition to the brick cabin they had built near the lake.
 
   She raised her head to an uncaring sky and told it, “I’ve tried my best. I swear I have.” But the sky didn’t care. The world didn’t care. The world was what it was—without opinion or will, populated not by people but by what should be extinct animals, some of them ferociously good hunters, many of them weighing a ton, and all of them not caring if a band of a dozen humans lost outside their time lived or died today.
 
   Hannah shot the uncaring sky a middle finger, not that it cared about that gesture either. She made sure she hadn’t left anything on the ground. Yes—her spear. She plucked it from the grass. Then she turned back, retracing her steps. 
 
   Ten minutes later, as she passed a copse of low-growing trees, just leafing out from the wet-season rains, she heard an animal snarl. Her spear was at the ready before the sound had died. At least there was this positive development: they were all getting to be better hunters, and raising the spear and getting into a defensive stance was as automatic to her as making a left-hand turn in a car used to be.
 
   Among the leaves she saw a flash of brown and then caught sight of the eyes. A small, fanged animal peered down at her, a creodont probably, a meat-eater certainly. Her frustration at Laina, at herself, at their circumstance was transmuted in a flash to anger at the creature.
 
   “Shut up. I’m bigger than you,” she said, moving toward the tree.
 
   It opened its mouth, tasting the air, trying to figure out what she was.
 
   “Your worst nightmare, buddy,” she said. “Prey with a big brain.”
 
   As her steps moved her in a spiral around the tree, the creature edged around. She closed the distance while circling the tree, making it work to keep her in sight. She was a couple of yards away when, as it repositioned itself on the slender branches, its rear paw slipped.
 
   Hannah leapt forward, pulling her spear arm back at the same moment. The animal regained its balance, but she was already there. As it reached up to climb out of her reach, she grabbed a low-hanging branch with her free hand, pulled herself up, planting a boot on the tree trunk, and propelled herself upward, thrusting with the spear. The fire-hardened tip sliced into the nearer leg of the animal, and Hannah used the last of her momentum to jam the spear all the way through. She felt it catch part of the animal beyond the near leg before it stopped against bone.
 
   Letting go of the branch, she kept a tight grip on the spear and let herself drop to the ground, giving her body a twist, wrenching the animal off its perch.
 
   It tumbled down, nearly on top of her, growling.
 
   Hannah’s knees bent, but the weight of the animal was a surprise, and she lost her feet, hitting on her rear with a thump that forced a grunt from her throat. The animal was twisting in midair, trying to get to her. She had it on the spear, meat on a skewer, but the spear wouldn’t hold up to its fight. It thumped to the ground by her knees.
 
   She let her pack slip off one shoulder and switched hands on the spear, wriggling until the other strap slipped down her other arm. With the strap of the pack in her hand, she swung the pack down with all her might onto the creodont’s head, catching it just as it gained its feet. Something inside the pack broke with a snap, but it stunned the animal for long enough. She dropped the pack, took the animal by the bristly hind legs and picked it up, spinning, aiming its midsection for the tree trunk. It hit with a satisfying sound, but not the snap of spine she had hoped for. She continued spinning, backing away from the tree a step, and swung the animal against the tree again. The head hit the tree with a crack. 
 
   The animal sagged, no longer fighting. Hannah dropped it and wrenched the spear out. She plunged it into the animal’s neck—once, twice, a third time.
 
   She was panting when she quit stabbing it. The animal had been dead for a full minute, but she had been letting out her anger with those last few thrusts. Pulling the spear from its neck for the last time, she examined the spear. Didn’t seem to be cracked, despite the abuse she had just given it. Whatever this wood was, they needed to keep using it. 
 
   Using a stone blade, she cut the throat of the animal and dug around in her pack for cordage and then slung her kill over the nearest branch. While the animal bled out, she went through the contents of her pack, trying to figure out what she had broken when she hit the animal, and if it had been something they couldn’t survive without. If that were true, she’d have something else to kick herself about. 
 
   She had lucked out this time. It had been nothing more than the plastic case of her GPS unit. Though she had not been able to bring herself to leave the device in the wilds of the Cenozoic, it was useless in a world without satellites. They’d never been able to figure out any use for the circuit boards inside, or the lithium battery, or the plastic itself. 
 
   And yet, even with the casing now broken, it wasn’t something she could part with. To do so would be saying she was willing to give up all hope of ever making it back to their own time, the time of rocket launches and cell phones. She put it back in her pack, along with everything else, and then untied the rope and eased the animal from the tree. She fed the spear through its leg meat until it was hanging securely from the end, and then hefted the spear and animal over her shoulder. It no doubt looked like those old-time drawings you see of a barefoot boy—Tom Sawyer maybe—running away from home, a stick with a kerchief tied to the end except she had a nasty little predator at the end of her stick, dripping blood.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 2
 
    
 
   Ted was standing lookout. He waved when he saw her. She noted the moment he pulled up short when he saw that she was alone. He turned, took a few steps away from her, and called something to the group behind him, invisible from the dip in terrain where Hannah was walking. Then he sprinted toward her.
 
   “Where’s Laina?” he called, before he reached her.
 
   She shook her head, knowing that wasn’t an answer.
 
   He reached her side and grabbed her arm. “Is she dead?”
 
   “No.” Though she might as well be. How could they possibly find her again in all the infinity of time?
 
   “Is she hurt? Should I go get her?”
 
   “Don’t make me tell it more than once, please. Let’s get back to the others.”
 
   “Let me take your kill. Not much, is it?” he said, taking the spear from her.
 
   “Enough for two people for a day or two.” Her and Bob, in fact. She had made up her mind what would happen next.
 
   “Carnivores taste bitter, I think.”
 
   “They do, compared to the grass eaters. But it’ll keep us alive. How is Bob?”
 
   “He’s weak. Everyone is worried, and everyone is trying not to show it. It’s almost like a superstition. If we pretend he’s not sick, maybe he’ll be less sick.”
 
   “After this second time, I guess we need to stop pretending, eh?” Bob most of all.
 
   Ted let his stride lengthen until he was ahead of her by six feet, and then he turned around to face her, walking backward. “Where’s Laina?”
 
   “Once,” she said. “I can only bear to tell it once.”
 
   “But she’s okay?”
 
   “I think so, yes.”
 
   “You think so?” His face went blank, and then she saw the thought dawn on him. “She didn’t.” He stopped walking.
 
   Hannah sighed and walked past him.
 
   He trotted back to her side. “She did not!”
 
   “Ted. One time. I only want to explain this one time.”
 
   “Fuck a duck,” he breathed.
 
   They crested a rise and there were the others, gathered around Bob, who was lying on the ground, his head pillowed by a basket stuffed with grass.
 
   “But why?” said Ted.
 
   Hannah shook her head and kept walking. She didn’t know why. Laina hadn’t shared her thinking. She’d just...disappeared. Into the future. Alone.
 
   Hannah dropped her pack and joined the group around Bob.
 
   Jodi said, “Where’s Laina?”
 
   “Gone,” said Ted.
 
   Jodi gasped. “Dead?”
 
   “No,” said Ted. “Gone through the gate. I think. Hannah?”
 
   All eyes turned to her. “Yeah. She went through alone. I couldn’t stop her.”
 
   An explosion of voices sounded at once. “Why?” was the first word. But there was also “Where?” and “What was she thinking?” and the sound of denial was in the voices too. She gave them a few minutes to get used to the idea.
 
   Claire said, “Shh, everyone. Hannah, tell us.”
 
   “Not much to tell,” Hannah said. “If I had any idea she was planning it, I’d have grabbed her. But she was close to the gate, as if studying it, so I was hanging back, not worried. You know Laina and the gate.”
 
   “It’s her thing,” Rex said. 
 
   “Yeah. So I thought she was just—you know—examining it from close up for some reason. Then she gave me the time elapsed since it had appeared, tossed my watch back to me, and poof.”
 
   Dixie said, “You should have gone after her.”
 
   Hannah nodded. “Maybe I should have. I had maybe ten seconds to decide. And half of that time, I was staring in shock. Her or you? That’s what it came down to, Dixie. Make sure Laina wasn’t alone, or leave you guys wondering what happened to the two of us? I may have chosen wrong.”
 
   Rex said, “No, you shouldn’t have. I mean, you did right. Dixie, you know they couldn’t have stepped right back through. That’s not how it works.”
 
   The kids were all smart. She could see them thinking it through, each of them wondering, no doubt, what they’d have done in her place.
 
   Zach said, “If you had gone, there’d be two of you lost, not just one.”
 
   Rex said, “Or two dead.”
 
   Jodi made a noise of protest. “Laina’s not dead!”
 
   Ted said, “She’s gone. Far, far away.”
 
   They all fell silent as they thought about that.
 
   Bob said, “We’ll never find her.”
 
   “No, we can,” said Jodi. “We can just....” She frowned in concentration, but no more words came to her.
 
   Ted said, “It’d be hard to survive alone. I mean, there’s no one to watch her back, much less hunt with her.”
 
   “And plenty of dangerous animals to watch out for,” Nari said. “Poor Laina.”
 
   “She’s tough,” said Jodi. “Tougher than me.”
 
   Hannah doubted that, but she kept her opinion to herself. Let them grasp at hope.
 
   “But why?” said Nari again, looking at Hannah.
 
   “Maybe she thought she could discover something? Maybe she plans on coming back here next month?”
 
   “No way,” said Rex. “She couldn’t possibly time it that accurately. To the day? The month?” He snorted.
 
   “Maybe that’s what she’s trying to figure out,” said Ted. “How to time it.”
 
   “So what do we do when the timegate arrives next month?” Dixie asked. “Skip it and see if she shows up?”
 
   Hannah knew they should go. But it might take several days for them to get used to the idea and see it for themselves.
 
   Bob said, “There’s enough time to think about that before it happens. And Rex knows a little about the gate. For now, you guys should get back to the lake.”
 
   “All of us should, you mean,” Claire said.
 
   “I can’t,” Bob said. “I’m sorry to let you down, but I can’t.”
 
   That distracted them from thinking about Laina. They ganged up on Bob. “We’ll carry you.” “You can do it!” and even a plaintive “Please.” 
 
   Bob smiled sadly and shook his head. His hand moved to his chest, and he rubbed it. The furor died down, and he belched. “Sorry ‘bout that.”
 
   “Mr. O’Brien,” Nari said. “You can’t stay here alone.”
 
   Hannah said, “Not alone. I’m staying.”
 
   Claire said, “Me too.”
 
   Before they all said the same thing, Hannah held her hand up. “It’s time for a change. I should have done this a long time ago, but we need to do it now. My last decision made on behalf of everyone is this. You guys go back to the lake. There’s water, there’s food, and there’s defense at the cabin. Bob and I will stay here. I’ll hunt, and I’ll keep a Mylar blanket to collect rain water. We’ll be okay as long as it rains a couple times. In a week, two of you come back for us. Bob will feel better by then. That’s it, and no disagreements. It’s my last order, so humor me, please.”
 
   Jodi said, “Last order? But you’re not going to die.”
 
   “I hope not,” Hannah said. “Nor will Mr. O’Brien.” 
 
   Rex said, “But you said it was your last decision. Like you plan on being dead soon.”
 
   “Not dead,” said Hannah. “I’m abdicating.”
 
   “What?” said Dixie.
 
   “Resigning,” Rex said. “As leader.”
 
   “I know what the word means,” Dixie said. “I just didn’t believe it.”
 
   “Believe it,” said Hannah. “I wanted to do this a long time ago, but I keep forgetting it. You guys—not me and Bob—need to appoint a leader from among yourselves. Someone you respect. Someone you will all follow. One person to make the final decision. He or she can listen to opinions, but you all need to follow whatever the leader says at the end of a debate. No more behavior like Laina’s. You can’t go off on your own. Survival is about sticking together. So figure it out. Pick your leader, go back to the lake, and bring us food in a week. That’s it.”
 
   No matter what they asked her after that, Hannah bit her tongue and shook her head. She was done. She rose and moved to Bob’s side, sitting again right next to him. She took his hand and said, “You okay?”
 
   “Angry at myself. Gosh darn that Laina too.”
 
   “You didn’t choose any of this. Certainly not having heart trouble.” 
 
   He glanced over at the kids. “You think they’re ready?”
 
   She knew he meant to be on their own, to lead themselves. “They have to be. Laina thought she was.”
 
   “You must feel awful about her.”
 
   Hannah nodded. The kids were still looking at her and Bob. She waved them off. “Go decide,” she said.
 
   One by one, they turned away. Ted was the first to move. He walked off several yards and plopped himself down on the ground. Hannah guessed that he’d end up elected leader. He was a little reckless, but whatever they decided, she’d not complain. It really did have to be their decision. She would abide by it, as they had abided by her decisions up until now. Whoever they chose, that person couldn’t do much worse than she had. She’d lost three people. Two to death by animal attack, and now a third to an irresponsible choice.
 
   Bob squeezed her hand. “You did the right thing, not going after Laina.”
 
   “I know that in my head. But it feels so wrong in my heart.”
 
   “She made her choice.”
 
   “I know, I know. But we’ll never see her again. She’s out there, somewhere, alone.”
 
   “Shh,” Bob said. “Try not to think about it.”
 
   “If we ever get back to the 21st century, I’m going to have some terrible conversations with parents. ‘Mr. So-and-so, sorry, but I lost your kid. Let him die. Let her get lost in the vastness of time.’ I can’t wait for those moments.”
 
   “Don’t worry about it. Besides, we’ll probably never get back.”
 
   She had to smile. “Thanks. That cheered me up.”
 
   “I don’t think I’ll make it back, under any circumstances.”
 
   She turned her full attention to him. “I’m sorry. Is it that bad?”
 
   His mouth twitched, and she knew he hated admitting it. “Pretty bad. A bit of pain. Mostly I’m incredibly weak. It’s hard to sit up. Which is why I’m down here, an invalid.”
 
   “I wish I could do something for you.” Other than giving him willow bark tea, hoping it thinned blood like aspirin, she had come up with no better idea for what she was guessing was a heart problem. She knew the digitalis plant back in her own time, but there wasn’t any nearby, and if there were, she had no idea how to administer it or if it was even the right herb to give for Bob’s situation. Maybe it wasn’t native to the Americas but to Europe. Maybe it only evolved a few million years before the modern era, which meant it wasn’t here to be found. “You need to rest.”
 
   “I am resting.”
 
   “The hike here was hard on you.”
 
   “What other choice did we have? If only the timegate had opened up next to a lake, not three days’ walk away from one.”
 
   “If only we hadn’t followed M.J. in the first place.”
 
   “Or gone on this fossil field trip,” said Bob.
 
   “Or taken this job this summer,” she said.
 
   “We should have both taken up a life of crime when we were eighteen,” Bob said, “and then we’d both be in a nice comfy prison today.”
 
   “And you’d have decent medical care there.”
 
   “And a scary roommate with tattoos who would have knifed me in my sleep back in 1992.”
 
   “And I’d be the unwilling wife of a biker gal named Marge. Still, all things considered,” she said, “I might vote for Marge and prison. At least I’d have a roof.” She was not looking forward to spending a week here camped out on the grass, exposed to animals and elements.
 
   The kids were in deep conversation. Bob watched them.
 
   “I guess I should build a fire before the rain comes and cook up this meat,” she said.
 
   “Sorry I can’t help you.”
 
   “It’s no problem. Not like it’s hard work. You okay here for a minute alone?”
 
   “I’m not alone.” He pointed to the others.
 
   Hannah rose, brushed herself off, and walked away to look for fuel for the fire. Twigs, dried dung, a tuft of matted grass that hadn’t greened up yet. Anything would do to get it started, though she’d have to move farther out to gather bigger wood to keep it going. Maybe she should ask the kids to do that before they left, gather wood enough for a day. She’d leave Bob’s side as infrequently as she could manage. They could live on light rations for a week. As long as it continued to rain and provide water, as long as no big predator happened across them, they’d survive.
 
   And if it didn’t continue to rain?
 
   She pushed the question from her mind. Leaving Bob here alone for more than a few hours was unthinkable. The others needed the food and water that the lake guaranteed, and the protection of the cabin for the next month. Whatever happened to her on this grassy hill would happen. Weather was out of her control. She would control what she could and hope for the best.
 
   She’d wandered a hundred yards from Bob by this point and turned back with her scant armload of dried dung and sticks the wind had carried here. As she did, the kids started standing up from their circle. They’d decided quickly.
 
   They formed a line, confusing her. It ended a dozen yards from Bob and, as if a turnstile was set up there, the first of them stepped forward. One by one, they were coming forward and whispering to him. It was, she realized, a form of secret ballot.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 3
 
    
 
   Hannah cleared grass for a fire ring. She had abdicated, so she made herself hang back and remain an observer. One by one, the kids bent to Bob and whispered to him. When they had all voted, Bob waved everyone closer.
 
   Hannah did too. She wanted to hear the outcome. 
 
   Bob said, “I’m glad to say, it wasn’t even close. That’s a good sign. It means you all trust the new leader. Claire?”
 
   “Me?” she said, clearly surprised.
 
   “Yes, you. Come over here, would you?” When Claire had moved to his side, he said to the others, “You’ve made your decision, and I want you to remember it was your decision. Claire has final say. Don’t fight her on that. I know she’ll listen to everyone’s ideas, but when she gives an order, you do whatever she says, and quickly. Right? No whining. No backstabbing.”
 
   “No revolutions,” said Ted.
 
   “Indeed not,” Bob said. 
 
   “What if I suck at it?” Claire said. “I mean, thank you all. I should have said that first. But what if I’m no good?”
 
   Bob said, “Why don’t you all give it a month? Or a month and a couple days beyond that. After the next trip through the timegate, if you all want a new leader, you can vote again. If Claire has had it with all of you and wants to quit, she can at that point. But give it until then. Does that sound good? Everybody?”
 
   Most of them nodded.
 
   “Great,” Bob said. “It’s time for you to get back to the cabin.”
 
   Hannah cleared her throat. “One thing before you go. If you could take a half-hour to go out and get wood first so I don’t have to leave Bob today, I’d appreciate it.”
 
   Ted said, “I know where there’s a patch of trees. Who has a hand axe?”
 
   Claire glanced Hannah’s way before saying, “Remember, we need to stay in pairs. I don’t want anyone going out alone, ever. That’s a rule we stick with. Pick a partner.”
 
   Hannah felt a lurch when she realized that Laina’s disappearing act meant that there were only seven kids left. Seven kids, one sick adult, and her. It felt like too few. They had been twelve at the beginning. She felt a stab of pity for Claire. If the girl was in charge when someone else died, she’d feel the burden that Hannah had been feeling—that she still felt.
 
   Ted partnered with Dixie. He seemed to get along with her better than most. Rex was with Nari. Jodi and Zach, a romantic pairing now, were nearly inseparable. Ted said, “Claire, come with us.”
 
   Claire shook her head. “I want to talk to Hannah and Mr. O’Brien while you six are collecting wood. See you soon.”
 
   Hannah thought that she had started off strongly when she plainly stated her intention rather than ask for permission. They had chosen their leader well. As Hannah watched Jodi and Zach move off with linked hands, she also thought about how Claire’s being gay might have influenced their choice. Without the possibility of romantic entanglement, she would stay neutral in a way the others might not. Not that any other romantic pairings seemed to be in the works. But they were three months, at minimum, away from home. A lot could happen in three months.
 
   Claire waved her over.
 
   Hannah said, “Congratulations.”
 
   “Thanks, but I’m not sure it’s a good thing. I mean, I’ll do the best I can, but it might be hard. Tell me anything you can think of. Any advice.”
 
   Bob said, “Be yourself. They already respect you, or they wouldn’t have chosen you.”
 
   “What if I don’t know what to do?” Claire said.
 
   “You know by now who is good at what,” Bob said. “Rex is your engineer. Ted has great physical ability. Jodi is becoming a heck of a good defender.”
 
   “What about Zach and Jodi?” Claire was watching Hannah, not Bob.
 
   “What about them?” Hannah said.
 
   “I feel funny like—I don’t know. Keeping watch over them. Telling them not to have sex. You can get away with that. You’re an adult.”
 
   “Then don’t say anything,” Hannah suggested. “Look, you all know what to do in that regard. Nothing I told them to do was likely to change what they did. I just reminded you all of the risk of pregnancy in a world without hospitals.”
 
   “I hope we’re back long before nine months is out,” Claire said.
 
   “We may not get back at all,” Bob said. “You might not announce that, but I think as our new leader you need to be thinking about it.”
 
   “We won’t? Why?”
 
   “Laina was the one who understood the timegate,” he said gently. “Now we’re going to be jumping without any sense of how many years we’re traveling. We might not be able to get anywhere close to home. I think with Laina we had a chance at it. Or at least of hitting a time when humans inhabited North America. Now, though?” He shook his head.
 
   “Oh.” Claire’s face fell. Within seconds, Hannah could see her push her emotional reaction aside and begin thinking about it. “I guess I need to keep us focused on the here and now anyways.”
 
   Bob said, “Yes. But survival is only going to take a few hours each day. What else are you going to spend your time at?”
 
   “Well, experimenting, I guess. Smoking meat, getting that perfected so that a big hunt can feed us for a couple weeks. Finding an easy way to process the cashews. Improving at weaving. And at making stone knives. Exploring the environment and figuring out what the materials around us can be used for. Maybe I’ll set up a sort of competition, see who can come up with the best craft innovation.” 
 
   “Sounds good,” Bob said.
 
   Claire was still thinking. Finally, she nodded. “Okay. Maybe I can do this.”
 
   Hannah said, “You’ll do great.”
 
   Bob said. “You will.”
 
   “What about Dixie?” she said.
 
   Bob said. “What about her?”
 
   “What if she refuses to do something?”
 
   Bob said, “Do you think she will?”
 
   “I think that you two were a kind of subtle force on her, keeping her in line. Without you there, I’m a little worried she’ll just—I don’t know. Go on strike or something. Lie back and file her nails all day.”
 
   “Peer pressure will probably keep her in line,” Bob said.
 
   “Can I make a rule? Like, if she doesn’t work, she doesn’t eat?” Claire looked from one adult to the other.
 
   Hannah said, “You’re in charge. You can do whatever you want. Though I can tell you from personal experience that hitting someone isn’t worth it. The guilt alone will screw you up.”
 
   “No one hates you for that,” Claire said. “Except Dixie, maybe.”
 
   “It was wrong of me,” Hannah said. “I gave in to a base instinct. That’s not great leadership. A good leader can control herself. Even if everyone else is freaking out. Even if someone just died. Everyone else will need you more at such a time.”
 
   Claire said, “I’ll remember that.”
 
   Hannah let Bob handle the rest of Claire’s questions. She thought the girl would do well. She was certainly taking the responsibility seriously.
 
   She handed Claire the first aid kit. It was nearly empty of supplies from the technological age, but now there were mosses and willow bark and a tin of pinesap in there. “You’ll need this more than us. Except I’ll keep the willow bark for Bob.”
 
   “I think I’ll assign the first aid job to Nari until you’re back.” Claire’s eyebrows were up, looking for Hannah’s opinion.
 
   She said, “Whatever you think is best.” She didn’t even allow herself to privately theorize who might be best at it. It was a relief to be handing over the decisions to the girl. 
 
   No, to the young woman. She had to quit thinking of them as kids. They weren’t that. They had grown up quickly out here.
 
   Starting a half-hour later, the others drifted back in pairs, carrying wood. By the time they had all returned, there was a tidy stack of firewood, enough to last a day, certainly. With Hannah and Bob alone out here, she wanted to keep a fire going most of the time. It’d keep animals away, and a flaming branch would provide some defense against any predator willing to brave the fire. To animals of this time, all fire was wildfire and therefore dangerous.
 
   As she watched the others walk away, headed back to the lake, she felt for the first time since they’d come more worried for herself than for them. They were seven together, and they’d have walls to sleep behind. She and Bob, though, were two alone. They’d be the only two humans in a vast world of grass, where predators roamed either alone or in packs, and even the giant grass eaters that weighed over a ton might trample them to death without breaking stride.
 
   As Bob fell into an exhausted sleep, she thought it was not really two of them alone. Their survival was entirely on her, as Bob was as vulnerable right now as a newborn baby.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 4
 
    
 
   “You’re sure you’ll be all right?” she asked Bob. It was a damp morning, two days later, and the firewood was gone. They needed more. They still had the bones of the animal she killed to make broth, but she also wanted to find more to eat than that.
 
   “Yeah, I’ll lie here and dry in the sun.”
 
   “At least we have water.” It had rained overnight and she had been able to collect enough water to get them through a full day.
 
   “Go on. Don’t worry about me.”
 
   She smiled at him, knowing full well she’d worry. But she had to leave him. 
 
   To begin with, she hunted for game. She found it, mid-morning, near a patch of brush. Heavy birds that favored the ground, like partridge or quail or small turkeys, were congregated there. After spotting them from a rise quite a distance away, she took her time sneaking up on them, crawling through the grass only when the breeze stirred it, hoping to disguise her movements. When the wind died down, she plucked handfuls of grass and stuck that in her hair as camouflage. It took her over an hour to crawl close, but she was finally within rock-throwing range.
 
   Forcing herself to stay patient, she waited for her chance. She wanted one bird to be near her and for the rest to be turned away. That way, if she missed, they might settle back down after a brief fright. 
 
   Finally, the right moment came, and she lifted to her knees and flung a rock. Rock-throwing was a skill she’d improved at mightily since becoming lost in time. Rock throws were sometimes enough to drive off a predator. And today, one throw provided her dinner. The rock flew true and hit the bird right in the head. 
 
   Whoo! Great shot! She kept her cheering for herself entirely internal.
 
   The flock took off as she stood and made for the downed bird. It might only be stunned, and she needed to get to it before it recovered its wits, so she took the bird in hand over the rest around the bush. She grabbed it, twisted its neck, and felt the satisfying crack of the vertebrae separating.
 
   Without water, plucking it would be impossible. She’d burn off the feathers. She had seen a stand of stubby trees in the distance about two hill crests ago. She detoured for it, collected wood until she was loaded down, pack and arms, and then retraced her steps—her path through the grass was still clear—and made it back to Bob in mid-afternoon.
 
   He was still there, unharmed, and she breathed a sigh of relief. 
 
   “I got us dinner and wood.”
 
   “Thank you. I’m starving.”
 
   “Me too. Let me figure out how to cook this sucker.”
 
   Burning feathers smelled awful, but it got the job done. She rubbed the charred skin with handfuls of grass to get the last charcoaled bits of feathers off, gutted the bird, and then stuck the heart and liver inside the cleaned bird. She pulled out the dental picks from her fossil-gathering supplies and used them to close the body cavity. Then she shoved a couple of forked sticks into the ground and spitted it with a third stick. She balanced the spit over the fire, adjusting the fuel level until she thought it would cook without burning.
 
   When she was satisfied with the arrangement, she sat by Bob. “How you feeling?”
 
   “Weak.”
 
   “In pain?”
 
   “Not much. Not if I just lie here. I got up while you were gone to relieve myself, and by the time I got back, it felt like I’d run a mile.”
 
   “Wait until I’m here next time.”
 
   “When a man has to go,” he said. “Tell me more about your family to distract me from self-pity. You mentioned once about your father not being around.”
 
   “Yeah.” She didn’t really want to talk about her past, which she had worked hard to forget, but she had a difficult time refusing him. There was so little she could do for him to ease pain or worry, and distraction was one of the few gifts she had to offer him. 
 
   “So why’d he leave? Do you have any hint it was going to happen?”
 
   Reluctantly, she answered with the truth. “I know exactly why he left. And I knew then too.”
 
   “Ah.”
 
   “It was because of my sister. Or my mother, really, in relation to my sister.”
 
   “Go on.”
 
   She pushed back a sigh. “My sister is mentally retarded.”
 
   His wince didn’t surprise her. “We say developmentally disabled now.”
 
   “No, you say developmentally disabled. I quit saying it when I was twelve. For one thing, all the kids in the neighborhood and at school called her retarded. And for another, my mother went through this phase. May still be in that phase, in fact. She started hanging out with this group who convinced her that my sister—and all people like her—could be cured, with only the right approach. So my mother started demanding I call her ‘developmentally pre-abled’ as if with the right dose of fish oil and vision tricks, my sister would suddenly wake up one morning and get an academic scholarship to Harvard. I balked at joining her in her delusion, and from then on I reverted to saying ‘retarded.’”
 
   “You wanted to punish your mother.”
 
   “Probably. And I wanted her to quit having dreams of outcomes that were impossible. To see our lives for what they were.”
 
   “That must be hard for a parent. I can’t imagine.”
 
   “It’s hard for everyone in the vicinity.”
 
   “But I’m sure your sister was a source of great delight.”
 
   “You’ve been watching those goofy Hollywood movies about retarded people. Like that’s how it really is. Trust me. It isn’t.” She could feel herself getting angry and told herself to back off. It wasn’t his fault he had fallen for the myth. But she wanted, for some reason, to try to get Bob to understand. She never talked about this any more, because she knew the story that people wanted to hear, but she carried the reality with her, would always carry it. What better chance would she have for making someone see past their prejudices than this? She didn’t live in the complex human world where people’s movie-created expectations and memorized smarmy sound bites about the topic were against her. There wasn’t a whole culture repeating greeting-card platitudes all the time. At worst, if she were frank here, she wouldn’t get a whole group of people despising her over failing to play her movie role. She’d lose the respect of only one man. So...screw it. Tell the truth for once.
 
   “When there’s a retarded kid in the family, of necessity, she or he gets the lion’s share of attention. I understand why now, but when you’re six or eight, you don’t understand why. You only know that you aren’t getting your share. Nowhere near it. And my mother was so over-the-top about my sister, unbalanced, really, my father left. He wasn’t getting his share of attention either, I’m sure, and her weirdness about my sister was hard to take. I never hated him for leaving. I never failed to understand it. Even as a little kid, I got it, I really did. I’d have driven off too if I could have. No matter what the movies tell you, a retarded sister is a burden, not a gift. I had to take her places I didn’t want to, and it screwed up my social life. Particularly as I entered junior high. That was the worst. The girls like Dixie were the worst of the worst.”
 
   “I’m sure any adults around—”
 
   She cut him off. “Adults aren’t always around to correct language or behavior. I was in a terrible position. I wanted to protect my sister from teasing. I knew her condition wasn’t her fault. But at the same time I also wanted to be normal, and be accepted, and have friends. She didn’t always know she was being bullied. I knew we both were. The more I was told to drag her along, the more socially isolated I was. Only a few kids were outright cruel, but they almost all avoided us. The ones who were attracted to it at first learned quickly enough that it wasn’t like a TV show, and even their fake niceness wore away and eventually they avoided me too. And I don’t blame them, either. She was loud. And clumsy. And said strange things. And her laugh was obnoxious. She had a temper you couldn’t predict. And so on.”
 
   “Didn’t you have anyone to help you? A grandparent? Teachers?”
 
   “No. And too many adults were stuck in this ‘isn’t she special and aren’t you blessed’ mindset. It was against the rules for me to say how I really felt. It still is. I can tell you don’t really want to hear it either. I was alone in the whole world as a child and nobody wanted to hear how I felt about it. I did not feel she was a blessing. I felt she was a curse. On me, my mother, and my father. She was a burden on the world, someone who could never give anything of note to anyone. Sure, she could be sweet sometimes when I was in elementary school, but mostly she wasn’t. She was spoiled and clueless and less pleasant to be around with every passing year. More demanding, and eventually she often hit me hard enough to leave bruises. But my mother wouldn’t let me so much as pin her hands to stop her. She didn’t understand ‘no,’ and my mother never reinforced it anyway. She thought saying ‘no’ would stifle her recovery from her condition.” She had been looking off into the distance and now glanced at him again to see how he was taking it. “And you don’t want to hear that any more than they did, do you? You all want the Hollywood movie. Not the truth. And so I felt guilty as a kid too, terribly guilty, because I couldn’t give adults the...the familiar narrative they wanted. I had a miserable adolescence until I grew old enough to refuse my mother’s orders and left the house alone, rather than with her in tow. Excuse me.” She went to turn the bird, and she took her time at it, making herself calm down. Anxiety was a drug racing through her bloodstream.
 
   When she returned to Bob’s side, calmer, he was looking contemplative. She sat quietly and let him digest her story further.
 
   “How’s your sister now? Your mother?”
 
   “I’m not sure. I send them a Christmas card and gift every year, but I don’t get mail in return.” She didn’t explain she sent the gift via an intermediary eight hundred miles away from her, and that her mother had no idea where she was, not even the state. She didn’t mention she had legally changed her last name at age 23 to be harder to find. She lived in terror of her mother finding her and demanding she return and take care of the both of them. “I already did my bit,” she had told a therapist in her senior year of college. The therapist said, “Yes, you have,” and the gentle sympathy of it had made her cry for three solid hours. The therapist had let her stay in her office to do it while she saw her other clients, checking in on her every hour to make sure she was okay. The same therapist gave her permission to move on in her life, to decide what she was willing to do and do no more than that, be guilted into no more than what she truly, in her heart of hearts, wanted to do for her relatives.
 
   Bob cleared his throat. “So you never really had a parent.”
 
   “I was clean and clothed and fed. So I know I was better off than some who don’t even have that. But no, I didn’t, not in any emotional sense.” The therapist in college had been the closest thing to a parent—to an ideal, loving parent—that she’d ever had. She wrote the therapist a note once every few years to let her know she was still well and still grateful. She used her real address on that.
 
   “Such a sad story.”
 
   “There are sadder, I know. And the older I am, the more sympathy I have for my mother. I suppose you could even say I’ve forgiven her. But that does not mean I want to engage with her, not ever again.”
 
   “So who is missing you back home?”
 
   “No one yet. I have two close friends. Coworkers. A hiking group. But is it September yet? Or will it be? What if we manage to get back and it’s six years before we left? They won’t have a chance to miss me. It’s not like the situation between you and your family anyway. Friends would recover from my disappearing without a word. Your wife and sons would mourn forever.”
 
   They sat in silence for a time, until she remembered she had a bird to cook. She tested its doneness by wiggling a leg. It still needed more time, and the skin was golden brown. She spread the coals thinner to lower the temperature. It looked pitifully small now, without feathers, shrunk from the cooking. But it’d keep them alive for another day.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 5
 
    
 
   As they waited for the bird to finish cooking, she asked him about his family while growing up to distract him from her own story. “I grew up in eastern Washington State,” he said. “In a town, not on a ranch. But my grandparents on one side owned a grass farm.”
 
   “That sounds like the setup to a bad joke,” she teased him. 
 
   He smiled. “For the seed. Grass seed has to come from somewhere, right? Before it comes in plastic sacks at Walmart.” He swept his arm around in a semi-circle. “The whole world is a grass farm now.”
 
   “I wonder if there’s Kentucky blue grass right now in what would be Kentucky.”
 
   “Sorry, but that species is European,” he said.
 
   “Bust my favorite myths, why don’t you,” she said. “So big family, small?”
 
   She listened to him talk about his childhood for another twenty minutes. When his voice grew weary, she checked the bird again. It was done. She scanned for predators, but the smell of the cooking meat hadn’t drawn any. The thing was, she had realized one day a few weeks back, the predators didn’t understand  the smell of cooked meat at all. Blood, yeah. She had been at more risk while carrying the creodont she’d killed a few days back. Until humans had come along, invented fire and taught animals what cooked meat smelled like, it would have been a mystery smell to them, or a smell of danger, for millions upon millions of years.
 
   She draped the bird, skewer and all, over a log to cool and then worked at the fire, banking the coals to try and make what fuel they had last longer.
 
   By the time the bird was cool enough to touch, Bob had drifted into sleep. She debated herself over waking him but decided he’d do well to have a warm meal, so she shook his shoulder gently. 
 
   “Sorry,” he said. “I didn’t mean to drop off.”
 
   “You need the rest. I hated to wake you, but dinner is ready.”
 
   “Thanks. I guess it’s not enough for two meals?”
 
   “We should eat all the meat now,” she said. The safest place for food was in their bellies anyway. There, it was safe from decay and insects. And from predators.
 
   “Not many clouds yet today.”
 
   “They’ll build, I’m sure.”
 
   They ate together in silence for a time. “I still miss salt,” Bob said.
 
   She had finally grown used to not having any. “Better for our hearts without, I suppose.”
 
   “But I bet if we found a salt supply, you’d use it again.”
 
   “Absolutely I would.”
 
   “Hmm. Here, you can have the leg bone from this side.”
 
   “I’ll crack it open for you.”
 
   “Nah, that’s okay. You can have the marrow if you’re willing to work for it.”
 
   “Your appetite okay?”
 
   “It is. I’m just tired.”
 
   “Finish your half, and sleep then.”
 
   He did finish, in silence. “Thanks for cooking. And hunting,” he said, sleepily, as he lay down and closed his eyes.
 
   She plucked the two uprights from either side of the fire and used them and the Mylar blanket to create a sunshade over Bob’s head. She stuck the bird bones in a plastic bag. Tomorrow, if she couldn’t find food, she’d make broth of them, using the technique of dropping heated rocks into a bowl of water, and give it all to Bob. If her hunt was less successful tomorrow, she could live a day without food, easily. But she didn’t want to stress his body any more than she had to.
 
   For three more days they lived like that. No predator found them, and no easy food, like a grazing herd of oreodonts, came near. She fed them next off an abandoned kill she came across two mornings after they’d eaten the bird, chasing off other scavengers from a pile of bones. She left the big leg bones—too big to put in any bowl she had with her—and took smaller bones, scarred with the predator’s tooth marks, and with meat left on them, back to Bob. 
 
   Water became a problem. It rained, but not as much as she wished. They each had what amounted to a glass of water per day, plus the soup she had made of the bones and some wild garlic she found. By the end of the third day, they were both uncomfortably thirsty. 
 
   “Maybe it’ll rain tonight,” he said as he settled down for the night. She had taken to napping herself in the day and staying up after nightfall as long as she could manage, feeding the fire with the remaining fuel right before she fell asleep. But from near midnight to dawn, they kept no watch. She would have wished for a third person to share watches, but she was glad one of the others wasn’t also out here, suffering from too little water, short rations, and having no protection from the rain when it did come.
 
   It was in those hours alone in the dark, sitting, keeping watch, that she had her darkest thoughts. Memories from childhood. The worst memory from childhood, right after her father left. Her mother screamed at her one day when her sister had gotten into the refrigerator and pulled out food and had strewn it all over, leaving a floor smeared with jam and cabinets squirted with ketchup.
 
   “It’s your fault!” her mother had said.
 
   Hannah had denied it, even while she helped put the unbroken jars back in their places. 
 
   “That your sister isn’t right! You did that to her. You pushed her off a chair once when you were four. It’s your fault she’s not right in the head!”
 
   Hannah, at that age, had known no better, and she had lived with the guilt. A few years later, she had begun to doubt the accusation. As a preteen, she had found out what her sister’s condition was called and looked it up at the library on the then-new internet. It was 100% a genetic problem. Four-year-old Hannah could not have possibly done a thing to her sister to make her what she was. Even knowing the truth, a vague sense of guilt hung on for years more.
 
   When she had asked the therapist why her mother would have told her such a lie, the therapist said, probably because she blamed herself and was looking for a way to offload some guilt. When babies aren’t born right, the mother often blames herself. And when Hannah had said it was unforgivable of her mother to say what she had, a cruelty no one should aim at a little girl, the therapist had not disagreed.
 
   Old news. Old pain. That was supplanted by the memory of Garreth’s death. The horror and helplessness she had felt when Laina stepped alone through the timegate. Sleep was a release from the bad memories, and daylight was a charm against the thoughts—or at least against them churning around and around as they did in the night when she stood watch alone. 
 
   The next morning, she woke before Bob and gathered what dew she was able with her shirt before the sun had a chance to dry it. It didn’t amount to much, not even a half-bottle, but it would keep Bob alive another day. She’d tell him she’d drunk her fill before he was awake. She sucked the remaining moisture from her shirt before putting it back on, so as not to make that a total lie.
 
   Once he was awake and alert, she left on another hunting trip. She wished she could find some ripe berries. They’d serve as both food and water.
 
   But she had no luck. No game, nothing to scavenge, no fruit bushes that hadn’t been entirely stripped of fruit. She stayed out until noon, but she didn’t want to leave Bob alone much longer than that. He usually slept for an hour or two in the afternoon, and she didn’t want him alone then. So, reluctantly, she turned back to their campsite with nothing more than firewood.
 
   When she drew within sight of it, she started when she saw something moving there. For a split second, she thought it was a tall animal, and fear for Bob closed her throat, but then the shape resolved into human figures. Two people. They’d come back a couple days early.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 6
 
    
 
   Ted and Rex had both come. Ted ran the last quarter-mile to meet her. “We made it in less than two days. So there’s food and water, still, to share.”
 
   “It’s nice to see you,” she said. And it was. “Is everyone okay?”
 
   “Yup. Claire has us all at work. And wait until you see what Rex invented.”
 
   “Can’t wait.” She found herself smiling easily for the first time in days. It was a relief to know everyone was okay. And it was a further relief to share the burden of worrying about Bob. Which was a little nuts, wasn’t it? It was not as if her worrying kept him alive. Still, she could feel a burden lift off her.
 
   Rex and Bob were kneeling together, bent over something. 
 
   “C’mon and see,” Ted said, jogging ahead.
 
   Hannah hurried after him, wanting to see what was up. 
 
   “So anyway, that’s how I did it,” Rex said.
 
   “Pretty darned cool,” Bob said. He glanced her way. “Hey, look at this thing.”
 
   The thing was a travois of sorts, but it was wheeled. Two wooden wheels, and an axle, and a wood frame lashed together with cordage. A cart. A wheelbarrow?
 
   “We’ve been calling it the Bob-sled, as a joke. My first design had your head down,” Rex said, “but Jodi pointed out that you’d have a headache in no time.”
 
   “Not to mention running over rocks might hurt a person,” said Bob, touching the crown of his head.
 
   “So I had to change it around a bit because of balance.”
 
   Ted said, “Zach was the guinea pig.”
 
   “Everybody helped,” said Rex. “Especially with grinding down the wheels to make them round.”
 
   “And it’s easy enough to lift for two people,” Ted said. “And strong enough to hold me, though it’s designed for a shorter person.”
 
   Rex said, “So we can get you back. Maybe three days’ travel, depending on how far you can walk.”
 
   “Three days if nothing goes wrong,” Ted said.
 
   “Though we might have to stop for a half-day to hunt,” Rex said.
 
   Hannah had forgotten the energy the kids—no, the young people—had. Their enthusiasm was a treat. “So you’re going to wheel Bob back, that’s the plan?”
 
   “Yeah. It works really well, even through long grass.”
 
   “Good job, Rex.” She thought it would be a terribly bumpy ride for Bob, and maybe three days’ journey was a little optimistic, but she said nothing that would dim their enthusiasm.
 
   “Anyway, we should go,” Ted said.
 
   “Aren’t you tired?”
 
   “We’re fine,” he said. “Bob’s packed. How ‘bout you?”
 
   “I need to pack what’s at the campfire. The empty bowl. Some rope.”
 
   She organized her gear while they loaded Bob into the wheeled travois and tested it.
 
   “I feel like luggage being wheeled through an airport,” he said good-naturedly. 
 
   Hannah was surprised he was taking this okay. He hadn’t wanted to be treated like an invalid when his chest pains had begun a few weeks ago. But maybe with the second incident—heart attack or angina or whatever it was—and maybe with several more days to get used to the idea, he was coming to terms with it. Whatever the reason, he wasn’t giving the others any trouble about their plan.
 
   And so they took off across the hills, all of them walking at first, until Bob said it was time to try his cool new ride. They kept up a steady pace as clouds darkened overhead. They went on without stopping until the rains started. “Let’s collect water while we have a chance,” Hannah said, as the rain grew heavier.
 
   “This thing is slipping on the wet grass too,” Ted said, struggling to keep the travois from tipping over.
 
   “That decides it,” Bob said, as Ted’s efforts failed and he was tipped onto the grass, unhurt. “Let’s get to collecting water.”
 
   The young men had brought back the second Mylar blanket and a large bowl, and these were all set out for the collecting of rainwater.
 
   The sky drew darker, and thunder began its slow crescendo. 
 
   Bob said, “Everybody, stay low. Don’t want to get hit by lightning.”
 
   They were near the bottom of a hill, which was safer than the crest. It also made it easier to collect water, once the Mylar was laid out correctly, with one spot on the low side punched down into a spout so that the water ran out in a stream. She filled bottle after bottle.
 
   The rain came down even heavier, and they were all drenched within moments.
 
   “Getting my clothes washed,” yelled Ted. They had to yell to be heard over the sound of the rain. 
 
   A loud thunderclap made her start.
 
   “It’s coming closer,” Bob said. “Everybody, stay crouched, on your feet. Both feet touching.”
 
   “Why?” said Rex.
 
   “Best position to avoid a lightning strike. And we should spread out a bit, so if one of us gets hit, the current doesn’t jump to the next person.”
 
   The wind picked up, and the rain continued to pour. Her hair was plastered to her face, her shirt to her back, and there was a stream of water running down into the back of her jeans. As the others spread out from each other, it became hard to see them through the driving rain. Hannah felt alone in a world of wind and rain and noise. A gust of wind tried to steal one of the water bottles she hadn’t yet filled, and she had to lunge for it to keep it from being carried off forever. Then the Mylar blanket threatened to blow away. She wadded it up and pulled it closer to her body.
 
   The rain let up. A flash of lightning temporarily burned out her vision. Two seconds later, thunder boomed. Getting closer. And then hail began to fall. Big hail, golf-ball-sized, at least.
 
   Every few seconds a hailstone hit her on the head, and it hurt. She couldn’t protect her head with her hands without letting go of the Mylar blanket and empty water bottle. The full bottles were rolling around in the wind, but they weren’t being carried far. Not farther than she’d be able to find them, at least.
 
   “Ow!” she said as a particularly large hailstone clunked off the crown of her head. She shoved the neck of the empty water bottle between her teeth and wrestled the Mylar blanket over her head. That made the rain noisier, but at least the next hailstone didn’t hurt.
 
   She stayed like that, hunkered down, holding tight to the blanket in the gusting wind, and closing her eyes with each lightning strike. The delay between lightning and thunder shortened with each strike.
 
   If she were hit by lightning, she hoped she was killed quickly. Outright. Being disabled by a lightning strike and becoming a burden on everyone else would be unbearable. Her thoughts spun to Bob. She hoped his heart was holding up to the strain. Her own heart was thumping fast from fear.
 
   She felt the hairs on her arms stand up. A metallic odor filled the air. Through ringing ears she heard Bob yell, “Cover your ears!” She smashed her fists, Mylar blanket and all, against her ears.
 
   And then the world turned white, the white of a nuclear bomb detonating. Her eyes had shut instantly of their own accord, but the bright light still burned through her eyelids. It dawned on her that she was about to die, and strangely, no fear came with the thought. Her only feeling was a sort of mild wonder. Death—how interesting.
 
   Before the light faded, the thunderclap burst, and it hurt. She’d never heard a sound so sharp and loud that it hurt her. Even through her fists, her ears felt it. And her jaw and her face—her sinuses, she supposed, had been compressed by the blast.
 
   The light faded and she opened her eyes, but her retinas must have still been in shock, because she couldn’t see anything more than a gray haze. She wondered, ludicrously, if she was still alive. “Testing,” she said aloud. If she could speak, surely she was alive, right?
 
   Vision returned, pixilated at first, but clearing with every heartbeat. “Is everyone okay?” she yelled.
 
   No answer.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 7
 
    
 
   Hannah was torn. Another close lightning strike wasn’t impossible, and the last thing she wanted to do was stand up and be the tallest thing around. But she had to know if the others were fine.
 
   “Hannah?” Ted’s voice. “You okay?”
 
   “I think. You?”
 
   “I’m—I don’t know.” He laughed nervously. “I think so. Mr. O’Brien?”
 
   Hannah heard the faint reply. “Present and accounted for.”
 
   Ted said, “Rex?”
 
   No reply.
 
   Hannah yelled, “Rex?” She turned around, unsure what direction he had gone in.
 
   Still no answer.
 
   “Don’t stand up!” Bob said.
 
   The rain stopped as if a faucet had been shut off. Hannah twisted all around and saw Rex, fifteen yards away, lying on his side on the ground, in the fetal position. “Rex!” she screamed, and she rose only inches and hurried, still hunkered down, to his side.
 
   She turned him gently to his back, and when he moaned, she felt a wash of relief. One hand was clasped to his head.
 
   “Were you hit?” she said.
 
   His eyes were closed.
 
   She gave his shoulder a shake. “Rex!”
 
   His eyes opened. “Hannah?”
 
   “Thank God,” she said. “Are you all right?”
 
   “What?”
 
   “I asked if you were okay.”
 
   He shook his head. “Don’t do that.”
 
   “Do what?” she said.
 
   “What?” he said.
 
   “Rex.” She was starting to worry he’d been hit and his brain was damaged. “Are. You. Okay?”
 
   He shook his head. “I can’t hear you.”
 
   “Your hand is still over one ear.” She reached out and tugged his arm down. “Better?”
 
   “It hurts.”
 
   “What hurts?”
 
   He didn’t answer.
 
   “Rex!”
 
   Ted showed up at her side. Standing.
 
   “Get down,” she said. 
 
   Ted squatted on the other side of Rex. “You okay, bro?”
 
   “I can’t hear you,” Rex said, looking from one to the other. “Either of you.”
 
   Hannah said, “Were you hurt?”
 
   He shook his head.
 
   “So you heard me that time?”
 
   “I can’t hear you.” Panic had crept into his voice.
 
   She patted his arm. “You’ll be okay.” Hannah forced a smile. She made an okay sign with her fingers.
 
   “I’m not okay. I can’t hear!” He sat bolt upright. “Ted, say something to me.”
 
   “The thunder was loud. Were your ears covered?”
 
   Rex shook his head. “Louder.”
 
   “Were. Your. Ears. Covered.”
 
   Rex said. “Nothing. Not a sound.” He turned to Hannah. “I’m deaf.”
 
   She made herself smile at him again and tapped her watch. “Give it a few minutes.” She held up five fingers.
 
   Ted said, over Rex’s head, “Are you telling the truth? Is his hearing just—I dunno, in shock or something?”
 
   “Maybe,” Hannah said. “I’m no doctor. But I’m still seeing afterimages of the brightness. Aren’t you?”
 
   “I guess I am.”
 
   Rex tried to stand up. Hannah pulled on his arm. “There’s still a risk of lightning,” she said, wondering before her last word was out why she was trying to talk to him. She tugged harder and shook her head. She pointed at the ground, emphasizing the message.
 
   Bob called something, she couldn’t hear what. Rex had been in the opposite direction of Bob, so she was further from him. But still, she should have been able to hear him. Maybe her hearing wasn’t all that good right now either. “I’m going over to Bob,” she said. “Stay here. Try to keep him calm, Ted. And on the ground, squatting again if you can convince him to.” She squat-walked away, her knees protesting the weird position.
 
   Another lightning strike and boom of thunder startled her. But it wasn’t as close. The storm was moving fast, moving past them. 
 
   Ted said, “He said he heard that.”
 
   She called back, “Good!” and resumed her trip across the wet hillside to Bob. She reached him and realized he looked angry.
 
   “You shouldn’t be walking around.”
 
   “I’m staying low,” she said. “Are you okay?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “No chest pain?”
 
   “Not any new chest pain, no.” He made a gesture as if to shove that aside. “But what are you doing—?”
 
   “Rex is hurt. Or something.”
 
   Bob’s irritation disappeared in an instant, to be replaced by a concerned look. “Did he get hit?”
 
   “No. I don’t think so. He isn’t burned that I can see. He’s talking. But he can’t hear.”
 
   “Were his ears covered?”
 
   “I think so. It’s impossible to ask him questions. I was able to indicate to him it might be temporary. Is it, do you think?”
 
   “I’m not sure.” Bob grimaced. “I wish we had a doctor. No offense.”
 
   She wasn’t offended in the least. “I wish we had one too.”
 
   “If his ears were uncovered, the pressure might have ruptured his eardrums. If he took a hit to the head—even of peripheral current—it could be brain damage.”
 
   “He’s lucid. His speech isn’t slurred or anything like that. It’d have to be pretty localized brain damage. Not that we can do a thing about either.”
 
   “Ruptured eardrums heal.”
 
   “In someone that young, probably better than in me or you.”
 
   “I want to see him.”
 
   “You said not to move.”
 
   “Sorry. I understand why you did.”
 
   “He wasn’t answering. I had to go find him.”
 
   Bob said, “We could all have been hit. Current travels through the ground.”
 
   “The storm’s moving off.”
 
   “It has to be six miles away for us to be totally safe.” He winced as he stood.
 
   “Your heart?” she said.
 
   “My knees. Sucks getting old.”
 
   Hannah hoped that the short walk to Rex wouldn’t be too much for him. After a few squatting steps, Bob dropped to hands and knees. “It’ll be like playing horsey with the grandkids, but my knees can’t take this position.” After covering a few yards, he said, “I’m sure I look a fool.”
 
   “You look as dignified as ever,” she reassured him.
 
   He laughed. “Not at all, then.”
 
   “No, I didn’t mean that.” She did think of him as dignified. Controlled. Calm in the face of crisis. “I’m being serious.”
 
   “And I’m being wet,” he said. “Glad it isn’t colder than it is.”
 
   “Temp dropped with the storm, didn’t it?”
 
   “Yeah, cold front, I think.”
 
   She said, “To the left up ahead. See them?”
 
   “Yeah.”
 
   They made it to Rex’s side just as a break came in the clouds, spilling sunlight over them all for a moment. Then the clouds covered the sun again.
 
   “Any better?” she asked Rex as they reached his side.
 
   “I can tell you’re talking. But I can’t hear anything but—I don’t know. It’s hard to explain. Not a buzz. I hear a buzz all the time. When you talk, the buzz changes. So I can tell something is going on, but it’s nothing like words.”
 
   She pointed to her watch again and raised her eyebrows in a question.
 
   “I don’t know if it’s getting better, if that’s what you meant.”
 
   Again, she tried to give him a reassuring smile. She patted the air in what she hoped was a reassuring gesture, pointed to her watch, and turned her head away to say, “Bob? What do you think?”
 
   “I want to look at him, look carefully for any scorching.”
 
   “I felt scorched myself when the lightning hit,” Ted said. “I mean, I’m not. But wow. It was close.”
 
   “Indeed it was,” said Bob. “We all probably took some current. But if we had taken a lot, we’d be much worse off.”
 
   “I smelled metal,” Hannah said.
 
   “Ozone. I smelled it too,” Bob said. He was crawling around Rex, checking him out. “No sign of a hit.”
 
   “Wouldn’t he be—?” Ted said. “I mean, would any of us have survived a direct hit?”
 
   Bob came back around Rex and sat. “You guys stay squatting. It’s safer. My knees aren’t up to it.” He gave Rex a thumbs-up sign.
 
   Rex said, “What are you guys talking about? Me?”
 
   Hannah made a zigzag sign in the air. On cue, another stroke of lightning flashed in the distance, the thunder a second behind it. She pointed.
 
   “Oh.”
 
   Ted said. “I guess we could work out sign language.”
 
   “We could. I’m less worried about communicating with him, if his hearing loss doesn’t go away, than about his safety,” Hannah said. “He wouldn’t be able to hear a big predator crashing through the trees in his direction.”
 
   “I’m more worried about his mental state,” said Bob. “To have a disability out here, on top of everything else? But let’s not borrow trouble. It might resolve itself. It might be that in an hour, his hearing will start to come back. Or it might be ruptured eardrums, and they’ll heal over a matter of weeks.” He smiled and nodded at Rex.
 
   “Everything is not okay,” Rex said. “Quit telling me it is.”
 
   Bob reached for Hannah’s wrist. He raised her hand, pointed to the watch, and stuck up one finger. Then he rotated it his wrist, drawing out the sweep of a minute hand around to describe an hour.
 
   “Maybe we should give him something to do,” Ted said. “Distract him from worrying.”
 
   “We can still be hit by lightning. Six miles, and we should be safe,” Bob said.
 
   “Maybe the risk of moving is worth it to get his mind focused on something else,” Hannah said.
 
   Ted said, “It’s weird talking about him right in front of him.”
 
   Bob said, “You’re not wrong about that.”
 
   “There are still water bottles to be filled,” Hannah remembered. “Let me go find that empty one.” She had dropped it in her haste to get to Rex. “Here, hang on to the blanket, Ted.”
 
   In fact, all her water bottles had scattered from the wind. But she had tightened the tops well and nothing had spilled. She had one empty and one half-full, and she had to crawl a bit farther to retrieve those than the full ones.
 
   As she turned back, she saw lightning arc across the sky. Two whole heartbeats passed before the thunder. Good. The storm was leaving.
 
   She gave the bottles to Ted and said, “Work with him. Use your shirts, soak up rain water, squeeze it into the bottles. And drink your fill too. We may not get this much water again until we’re back at the lake.”
 
   With gestures, Ted engaged Rex in the water retrieval project. 
 
   Hannah said, “You too, Bob. I mean, soak up some water with your shirt and drink.”
 
   “You may as well too. With your shirt soaked as it is, there’s hardly a difference between you being shirtless or not.”
 
   Hannah glanced down at herself. Not strictly true, but the shirt was plastered to her. “I think even my underwear got wet.”
 
   “Gully-washer,” he agreed, peeling off his shirt. He looked too thin, ribs pressing against skin marked with the signs of age, liver spots and tiny moles on his flanks. But then, they were all too thin. Only Claire, whose stocky build seemed to be all muscle and bone, looked at all a healthy size.
 
   Hannah waddled several yards away, turned her back to the men, and stripped off her own shirt. The grass was so wet, she was able to give her shirt a wash first, wringing it out, soaking up more water, wringing it again, until she had it as clean as it was likely to get. Only then did she start wringing it out over her open mouth. The rain water tasted a bit cotton-y from the shirt. She drank until she could hold no more and pulled her shirt back on.
 
   By the time they had done that, and the water bottles were full, there were five seconds between lightning and thunder. Bob said, “Another ten minutes, and we can go.”
 
   “I guess I’ll be doing the bulk of the pulling now,” said Ted. He gave one last turn to the bottle cap, and then, satisfied it was secure, he tossed it into his pack.
 
   When Bob said it was safe to move, they resumed their trek. At first, it was slower going than before, as the wet grass made the wheels of the travois slip. But as the grass dried, they were able to speed up again. When they came to a rocky patch and Bob needed to be carried, Hannah stepped forward to take one end of the travois, but Rex waved her away. She thought it was a good sign that he was willing to pitch in. At least he wasn’t retreating into depression. Hannah wasn’t sure she’d be taking it so well.
 
   When his hands were free, every few minutes Rex snapped his fingers next to his ears. The hour Bob had suggested it might take for his hearing to come back had long since passed, and Rex gave no indication his hearing was improving. 
 
   They had no campfire that night. All the potential fuel was wet enough that nothing could be lit. 
 
   After her third failed attempt with the fire starter, Ted said, “We’d need a can of charcoal lighter to get a fire going.”
 
   “I think you’re right,” she said, pocketing her tool. 
 
   “Let’s eat the last of the fish you guys brought and go to sleep,” Bob said.
 
   “I’ll take the first watch,” Hannah said. “I’m less tired. I did less work today.” She, Ted and Rex were supposed to split the night watches, but she realized Rex wouldn’t be particularly useful now. In the dark night, he couldn’t see much, and now he couldn’t hear much. She mentioned it to the others.
 
   Bob said, “Give Rex his turn on watch anyway, I think. He’ll feel less useless.”
 
   When everyone had settled down, Hannah listened to the night sounds. Faint animal vocalizations sounded far away. A hush of wind swept across the grass. Another sound in the grass might have been a mouse or other rodent on its nightly hunt for food. She appreciated being able to hear. It was one of those things she always took for granted, but with Rex’s situation, she was attending to it and feeling grateful.
 
   An hour later, there was another sound. Rex, his breath catching. She crawled over to him and, after a moment’s hesitation, put her hand on his shoulder. He surprised her by turning to her and pulling at her. She let herself be pulled down, and he grabbed onto her like she was a life raft, and he sobbed into her shoulder. She patted his back, soothing him, as she would a crying child, until the tears passed and he fell asleep.
 
   She didn’t wake him for his watch. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter 8
 
    
 
   Two days later, they were back at the cabin. And Rex’s hearing was better, but not nearly as healed as they had hoped. 
 
   Ted explained the situation to the rest of them. “If his back is to you, he can tell if you’re yelling. If he’s facing you, don’t yell. He can catch some of what you’re saying—not much, but maybe enough—from context and lip-reading and guessing. But if you yell, he can’t read your lips at all.”
 
   Hannah was hanging back, watching the group dynamic, worried about letting herself open her mouth. She’d have to police herself to keep from unconsciously taking over from Claire. For now, she wanted to pretend to be a mouse in the corner, overhearing, but not drawing attention to herself.
 
   Nari fussed over Bob, who reassured her he was fine. 
 
   Claire said to Ted, “How did Rex’s invention work?”
 
   “Great. He didn’t have to repair it but once, and that was minor, just shoring up the cross-bracing.”
 
   Claire said, “It’s so good to have you all back. To be together again.”
 
   Bob said, “Where are Jodi and Zach?”
 
   “Fishing,” Claire said. “And now that we can have fire again, we’ll smoke fish.”
 
   “Good,” said Dixie. “I’m sick of raw.”
 
   “Why no fire?” Hannah said.
 
   “We couldn’t get one started,” Claire said. “We got a bit of smoke from using Zach’s glasses to focus sunlight, but we couldn’t get it to burst into flame.”
 
   Hannah should have given them the fire starter. It had slipped her mind. But then she and Bob would have eaten raw food and had no protection. She wished they had two ways to start a fire. “I’ll try and teach myself how to start a fire from friction,” she said. “We can’t be so dependent on this one object.” 
 
   Best to set herself some task like that and stay out of the way of the young people while they settled into the new hierarchy. In a way, it was good that she and Bob had been absent for a week. Claire already had established her command style. Sometimes things worked out for the best. Not Laina, of course—her stunt was nowhere near “the best”—but the rest of it had worked out, staying a month longer in the cabin, in a world they were familiar with, and letting Bob and Rex heal.
 
   For the next week, Hannah hung back and let the young people run their own lives. When Claire told her to do something, she did it. When Claire pulled aside and asked for her advice, she said little beyond, “You’re doing great. You decide.” At times it was hard, but she clamped her lips together and swallowed her opinions.
 
   And they survived. Thrived, even. She and Nari and Bob ended up partnered on a project to make leather clothes. They’d been tanning hides from their hunts with the males’ urine and the animals’ brains all along. But as the weeks wore on, their old clothing was getting more and more tattered. The single needle Hannah had in the first aid kit was so dull as to be nearly useless, and what sharpness was left in it seemed important to preserve for whoever next needed stitches.
 
   Small wounds were treated now with pine sap. Not only did it close the wound, like Superglue, but it seemed to have antibiotic properties. Hannah wasn’t sure if that was only because it kept out bacteria, or if it actually did have some chemical compound that fought off infection as well, but everyone had made it a habit to gather up a dab of pine sap on a stick and smear it over cuts and scrapes as soon as they occurred. 
 
   As for the leather-making, they were progressing. Finally, some of the fossil-cleaning tools were perfect for a job. The dental picks, they used as awls, punching tidy holes along the side of the small animal hides. They cut the irregular bits of hide into strips, using a spiral cut so that a small irregular circle of hide might yield a yard of hide ties. Those, Nari pushed through the awl holes and then tied individually.
 
   At the same time, Ted honed his skill as a flintknapper, with Bob’s occasional assistance. They were re-inventing, Hannah suspected, the methods humans had spent hundreds of thousands of years figuring out. The advantage Bob and Ted had was that they knew it was possible. It had been done, and therefore it could be done again, and this time it wouldn’t take a million years to figure out. 
 
   The two of them were making stone knives and trying to figure out how to set them in handles. But even without handles, the stone knives were sharp enough to cut leather strips. It took some practice to cut something as delicate as a spiral for hide strips, but practice did improve the technique over time. Hannah was getting halfway decent at it herself, but Nari was the star.
 
   “If I ever get back to modern times, I might hire myself out to Hollywood,” she said one day. “I could make really authentic costumes for caveman stories. Or post-apocalyptic ones, like Mad Max.”
 
   “You could do whatever you wanted when we go back,” Hannah said. “That’d be great, if it’s what you want.”
 
   “I think I could even manage to—you know—push myself forward. Sell myself. I’m not as afraid as I used to be.”
 
   Hannah still thought of her as the shy one, but she probably had changed. They all had. “Anyone would be lucky to have you work for them. If they’re too stupid to figure that out, you wouldn’t want to work for them anyway.”
 
   Nari laughed at that. “Do you think this knot will hold up to pressure okay?” She handed over a moccasin she’d been working on for Dixie. Dixie’s clothes were the cheapest, thinnest, and least suited to rough living. They all went barefoot half the time, but Bob had pointed out they wouldn’t always be living in such warm weather. One day, they’d need their boots or replacement footwear.
 
   Hannah examined the knots Nari had tied along the toe of the moccasin. She gave it a light tug, and then a harder one. “Seems strong. And it’s pretty.”
 
   “It should be possible to do both. Make something functional and attractive. Like the pots. They have a sort of natural beauty as they are, but I bet we could figure out how to decorate them too.”
 
   “There seems to be time now,” Hannah said. “And with the experience of this one behind us, we might be able to build a cabin in only a week in the next place. So the last two weeks of next month, we’ll also have plenty of extra time to continue to get better at these crafts.”
 
   “Do you think Laina will be there? In the future?”
 
   “I don’t know,” Hannah said. 
 
   “I hope she’s okay.”
 
   “So do I.” Hannah returned the moccasin to Nari. “You’re doing a terrific job. I guess I’m the cutter and you’re the sew-er. Seamstress? Tailor.”
 
   “I’ll answer to any of those. That’s how people got last names, isn’t it, in England?”
 
   “Some of them. Like Cooper; that’s a barrel-maker. Or Smith, which is a smith, a metal-worker. Do Korean names have meanings like that?”
 
   “No. Either dynastic names or nature names. Like ‘plum tree’—that’s a common Korean name. Or ‘mountaintop’ or so on.”
 
   “What’s your name mean?”
 
   “‘Field of grass,’ basically. Sometimes there is a second meaning too, because of the ideogram. I’m not good with those. I can speak a little Korean but not read it.” She tied another knot. “What’s your last name mean?”
 
   “I have no idea. I think it was Scandinavian. I’ll have to Google it.”
 
   “Ha. Wish we could!”
 
   “Then you’d be able to look up the ideal knot for moccasin-making.”
 
   Nari worked at loosening her last knot, turned the hide strips so that the strips all lay down the same direction, and tightened the knot again. “You know,” she said, “I think I prefer working it out on my own. It’d be faster to look up directions. But I don’t know that it’s better.”
 
   “How do you mean?”
 
   “When I work it out myself, I learn more. I know more about knots now than I ever did, but it’s not like I memorized six knots. I can see how they work. So if I need to invent one for a specific purpose, I think I can.”
 
   “That’s a really good point,” Hannah said.
 
   “Do you think we’ll go back to being who we were before?” Nari said. “I mean, if we’re back in the time of computers, will we forget how to be like this? I like being this way. I like—I’m not sure how to put it. Circling around understanding something before landing on it. I don’t want to just Google something. Or to pour a bag of salad mix into a bowl. I’d prefer to collect leaves. You know what I’m saying?”
 
   “I know what you’re saying. And I agree. But I wouldn’t mind having modern medicine. For Bob and Rex.”
 
   “Rex is getting better.”
 
   Too slowly for Hannah’s peace of mind, but he was. He could hear better now than the day of the lightning strike. And he’d doubtless hear better in another week.
 
   Bob came up—he was able to walk around the cabin without distress—and handed Hannah a new knife. “Try this one.”
 
   She took a thumbnail-sized scrap of hide and cut through it. “Sharp!”
 
   “Yeah, don’t cut yourself.”
 
   “Good job.”
 
   “Ted asks if either of you wants to go out on a hunting party.”
 
   Hannah said, “I will. I need the exercise. And the practice.”
 
   Nari smiled and shook her head. 
 
   Bob dropped into a cross-legged position beside her. “I’ll be your assistant then.”
 
   “Are they organizing for the hunt now?” Hannah said.
 
   “Yeah. Right now.”
 
   Hannah said goodbye to them both and went to find Ted.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 9
 
    
 
   Claire had decided to come along, but she said, “The hunt’s all yours, Ted. Tell us what to do.” 
 
   He moved them out and directed them over the hills at an angle. “Keep your eye out not only for herds but for fresh dung. And let’s pick it up to a jog, if you’re all up to it.”
 
   The hunting party was Ted, Dixie, Claire, and Hannah. Though he had volunteered, Rex’s hearing made him a less than ideal member of the hunt, and Claire had asked him to stay in camp. Ted had developed a simple set of hand signals for the hunters to use while stalking prey, but vocal communications were still important, especially once a herd knew it was under attack and silence was no longer helpful. 
 
   Hannah could also too easily imagine a scenario where Rex was alone, facing the wrong way, and someone screaming, “Look out behind you!” would not be heard—and a hell pig or some other predator would get him. No, Claire was right. Better that he stay at the camp, working on designing another useful tool.
 
   They jogged down a second hill and walked up a third, taller than the rest. In the distance, they saw a small group of animals munching at a patch of bushes. There were a dozen of them, no more, about the size of dogs, with square heads. All four of the humans dropped to their bellies at Ted’s signal to spy on them.
 
   Dixie said, “Are they dogs? Bears?”
 
   “Something else, I think,” Claire said. 
 
   “Doesn’t matter,” Ted said. “They look edible. And big enough to be worth the hunt.”
 
   Dixie said, “But how do we sneak up on them?” 
 
   It was a good question. The patch of bushes was in the valley between two hills. No trees or rocks or other cover suggested itself. No matter from which direction they tried to approach, the animals would see them coming from a long way off.
 
   Ted said, “They seem pretty intent on eating. We might be able to get close before they notice.”
 
   “But they’ll eventually see us. And they’ll turn and run,” Dixie said.
 
   “So we need to split up,” Ted said. “Come at them from two sides.”
 
   Hannah didn’t point out that there were more than two escape routes. Even with twenty people, they’d have a hard time cutting off every one.
 
   “Or maybe we need to herd them,” Ted said.
 
   “To the camp?” Claire said.
 
   “No,” he said. “Toward a hunter. You, I think. No offense, but you’re a little slower than the other three of us.”
 
   “No offense taken,” she said.
 
   “So Dixie, Hannah, and me, we’ll detour way around, over that way, I think.” He pointed. “We’ll cross over, stay behind the hill, and run down it, spread out with like, I dunno, twenty yards between us. If they try to run between us, we can close the gap and maybe get a lucky spear throw in. But what we’re trying to do is drive them up this hill toward Claire, who will be waiting for them just over the ridge. Sound good, Claire?”
 
   “Sure. Waiting is the easy part.”
 
   “And if they skew to one side or the other, you can adjust. Stay low, move to meet them, and they won’t know you’re there.”
 
   “Got it,” Claire said. “Look, I think they have fingers, not paws.”
 
   One of the animals was balanced on rear legs to reach to the top of a bush. Though it was too far away for Hannah to see for sure, Claire was probably right.
 
   “Definitely fingers,” Dixie said. She had the best vision of the whole group. “I think maybe they’re picking berries.”
 
   “Let’s get going,” said Ted. “It’ll take a while, and I don’t want them to be moving on before we have a chance to get one.”
 
   At a slow jog, they ran behind the ridge of the hill they were on for several minutes. They were nearly a mile away, Hannah thought, when Ted allowed them to cross over the valley and climb the next hill, walking slowly, trying to look like no threat at all to the distant berry-eaters. Then they jogged again, back in the direction from which they’d come, hiding themselves by keeping well beyond the crest of this hill. 
 
   Ted slowed them to a walk after ten minutes. “Save your wind for the final sprint.” He kept checking their position against the animals and, after a short time, stopped them. “They’re down there.” He pointed. “Hannah, you go from here. Dixie, come ahead.” He led Dixie another couple dozen yards and then stopped her. Ted went on to the last position. He raised his hand, made a fist, and then yanked his arm down, the signal to run.
 
   Hannah took off, crested the hill, and ran down the slope, gaining speed with every stride. Ted and Dixie were pulling ahead of her, and she put on another burst of speed to try and catch up, to keep their line straight.
 
   The berry-eating animals didn’t see them at first, so intent they were on their meal. But one finally looked up to gaze around, caught sight of the humans and visibly started. It began running, but not straight ahead. It was taking an angle to its left, toward Hannah’s side, but up the other slope.
 
   She willed more speed from her legs and let out a whoop, hoping the noise would startle it back to its fellows. The downslope under Hannah’s feet grew steeper for a stretch, and she took advantage of it. Almost off-balance, she pinwheeled her arms to stay upright. It slowed her down, but her flailing must have looked weird enough to the animals that they all veered away from her. Ted had put on a real burst of speed, and with his long legs he was nearly to the valley floor. The animals veered back in Hannah’s direction, climbing the hill where Claire waited.
 
   The zigzag had slowed the animals and let the three runners catch up. The animals were well beyond weapons range, and Hannah was no good at throwing the spears anyway. Ted could hit hard enough with a thrown spear to kill an animal, but no one else in the group had his skill yet. He was closing in on the hindmost animal.
 
   Hannah’s lungs were begging her for more air, but she forced herself to keep running down the slope all the way. She had no spare breath for yelling, but she could still wave her arms to keep the animals from thinking of dodging beyond her flank. Up the slope the small group of the creatures ran. A youngster fell behind the crowd. Somehow, Ted put on even more speed and caught up with it. Deftly, he skewered it with his spear, pinning it to the ground. Hardly breaking stride, he let go of the spear and kept running, driving the other animals up toward Claire.
 
   The animals were slowing as they neared the crest of the hill. They were not long-distance sprinters. Though neither am I, thought Hannah, her lungs and throat burning. Each step was harder than the last. Dixie and Ted were several yards in front of her.
 
   The animal that had seen them first was nearly at the top of the hill. Claire popped up in front of it, and it dodged to the side, but too late. Claire’s spear thrust was fast, hard, and deadly. The animal screamed once, then fell.
 
   This made the rest of them angle right, but Ted was there, and he ran down the next slowest, jumping on it. He’d done that before, jumping onto an animal. But he’d gotten better at that too, and he had this animal’s head in his arms in a split second and twisted sharply. Hannah heard the neck snap.
 
   Dixie heaved her spear at another animal, but the throw went wide as the animal shifted its direction. Claire was sprinting for another creature cresting the hill, but that animal, no longer fighting the upslope, was able to put on speed and stay ahead of her. It disappeared from Hannah’s sight.
 
   Hannah ran for Claire’s downed animal. Still alive, it kicked weakly, and Hannah ended its pain with her spear. She took out a stone knife and slit its throat, and she pushed it around so the head was downslope and the blood would drain away from the force of gravity. For the moment, she left it and looked to see what the others were doing. Dixie had trotted back downhill to start to process Ted’s first kill. 
 
   Ted was still running, chasing the animals, but Claire had given up. She was moving toward the animal with the broken neck. Hannah walked over to join her and started in on the cleaning of that animal immediately. With both of them working at it, they had it gutted in no time. 
 
   By the time they were done and ready to move on to Claire’s kill, Ted had returned. He stayed at the crest of the hill. “I’ll keep a watch out for predators and scavengers,” he called. 
 
   Dixie had slit the smallest animal’s throat and dragged it up the slope. “Here. You can clean this one too,” she said.
 
   Claire said, “You can do it.”
 
   “I’m no good with the stone knives.”
 
   “Then truss up the gutted one we just finished and put it on your back. Don’t forget the heart. You get to carry that one,” Claire said. It was the biggest of the kills. Claire picked up the small animal Dixie had dragged up. She hefted it and carried it back toward Hannah without another glance at Dixie.
 
   Hannah realized that Claire had found her own way of dealing with Dixie’s act. Dixie stared at Claire’s back in irritation for a moment, but then she obeyed the order.
 
   As they worked side by side, cleaning the other two animals, Hannah said, “You were a good choice of leader.”
 
   “I’m not sure, tell you the truth, that it was any sort of gift, that election.”
 
   Hannah grinned. “No. It can suck, being in charge. But you’re doing a terrific job.”
 
   “Thanks. I mean that, too. I don’t get much applause.”
 
   “No, you wouldn’t.”
 
   “Hold this leg out of the way for me, would you?” Claire said.
 
   Hannah did so, and Claire finished removing the intestines from the youngest animal. “I wonder what these critters are. They really do have fingers. The thumb is set in at an angle. Not quite opposable, but really useful. They must be able to pick fruit or nuts.”
 
   “They had a pretty good reach too, when they stood on their back legs,” Hannah said.
 
   “They had good balance up there. Better than a bear,” Claire said. “I had a long time to watch them while you three were on the move. Not much social interaction, though. They all had their patch of bush and ate without any socializing.”
 
   “Bob might know what they are.”
 
   “Is he going to be okay? He seems better.”
 
   “I hope.”
 
   “What about Rex?”
 
   “I don’t know. He can hear more now than the day of the lightning strike. If his eardrums were ruptured, I have no idea how long they take to heal. Six weeks? Eight? That’d be my guess. I suspect however well he hears two months from now might be how well he hears forever.”
 
   “At least it wasn’t total and permanent,” Claire said. “Rope, rope,” she muttered, digging through her pack with a bloody hand. “Here it is.” She shoved heart and liver back into the body cavity and then tied the animal’s legs together, making it easier to carry.
 
   “That one will probably be more tender,” Hannah said.
 
   “Yeah. We’ll eat it tonight. Make a roast. Stuff it with cashew fruit maybe. Have a party to celebrate a successful hunt.”
 
   The three women carried the meat, and Ted, holding a surviving spear, kept a lookout as they marched back to camp.
 
   It was in the middle of the evening meal, just as the sunset was turning orange, that the ash began to fall again.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 10
 
    
 
   Ash had fallen a few weeks back. No mountains were visible, but somewhere to the west there must be a volcano. And now, like feathers, tiny flakes of gray ash were falling again. The distant mountain was erupting.
 
   “Cover the meat,” Jodi said. 
 
   Zach reached over to grab the remaining roast and jerked his hand back. “Still hot.”
 
   “Spear it on over here,” said Claire, shifting to make room. “I’ll get it covered.”
 
   Nari was on her feet. “I’ll go get the biggest hide. We can probably fit it all under that.”
 
   Ted had helped move the meat away from the fire and he, Jodi, and Zach were all leaning over it, keeping it from being covered with ash.
 
   “I think it’s getting thicker already,” Bob said.
 
   Rex said, “Is this ash again?” He must have missed part of the conversation.
 
   Hannah nodded at him. She nearly said, “Eat up, everybody else,” but stopped herself in time. It wasn’t her job any more to order anyone to do anything. She tended to her own job and kept eating, keeping her left hand over the remaining meat in her bowl to keep the ash off it. 
 
   Nari ran up with a pair of hides. “These are some of our earlier efforts,” she said, “so I don’t care as much if they get stained with blood.” They spread one hide over the roasted meat and the other over the raw meat that they planned to smoke tomorrow. The three animals had provided a good amount of meat, easily enough for eight big meals. With the fish so plentiful, Claire had decided to smoke both of the larger animals into jerky and set that aside for the trip back to the timegate. “We’re taking five days to get there,” she had said this morning. “And before then, we need to figure out how to carry more water with us, in case it doesn’t rain at all on the hike.”
 
   Tonight she said, “Let’s finish eating and get back under cover.”
 
   Everybody wolfed down the remainder of their meat and fruit. They had also made a salad of something that may or may not have been watercress, but whatever it was had passed the test for edibility. It didn’t have any calories to speak of, but it had a nice crunch to it. Hannah wished balsamic vinegar wasn’t forty million years away in the future. 
 
   Hannah was among the first finished, so she arranged the fire for the night. They kept coals banked and half-buried in a way they had worked out over time. Their system kept the coals alive until the next morning, when they could build up the fire again from the previous night’s coals. As she worked, the ash kept falling. Some of it glued itself to the back of her hand, and when the fire was set up for the night, she tried brushing it off, but it wouldn’t come. It really was stuck on, as if with paste.
 
   She stepped over to the shore and worked at washing it off. It had to be scraped at. And the dry stuff had a pumice-like effect, so that by the time she was done, her hands felt raw. “This is nasty stuff,” she said to Jodi, as the girl kneeled beside her to wash up. “Scratches you as it comes off.”
 
   Bob joined them and said, “It’s rock, really. Flakes of rough rock.”
 
   Hannah said, “If you had pans to scrub, this would do the trick. It’s worse than steel wool on the skin.”
 
   Claire called over, “Maybe it’s useful for something, then.” She raised her voice. “Rex? Put your mind to this, please. Find a use for the ash.”
 
   Hannah said, “I’m getting under the roof before I’m coated again.” She was the first in the cabin, and set the pinesap candles alight. Under the trees, it was dark already, and inside the cabin it was like night. But it was also free of ash, she was happy to see. The woven roof was keeping it out.
 
   The next morning, she realized that wasn’t strictly true. The tiniest particles of ash had filtered through the roof and settled on everything, including her. It wasn’t much more than a dusting, but outside in the woods, ash coated even the bottom tree leaves. Outside the trees, it must be a good deal worse.
 
   It was not going to be fun working out there. Nari could stay indoors to work on sewing. A couple of others could find another indoor task to do. But the rest of them had work that required being outdoors, including smoking the meat, which she’d volunteered to help with. Without any tree cover, she’d be coated with ash flakes within an hour.
 
   She’d keep her sleeves rolled down today, that was for sure.
 
   One by one, the others wandered out of the cabin. Hannah spent the time reorganizing her pack. She’d pulled several items out for the hunt yesterday, to keep her pack free for carrying the kill, and she now rearranged everything. She also gathered more pine sap for wounds, shoving it with a stick into the Altoids container. She had wanted to make tongue depressors for some time now—both to apply the pinesap without gluing her fingers together, and in case she wanted to look down someone’s throat. Now that she was getting adept with the stone knife, she started in on that experiment, shaving a medium-size branch of its bark and then peeling off thin strips until she had a flat surface.
 
   Jodi emerged from the cabin, yawning. “Whatcha doing?”
 
   “Making a stick out of a stick, as ridiculous as that sounds,” she explained. “As I get better at whittling, I might be able to make more complicated items than a flat stick. Let me know if you think of anything you need.”
 
   “’Kay,” Jodi said, yawning. Then, “Latrine.” And she wandered off. She was not a morning person.
 
   Rex returned from his trip to the latrine and said, “It’s still falling. The ash.”
 
   She nodded. Until everyone was awake, she didn’t want to have to talk loudly to him. He could hear loud speech now. Later, in private, she wanted to check his hearing and see how his emotional state was about the hearing loss. She had abdicated as leader, but she was still the medic for the group. Not a very good one, she thought, watching Bob come back from his morning visit to the latrine, rubbing his chest. Better than nothing, she hoped.
 
   Everyone who could do so switched their activity for the day to work under the trees. She and Zach were smoking meat, and Jodi was fishing that morning, so they were stuck out in the ash.
 
   “Where do you think it is?” Zach said. “The volcano?”
 
   They had already talked about this when the ash first fell, almost a month ago. “I don’t know my Cenozoic timeline well,” she said. “Most of what I do know, I learned at the park this year.”
 
   “I’m just worried it might be Yellowstone.”
 
   “Remember, Bob said there really wasn’t one back now.”
 
   “Or something as big.”
 
   “Well, that could be. But whatever it is, we’re far from it. I’m happy about that.”
 
   He still seemed worried but tried to talk himself out of it. “At least we’re halfway through the month. Even if it gets worse, we’ll be out of it soon enough. And into a new challenge next time.” Her imagination sent her a picture of them being dropped right into the red maw of a volcano. But logically, no. What were the chances of that? Erupting volcanoes must only cover—what? .00001% of the planet at any given time.
 
   Still, she wished she hadn’t had the thought at all.
 
   She cut another chunk of meat in a spiral and handed the resulting strip to Zach. He wove it onto a stick and put it over the smoky fire. He pushed another green bough on the coals and coughed as the smoke hit him in the face. 
 
   When he had wiped his eyes, he said, “Is she still alive, do you think?”
 
   She knew he meant Laina. She was never far from any of their thoughts. “I don’t know. I hope she is.”
 
   “But we’ll never see her again, will we?”
 
   “I don’t know that either.”
 
   “No. I’ve been thinking about it. I don’t see any way that we can hit exactly where she is. We’d be lucky to be there soon enough to find a weathered skull. Or we’ll get there before her by a thousand years, which might as well be a million.”
 
   “Zach, I don’t have any more answers than you do. I have a time for us to jump, which she gave me, and nothing else.”
 
   “I wish she’d told us more about the timegate, and the timing, and how she’d figured it all out before she left us.” There was a hint of anger in his voice.
 
   “I wouldn’t have been able to understand her if she had told us. I was lost the first time she tried to,” Hannah said.
 
   “Yeah, I guess only Rex has a chance at understanding it. I’m no math whiz.”
 
   “Are you angry with her?”
 
   “Yeah!” he said. “I am!” He frowned. “I guess I’m sad, more. But when I think about it, I get pretty pissed off. Her leaving is screwing us up. Our chances of getting home are bad.”
 
   “I get it.”
 
   “Aren’t you mad?”
 
   “More like....” She tried to put a word to it. “Part guilty, part hopeless. And a dash of something I don’t have a word for. Maybe a grain or two of admiration is part of that.”
 
   “Really?”
 
   “It was brave of her, in a kind of crazy way.”
 
   “You think she’s crazy?”
 
   “No. Not at all. Maybe overconfident. I know I’m not brave enough to want to be out here alone, the only human around for twenty million years.” It was strange, how she had come to think of time as a landscape of sorts. In her mind’s eye, Laina was in the middle of a vast, lonely plain.
 
   They worked in silence for a time. Then Zach said, “Maybe we should have a memorial for her.”
 
   Jodi called over, “No way. We don’t know she’s dead.”
 
   “But she might be dead to us, monkey.”
 
   Monkey? Hannah couldn’t help but smile. And then she thought about what that term of affection meant. “Um, you two are being careful, right? About avoiding pregnancy?”
 
   “Very,” said Jodi.
 
   “We wouldn’t want a kid back home,” Zach said. “Much less here.”
 
   Jodi said, “Can you imagine? A crying baby, and predators around? Might as well put double arches over our heads and advertise ourselves as meat.”
 
   “Somehow people—or near-people—survived for millions of years with babies,” Zach said. Then he glanced at Hannah. “Not saying I want one. But how did they keep them from crying for all those eons?”
 
   Hannah said, “I’m not sure. Maybe they cried less. They were on their mothers’ backs all the time. If they were hungry, they got fed immediately. They probably didn’t wear diapers, so they were never wet or suffering from diaper rash. I’m hardly the expert on babies, though.”
 
   “Don’t you want them?” Zach said.
 
   “No.” In fact, she’d had a tubal at age 30, as soon as her doctor had agreed she was old enough to know for sure she wanted no children.
 
   “I do,” he said. “One day. If we’re ever back. If we don’t get back…well, probably even then.”
 
   “You’d make a good father, I’m sure,” said Hannah. “But I think you’re right, Jodi, about the danger a baby would bring. Not to mention that childbirth can be deadly.”
 
   “Anyway,” said Jodi. “Back to Laina. I don’t think she’s dead. I mean, she’d be ahead of us, so she won’t be dead for many millions of years. But she was smart enough that she’d still be alive, wherever she is, two weeks later.”
 
   “The time thing makes this crazy to talk about,” Zach said. “I don’t know what verbs to use. She is? She will be? Is today today or the day we left?”
 
   “The fish are confused by the ash, I think,” said Jodi. “I can see them going for it on the surface of the lake.”
 
   “It does look like fish food,” said Zach, smiling.
 
   “You goof,” Jodi said. “Like an Eocene fish knows from fish food flakes.”
 
   He winked at Hannah. “How many have you caught?”
 
   “Zero. I’ve only gotten one bite. And I have to wash this sucky ash off me before it sticks.”
 
   Hannah said, “Good idea for me too.”
 
   “You have some ash in your eyelashes. Be careful when you rub your face,” Zach said.
 
   “Thanks.” Hannah followed Jodi to the lakeside spot where she had chosen to wash off. Halfway through her bathing, she had a belated thought. “I’m an idiot,” she said to Jodi.
 
   “Why?”
 
   “We should be wearing our hats.”
 
   “D’oh. I didn’t think of it either.” She turned to Zach. “Monkey, go back and grab all our hats, would you? At least we can keep the ash off our faces.” 
 
   “Sure. Where’s yours, Hannah?”
 
   “Tied to my pack, which is leaning against the outside wall of the cabin.”
 
   “Be right back,” he said. 
 
   Hannah said to Jodi, “Why ‘monkey’?”
 
   “Short for ‘monkey fart.’”
 
   “Well, that’s lovely.” Hannah laughed.
 
   “Sometimes you’re old, Hannah.”
 
   “I guess I am. I didn’t know people called each other monkey farts as terms of affection these days.”
 
   “We do, old lady.”
 
   Hannah laughed again. “Guilty. Old before my time.”
 
   “You seem younger lately. Since Claire was elected.”
 
   “Yeah, it’s a burden off me, for sure. I don’t think I’m a natural leader. I think she is. I think you are, too. And Ted.”
 
   “I’m glad it wasn’t me, though, that got picked. Claire is fine.”
 
   “She’s terrific,” Hannah said. “You all are. I’m so impressed with how mature you and Zach are being about the whole pregnancy thing.”
 
   “Well, we’re not stupid. And it’s not as if there’s a whole lot of privacy anyway. And if we can get back home, that’s only—what? Like two and a half months away. I might not be able to leave ice cream in the freezer without touching it for two and a half months, but I can put off sex for that long.”
 
   Hannah took note of the fact that Jodi thought they’d be returning home. She didn’t disabuse her of the notion. For one thing, maybe they would. Maybe a miracle would happen. Maybe the laws of physics that allowed for time travel would snap them back to their precise moment of departure if they got anywhere close. She wasn’t Laina, so she couldn’t begin to guess. 
 
   But her gut told her they would not return, that the 21st century was lost to them forever.
 
   Zach returned with the hats and Hannah’s bandana, and said, “Bob said we need to wear masks if we’re out here. He said it’s not good to breathe this.”
 
   “I don’t have a mask,” said Jodi.
 
   “He said to cut off our shirt tails. Yours is too short. I’ll cut off mine. It’s big enough for two masks. Can I use the knife, Hannah?”
 
   “Go on.” She bit back the urge to say, “Don’t cut yourself!” It was hard adjusting, but she was making the effort. They weren’t children. They were young adults. She wasn’t their mother, or their leader. Claire was their leader. She had to repeat it to herself many times a day, but it was slowly sinking in.
 
   Claire emerged from the woods an hour later and asked if they wanted to switch jobs.
 
   “I’ll stay. No sense in everybody getting covered with ash,” Hannah said.
 
   “Where’s Jodi?” Claire said, looking around.
 
   Just then Jodi popped up out of the lake. “Got another. Oh, hi, Claire.”
 
   “What are you doing?” Claire’s tone was curious.
 
   “The fish weren’t biting. So I’m digging for clams. Or mollusks of some sort.” She held one up.
 
   “Great,” said Claire, brushing ash off her face. “I’m going back under cover. Thanks, guys, for doing the dirty work today.”
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 11
 
    
 
   The ash fell intermittently for the next week. It had really put the fish down, and after six days of clamming, the area nearest them was nearly stripped of shellfish. They were casting the net again, but the fish seemed to have retreated to the deeper part of the lake and each catch was meager. Claire said over an insufficiently large lunch of fish and eels, “We could use another hunt. Today is a good time.”
 
   Ted said, “Great. I’ll go.”
 
   Claire said, “Gather your party, then.”
 
   Hannah bowed out of this trip. Rex convinced Ted he could hear well enough to go. Hannah knew his hearing was coming back. She was testing him every other day, and his left ear was healing faster than his right. She had confidence that he might have normal hearing in one ear again.
 
   She settled down to help Nari with making leather clothes. Nari had progressed from moccasins to tunics. She had punched holes with the dental pick around the arm openings of one tunic panel. “I’ll figure out sleeves later, but may as well leave the holes there to attach them,” Nari said.
 
   Hannah was cutting out the second side along a charcoal line Nari had drawn with a burned stick. “Lots of odds and ends from cutting for a tunic.”
 
   “We can make moccasins or gloves of them. No reason I can’t patch them together into something larger too. It wouldn’t be as warm, I suppose. Wind would sneak through the seams. But even a patchwork cape might keep one of us warm on a cold night.”
 
   Bob had warned them that the next time jump might take them to a colder climate. “The ice age starts about three million years before our time,” he had said to Nari the other day. “But there were cold spells before then, so making warm outer clothes might be a good idea, in anticipation of it.”
 
   Hannah thought back to peeling the jeans from Garreth’s dead body. Without those, Dixie’s legs would be uncovered now. The people who had worn jeans and heavy-duty khakis still had intact pants. The lighter-weight slacks that Nari had on were wearing badly. One knee poked out as she sat and punched holes in the leather. 
 
   “Here,” said Nari. “Kneel for a minute, please, and let me figure out what I need to do next.”
 
   Hannah obediently got to her knees. 
 
   Nari pressed the tunic front—or back, as the things wouldn’t be at all fitted—to Hannah’s shoulders and said, “Raise your arms out straight to your sides. Okay. Drop them.” She adjusted her grip. “Try raising this arm overhead, your left. Okay, got it. Thanks.”
 
   For most of the day they worked on the clothes. Others were weaving baskets and trying to come up with a woven water carrier that didn’t leak. So far, those experiments were all failures. Bob had suggested this morning that the hunters bring back the bladders of any animals they killed, along with the heart and liver. “They’re waterproof, after all. We’ll try adapting those. Don’t cut off any tubing, either, leading to or from them. We can tie those off with twine. Who knows? It might work.”
 
   Late that afternoon, the hunters returned empty-handed, and for dinner they had to dig into their store of jerky. Claire told the hunters to plan to go out again the next day, and said the basket-weavers should put off their work for a day and instead move a quarter of the way around the lake and dig for clams there tomorrow morning. 
 
   Claire was established as the leader. Everyone had fallen into a routine. Bob was on the mend. Rex was healing in one ear and taking the hearing loss in the other with calm and grace. Except for the scant meals right now, and the fact that they were marooned in time, the day was pleasant.
 
   But it wasn’t a pleasant night. 
 
    
 
   * * *
 
    
 
   Hannah woke in the dead of night. The candles were still burning, but dimly. Some noise had woken her. An animal? No. She didn’t think so.
 
   A crack sounded overhead.
 
   What? 
 
   Hannah was still shaking off the fog of sleep when there was another crack, louder, and then, with a rustle, the roof fell.
 
   Branches and tree limbs, grass and mud, accumulated dust, all came crashing down, fastest right at the center, exactly where Hannah slept. 
 
   She was blinded by debris. And there was screaming. She flailed her arms, trying to fight her way from the pile of stuff covering her head.
 
   “Are you okay?”
 
   “What’s happening?”
 
   “I can’t see a thing.”
 
   “Mr. O’Brien? Hannah?”
 
   Hannah wiggled her hand up to her face and cleared her mouth. “I’m fine,” she called. She felt the weight of something heavy being lifted from her, and that allowed her to sit up, spitting out pine needles and dirt.
 
   “What’s going on?” Jodi’s sleepy voice. “Zach, stop shaking me.”
 
   “The roof fell,” Ted said. It was he who had lifted the debris off her.
 
   “Why?” said Dixie. A good question.
 
   The interior was dim. The candles had been snuffed out.
 
   No. Something was burning. “Guys,” she said. “I think one of the candles might have set roof material alight. Let’s find it and put it out.”
 
   “Where were they?” Claire said. 
 
   “We need light,” Ted said. “Any charge left in the phones? Flashlight?”
 
   “My solar light should be charged,” Hannah said, “if you can find it without a light to find it with.”
 
   “I’ll go start a fire in the hearth.” They had built a fireplace into the wall, opposite the main door, where they could keep a fire burning on cool or wet nights. Rex’s design, modified twice as he learned more, vented the smoke outside through a chimney.
 
   “Wait,” Hannah said. “Make sure it’s clear of debris. We don’t want to set ourselves on fire in here.”
 
   “Rex? Mr. O’Brien?” Claire said, from a different location than where she was a moment ago. Then she shouted, “Rex?”
 
   “I’m here,” he said. “Thinking about why the roof fell. It was sturdy. It’s been up there for a month. Why now?”
 
   Nari said, “Mr. O’Brien?”
 
   Ted said, “He’s here. I have everything off him. Mr. O’Brien, are you okay?”
 
   Bob coughed. “A little confused. What’s happening?”
 
   Hannah sagged in relief at the sound of his voice. Everyone seemed to be accounted for. No major injuries.
 
   While Ted explained to Bob what was going on, Hannah groped for her pack. At night, they left the packs and equipment they didn’t want to risk getting wet piled up in the center of the cabin. She felt around under the debris until she found a strap, pulled on it, groped it. No, not her pack. Dixie’s little one. The second try, she found hers.
 
   Her solar flashlight was clipped there. During the day, she usually had it clipped to her belt loop to charge. She turned it on, and LED light flooded the room. She could hear the collective sigh of relief. Instantly, things seemed less chaotic, though the place was a mess. Only the edges of the cabin were clear. Everywhere else, pieces of the roof had fallen in. 
 
   The reason it had fallen dawned on her just as Rex said it. “Ash. It collected up there and caved it in.”
 
   Bob said, “It’s rock, after all. Flakes of pumice, pretty much.”
 
   Rex was moving around the cabin, apologizing as he stepped over people. She realized he was checking all the uprights of the walls. 
 
   She said, “Are they okay, Rex?”
 
   “What?”
 
   Louder, she said, “Are they okay? The supports?”
 
   “Yeah. We can rebuild the roof.”
 
   Claire said, “We don’t have that much time left here. Maybe it’s not worth the effort. But let’s table that for the moment and get the place cleaned up.”
 
   Hannah found one of the pinesap candles. As she pulled it out, it flared to life again. She pulled her sleeve down over her hand and patted all around it, making sure that there were no bits of roof smoldering.
 
   Ted said. “Can I have the flashlight? I’ll hook it up there.” He pointed to where a branch was canted down into the airspace of the cabin.
 
   Hannah handed it over and took hold of a large branch that had once been the roof, and pulled it toward the door. With all of them working together to clear the cabin, there was something of a traffic jam. Claire finally sent half of them outside to the entrance. Hannah stayed with the group that carried debris to the door, where the other group hauled it away from the cabin. In a half-hour, the cabin was mostly cleared. Volcanic ash had been wafted into the air from the effort, and her throat was dry and scratchy with it.
 
   By the time she stepped out of the cabin, someone had lit a small campfire. They all gathered around it in an age-old human act. Probably hardwired into us. Then she realized they were prefiguring the hardwiring by forty million years or so, and once again experienced that sense of strangeness, of temporal and logical dislocation.
 
   They were not supposed to be here. They were a violation of the laws of nature.
 
   But then, the timegate was a thing of nature, wasn’t it? She hoped. Because the alternative, that some malevolent alien power or something had put it there, was a worse thought.
 
   Sufficient unto the day is the evil thereof. They had enough problems without her inventing timegate-building evil aliens. 
 
   She came out of her weird line of thought to hear a discussion about rebuilding the roof.
 
   “What if it rains every day again?” Dixie said. “I don’t mind working on the roof. I’d rather sleep dry.”
 
   Hannah took note of the young woman’s volunteering for work. Maybe she was changing.
 
   “The rainy season might be on the wane,” Claire said. We’ve only had two showers in five days now, right?”
 
   “Rex,” Bob said, raising his voice to be heard. “How long do you think it’ll take?”
 
   “Three days,” Rex said, with assurance. “We know what we’re doing now. We have made plenty of rope. If four people hunt or clam, and the rest of us build a roof, three days, max.”
 
   “We do need to send out hunters,” Claire said.
 
   “Agreed,” Rex said. “It’s why I calculated it that way. If they find something the first morning, we may be able to get it done in two days, but no promises.”
 
   “What time is it, Hannah?” Claire asked.
 
   Hannah tilted her wrist so that the light of the campfire illuminated her watch. “Three thirty-six. Sunrise is about seven o’clock now.”
 
   “So we should try and get more sleep if we can,” Claire said. “If any of you decide to stay awake, keep the conversation quiet, please.” She turned for the cabin.
 
   Hannah waited a moment for the group to start dispersing and then tapped Bob on the shoulder. “You okay?”
 
   “What? Oh, yeah.”
 
   “No chest pain?”
 
   “Only the dull ache I seem to have most of the time now.”
 
   “I was worried when you weren’t up quickly.”
 
   “I honestly thought I was having a nightmare. I was waiting to wake up from it. Then when I felt Ted’s hand, I realized I already had.”
 
   “Good. I’m glad you’re okay.”
 
   Claire called from inside the cabin, “Would some tall person get the flashlight turned off please?”
 
   Ted trotted away to do that. Hannah said, “I need my sleep too. Coming, Bob?” 
 
   “Yeah. If we had a pot of coffee, I’d stay up. But otherwise, I’ll be dragging by noon.”
 
    
 
   * * *
 
    
 
   The roof got rebuilt, hunters found meat, and before she knew it, they were packing up for the trip back to the timegate. Tempers frayed as they prepared. Some of the anxiety was about where they would end up. Some of it was about Laina. 
 
   It wasn’t that everyone had forgotten about her. It was that the work of each day, and the challenges of each day, were enough to distract them. And fretting about something out of their control was a waste of energy. In a way, they’d all become like Buddhists, living in the moment. It was easy—too easy—to forget the traumas of the past. It was useless to worry about the future. But, useless or not, now they were worried.
 
   “We have to find her,” said Nari over dinner the next to last evening at the cabin. “Or how will we get back to our own time? No one else knows anything about the timegate.”
 
   Claire said, “Unless you do, Rex.”
 
   “Not enough,” he said. He had taken to turning his head slightly so that his good ear was pointed at the speaker. Hannah almost never saw his face from the front any more. “She was the expert. And I wouldn’t want the responsibility of guessing.”
 
   “I wish I’d talked more with her,” Bob said. “And that reminds me. Anyone who is the only expert on anything needs to share it with at least one other person. Think on that, everyone. Comb through your mind. If you’ve figured out a good shortcut, and use it but never thought to mention it, mention it next time. Losing a person is terrible, of course. We’d grieve your loss. Be devastated by it. But at this point, losing the knowledge and skill you carry around in your skull is equally as devastating, in a different way. It makes us all less likely to survive. Whatever mistake I made by not quizzing Laina more about her knowledge, I don’t want to make again.”
 
   Sober looks were on most faces, contemplative looks on others. Hannah thought that Nari might have never thought of herself as valuable to a group, as carrying skill or knowledge so valuable that its loss would harm others. But Bob was 100% correct. Nari had gone from a shy girl, a hanger-on of Dixie, to an independent young woman and a valuable member of a community, a growing expert in making clothes from hide. Next month, if Bob was right about the weather, and as their clothes began to tatter more, her expertise would be more important still to them.
 
   Even Dixie seemed—well, not all that valuable. She had no great expertise that they relied on, though her excellent vision came in handy at times. But she was less of a drain these days. Between her nastiness to Garreth, his death, Nari’s desertion of her, and Hannah’s abdication, her edges had been softened. Perhaps Claire’s leadership was helping, too. Dixie’s disruptive influence had once felt like a hurricane to Hannah, but it was now nothing more than an occasional foul breeze. And having no leadership role, Hannah was able to steer clear of her ill wind much of the time.
 
   Ted’s recklessness was the same, but it hadn’t killed him yet. Rex’s hearing loss didn’t stop him from functioning as the group’s inventor and engineer. Zach and Jodi were being responsible about sex. Claire was a good leader—though she looked stressed out, now that Hannah thought about it. Bob was weak, but no one resented adjusting for him. Even the planned slower walk to the timegate to allow for Bob’s limitations had been accepted matter-of-factly.
 
   All things considered, everything was going well. And maybe that was why everyone was on edge. The jump through time would mean changes, new dangers, new stress. A loss of the cabin, the physical home that they’d shared for over a month. The loss of routines. Hannah started thinking of everything that might go wrong—dropping into a world without water, or a cold world, or a terribly hot one—and could feel the creeping anxiety build in herself.
 
   Deal with it as it comes.
 
   Good advice. Easy to give, but much harder to take.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 12
 
    
 
   A few tears were shed when they left the cabin.
 
   “I wonder how long it will take to fall apart,” Rex said.
 
   “Nature reclaims everything,” Bob told him, clapping him on the shoulder. “Not your fault.”
 
   “No, I know.” Rex let out a sigh.
 
   Bob said he felt good enough to walk to begin. Hannah, in her role as head medic, planned to keep an eye on him and get him into the travois as soon as he grew pale or stressed or slowed down.
 
   Ted was carrying little beyond a spear. His job would be to haul Bob when it came time. When Bob could walk, Ted was responsible for their self-defense. Claire had told him to stay unencumbered so he could move quickly in an emergency.
 
   They were rationing water carefully. The animal bladders the hunters had retrieved had slow leaks. They bundled them up in a Mylar blanket, and that kept them from leaking the water onto the ground. Whenever they stopped, they carefully poured the leakage off the blanket and drank that first. Nari was working on a hide carrier for a few of them, and felt confident she could make it work, but she hadn’t gotten it perfected by the time to leave. So they were hoping for at least one good rain.
 
   But not, Hannah hoped, another lightning storm. 
 
   On day three, they had some luck. One of the trees that they had passed before that had nothing but small green fruit had, in the month, ripened into a pale orange-pink. The lower branches were picked clean of the fruit, but ripe fruit still hung in the upper branches. Ted swung himself up and tossed down fruit the size of apricots. Everyone who had room added several to their basket or pack. Hannah volunteered to test it, and by nightfall she was able to say it seemed safe to eat. It was tart, but juicy. 
 
   By morning, her digestive system had told her it was safe to swallow, and everyone had a breakfast of fruit, about five per person. It satisfied their thirst too, and Nari was thrilled to be able to eat a vegetarian breakfast for a change. 
 
   The afternoon before the timegate’s arrival, they arrived at the spot in a light rain. They worked all day at refilling the water bottles.
 
   “Everything is going great,” Claire said.
 
   “You planned well,” Hannah told her.
 
   “Bob’s looking a bit pale.”
 
   It had stressed him, the trip. He had pushed himself too hard, and it had taken the will of all of the rest of them to keep him from walking at all the past two days. He was grumpy over being “ganged up on,” as he called it. As far as Hannah was concerned, grumpy but alive was far better than the alternative. She worried that the grumpiness was another sign of his exhaustion. For the first time, she wondered if the timegate trip itself might be too much for him. Not that they had another choice.
 
   After the water bottles were full, they were all on edge, waiting for the gate. Ted asked Claire if he could take a hunting party out.
 
   “Not too far,” she said. “And back by nightfall.”
 
   The four who volunteered left, and Nari pulled out her sewing, and Bob fell asleep. The tension ratcheted down a good deal as a result.
 
   Claire said, “Hannah, would you talk with me?”
 
   “Sure,” Hannah replied.
 
   They walked away from the group, not out of sight, but out of earshot. Claire said, “Am I doing anything wrong? As the elected leader, I mean?”
 
   Hannah was surprised at the question. “No, not at all. Why do you ask?”
 
   “It feels like everybody’s unhappy and it’s all slipping out of my control.”
 
   “Well, it’s not all within your control. People are who they are. They’ll have good days and bad days. We’re all on edge because everything is about to change. And despite our problems, the last three weeks have been relatively calm. Next that might not be true. You can take credit for things going well, but the rest is not your fault.”
 
   “I feel like I should be able to fix it somehow. Like there are words—the right words—that I could say. But I don’t know them.”
 
   “No, that’s not so. Sometimes I guess there are magic words—words that will comfort, or inspire, or calm. But not always. You do your best and accept what happens.”
 
   “Did you? Accept?”
 
   “No,” Hannah said. “I kicked myself all the time. Every day. Over Garreth, I’m still kicking.”
 
   “That wasn’t your fault. Nor was Laina.”
 
   “I know that in my head. But my heart says something different. And hitting Dixie was definitely my fault, and I know that, heart and head both. If you’re a leader worth having, you’ll feel like crap half the time about what you can’t fix and about the mistakes you make.”
 
   Claire rolled her eyes. “That’s awful.”
 
   “But true, I think.”
 
   “What have I gotten myself into?” 
 
   “You’re doing great,” Hannah said. “Unfortunately, that doesn’t mean you’ll feel great about it.”
 
   Claire surprised her with a hug. “Thanks. That actually helped. Strange, considering it wasn’t all that optimistic.” 
 
   Hannah laughed. “Glad it did.”
 
   The hunters returned without having killed anything, and Bob woke up slightly more cheerful after his nap. After a meal of jerky and water, they lit a fire and set watches. Hannah knew she’d have a restless night, anticipating whatever tomorrow would bring. They didn’t even know when the timegate might arrive, not for sure. Just today. Claire instructed the night watch to keep one eye aimed at its spot, just in case it came early. 
 
   By dawn, someone was on watch every minute, doing nothing but watching the spot where the timegate would appear. Everyone was banned from going very far by Claire. “Relieve yourselves just beyond the camp. Everybody be polite and turn away at those moments. We can’t risk anyone else being split off.”
 
   Nervous anticipation descended on them all. There was little conversation. It was hardly necessary to keep a designated lookout for the gate. Every one of them glanced over at its location every few seconds. Hannah couldn’t keep from checking her watch. She needed to time it. Fourteen minutes, thirteen seconds, Laina had told her. If they had any chance at all of finding Laina, they needed to jump precisely when she had. Hannah still thought the chance of timing it perfectly was nil, but they had to try.
 
   “Is that it?” Dixie asked, pointing.
 
   Everyone stared. “No,” Claire said.
 
   “Sorry. I thought I saw something.”
 
   “No problem,” Claire said. “Better to err by seeing something that isn’t there than by missing it.”
 
   Ted took the enforced inactivity badly. By mid-morning, he was pacing in a tight circle, around and around.
 
   “Sit down,” Dixie said. “You’re making it worse.”
 
   “I can’t,” he said. “And I’m not bothering anyone.”
 
   Dixie said, “You’re bothering—”
 
   “Both of you,” Claire said. “Knock it off. No arguing. We’re all nervous. Take a breath.”
 
   “Let’s sing or something. Play a word game,” said Nari.
 
   “What, like Row, Row, Row Your Boat?” said Zach.
 
   “Whatever. Just something.”
 
   “Let’s talk,” Jodi said. “I know. Everybody tell what’s the best day everyone has had since you got here.”
 
   “What?” said Rex. 
 
   “Your best day,” Jodi said, more loudly. “What was your best day here? During the two months here?”
 
   “Wheels,” Rex said. “When I figured out the wheels and axle design.”
 
   Dixie said, “I’m not sure I want to hear yours, Jodi. It’s sure to be over-share.”
 
   “The first kiss,” Jodi said, sweetly. “If that isn’t too awful to think about, Dixie.” 
 
   “The second. Or third kiss,” said Zach. “Not the first.”
 
   “Thanks for sparing us more,” Dixie said.
 
   Hannah said, “What about you, Dixie?”
 
   “I don’t know. A hunting trip about five weeks ago, I think.” She looked at Ted. “You, Ted?”
 
   “Bringing down two animals in one hunt. Good day. Mr. O’Brien?”
 
   “The night the roof fell in.”
 
   “Really?”
 
   “It was as good as any. And the stress didn’t kill me, so I felt deeply grateful.”
 
   Hannah would be better at the game if Jodi had asked their worst day here. A month ago, Laina disappearing. The lightning strike was the next worst. An encounter with the entelodonts, the hell pigs, before both of those was also terrifying. They’d seen the same family group of hell pigs on the hike out here, walking in the distance, and had skirted well around them.
 
   Watching the faces of the others as they named their best days, she almost missed it. The shimmer in the air deepened. “The gate!” Hannah said. “Gear up.” She had her pack ready to go and slipped in on. 
 
   Claire said, “Get the spears, Ted.”
 
   “On it,” he said. He carried them all through. And he’d jump first so he didn’t land on anyone with an armload of spears. Hannah would bring up the rear.
 
   Everyone was scrambling, putting on packs, shoving the last few items inside them. Ted formed the head of the line at the gate. Hannah checked her watch. “Plenty of time. But let’s line up anyway, okay, Claire?”
 
   They all did, in tense silence. Hannah patted her belt to make sure her flashlight was hanging there. They might arrive in darkness and she’d need it. Every minute she announced the countdown. A cloud of anticipation and dread seemed to settle over them.
 
   She looked at her watch again and counted down the last seconds. “Four. Three. Two, One. Go, Ted!”
 
   He stepped through. The purples flared around the timegate. Dixie was next. Rex. Nari. Then Zach and Jodi. Bob was just ahead of Hannah. Hannah took a deep breath, stepped through, and felt the now-familiar electrical jolt and falling sensation. She forced her eyes to stay open, and the light was all around her, pulsing in jewel colors. Then the colors faded and a new world came into view. She was out.
 
   


  
 



Chapter 13
 
    
 
   Hannah rolled down a hill. She tried to arrest her tumble, but the hill was steep and she was gaining momentum. Slapping up against a boulder stopped her. That hurt, as she had smacked into a sharp protrusion with her hip and arm. She grabbed at the ground to make sure she was well and truly stopped, digging her fingers into dirt. Not much vegetation to hold onto. The slope was too steep for that.
 
   It was day, afternoon if she had to guess. Keeping one arm wrapped around the big rock that had stopped her, she worked her way up to a seated position and looked downslope. Everyone else was spread out over the slope. Some had tumbled quite a way. There was a pileup of three—Jodi, Zach, and Nari. Rex had managed to get to his feet already. 
 
   The air, she registered, was cool. Cool and dry. Not cold, but who knew what tonight would bring. Or if this was a hot day for this season or a cold one. Or what month it was, for sure. Or what year. Millions of years forward from where they were, but millions shy of where they wanted to be.
 
   She yelled down the slope. “Ted, you see any danger? Animals?”
 
   He pulled a spear from the bundle, threw it aside, and pulled out another. “Two spears broke. Sorry!” he called. He turned his back to her and half walked, half-skidded down the rocky hill. There was a lot of scree, and footing was treacherous. Ted’s natural grace and balance kept him upright. She’d have to be super-careful getting down there with a loaded pack, or she’d slip and go ass over teakettle again.
 
   “Ow! Don’t!” yelled Zach.
 
   “Are you okay, Zach?” Bob called. He tried to stand, slipped and sat back down again. He slid on his rump another three feet before friction stopped him.
 
   “I think I hurt my hand,” Zach said.
 
   Jodi was bent over him, cradling his arm.
 
   “Hey. That hurts.”
 
   Jodi called up. “Hannah, I think maybe he broke something.”
 
   She took a deep breath and stood, bracing her shins against the rock that had stopped her slide downhill, and she tried to pick out a safe route. There wasn’t one, really. 
 
   “Look out below,” she said. “Claire and Bob, I’m coming, and I might fall on the way.”
 
   Claire scooted off to the side, where a scraggly looking bush clung to the slope. She grabbed it. “Go on,” she said.
 
   Hannah hadn’t taken three steps before the rocks under her boots began to slide. She squatted, arrested the slide with a palm to the ground, and tried again. She moved in a crouch, ready to use her hands for balance or brake and, with a step here, a slide there, managed to make it down to Bob. She said, “You okay?”
 
   “Yeah. I’ll come down once you’re there. I think I’ll just slide the whole way on my butt. Seems safer.”
 
   “However you can do it,” she said, and kept moving down the slope. When she reached Zach and Jodi, Nari moved off, saying, “I’ll go on down. Good luck, Zach.”
 
   Hannah asked him where his arm hurt. He pointed to his wrist. She palpated the area gently. He winced as she pushed on a protrusion. She said, “I think it’s a wrist bone. Might be cracked or dislocated. Can you hold the arm up?”
 
   He did so, but his lips were clamped shut against the pain.
 
   “Try rotating your hand, like this.” She demonstrated.
 
   “That hurts pretty bad,” he said, stopping halfway through the rotation.
 
   “Okay. We need to wrap it. Splint it.” She wriggled out of her pack and handed it to Jodi. “Hold this, would you?” She took a second to check her flashlight on her belt and make sure it hadn’t broken in her tumble. It was sturdily made, and it had come through with no more than scrapes.
 
   Jodi said, “Is he going to be okay?”
 
   “Sure. At worst, it’s a broken bone, but a small bone. He may be functioning one-handed for the next month. At best, it’s no more than a minor sprain. Though that’ll still take at least a week or two to heal.”
 
   “I feel stupid,” Zach said.
 
   “Well, don’t,” she said, softening it with a smile. “Could’ve happened to any of us. In fact, I’m surprised it didn’t happen to all of us. What a place to land, eh?”
 
   “You’re bleeding,” Jodi said. “Your elbow.”
 
   “Me?” Hannah asked.
 
   “Yeah, but your shirt isn’t torn. A bit of blood is seeping through.”
 
   “No biggie, then. I’ll look at myself in a second.” She pulled out her carved tongue-depressor collection, and a wad of shirt material. “Jodi, I want to use these bits of wood to stabilize his wrist. So hold these three against his palm, like this, and Zach, don’t move for a second.” She put another three homemade tongue depressors over the back of his hand and wound one loop of material around. She adjusted everything to her liking, trying to make sure he’d not be able to bend his wrist, and continued winding. After two more turns, she said, “Pull your fingers away, Jodi, okay?”
 
   In another two minutes, Zach was wearing a supporting bandage around his wrist. “The wood isn’t very thick on those, so don’t stress it. I’ll splint it better when we’re settled.” She put her supplies away. 
 
   Bob came up, sliding on his butt as promised. “Everything okay?”
 
   “Maybe,” said Zach. “I might have broken my wrist, Hannah says.”
 
   “That your dominant hand?” Bob said.
 
   “Yeah.”
 
   “Be careful going down the hill. If you fall, your inclination will be to shoot out that hand to catch yourself. Now, if you’ll excuse me, I’m going to get on down there.”
 
   Claire came next, walking. “Can I help?”
 
   “We’re okay, I think,” Jodi said. “Thanks. Go on. We’ll see you at the bottom.”
 
   Claire continued on, checking every foot placement before putting weight on it. Hannah helped Zach stand. “Bob made a good point. Why don’t you open your shirt midway, just one button, and shove your hand inside, so it’s harder to automatically grab with that hand.”
 
   “I’ll have a harder time walking, I think, with out both hands free to balance myself.”
 
   “We’ll take it super slow. Jodi, why don’t you go ahead of him, but close, so if he slips he runs into you.”
 
   “Take my club,” Jodi said to Zach. “You can use it as a cane until we get down.” 
 
   Hannah followed with a hand hovering over his back, ready to snatch at his shirt at any moment to keep him from falling. But they took it slow, and the only one who fell on the trip down was Jodi, and she bounced right back up.
 
   Ted and Dixie had ranged out from the main group, scanning the vicinity for danger. They were in a deep ravine. Ted had veered to one side, Dixie to the other. Claire was finishing building a cairn of rocks to mark the place, Hannah realized, where they’d come down from the timegate. Smart. Hannah turned around and studied the slope, to etch it in her memory in case a flash flood swept the rock marker away.
 
   “Okay,” Claire said. “We need to find a place to camp. A water source. Our bottles are full, and it’s late in the day, so shelter is more important.”
 
   “Which way do we go?” Nari said.
 
   “Does it matter?” Claire said. “Hannah? Bob? What do you two think?”
 
   “Downhill to find water,” Bob said.
 
   “I think it might get cold tonight,” Hannah said, “So a stand of trees would be good, for shelter and for firewood.”
 
   “Okay.” Claire called over, “Dixie, Ted, do you guys see any trees in either direction?”
 
   “Not this way,” Dixie called. “Just some dead bushes.”
 
   “Not this way either,” Ted said. “But I think it opens up down this way. Widens, I mean.”
 
   “Ted’s direction, then,” Claire said. “Let’s get going.”
 
   They hiked down the left-hand fork of the ravine, which did widen, until they were able to walk three abreast with comfort.
 
   Bob said, “I think this must be carved by water. But whether recently or hundreds of years ago, I can’t say.”
 
   “We’re going downhill,” Jodi said. “You can tell if you look behind us.”
 
   They all turned to check it out. 
 
   Hannah said, “I wouldn’t want to be caught here in a flash flood.”
 
   “No,” said Bob. “We shouldn’t camp in it.”
 
   “There’s more growing up ahead,” said Ted, who was in front. “Bushes.”
 
   And there was spotty grass now at the sides of the ravine. They were losing elevation with every step. 
 
   Fifteen minutes later, the ravine had opened up into a wide spot, a sort of grassy bowl, where several dry water courses met. Beyond that were rolling hills. The sky was bright blue, with one patch of high cirrus clouds to the east. The sun was three-quarters of the way down the sky, so that direction, just right of their heading, had to be west. To the left of it, roughly south, the land fell away more. 
 
   “I think there’s likely to be water that direction,” said Bob. 
 
   Claire said, “There are trees, so there might be a stream.”
 
   “They’re turning, do you see? For autumn, I mean,” Jodi said.
 
   They were, showing a patch of yellow here and there, the beginning of the change. 
 
   “I wonder what month it is,” Zach said. 
 
   Rex said, “We can figure that out. We’ll time sunrise and sunset, and that’ll tell us if we’re before or after the equinox.”
 
   “I’ll reset my watch tonight,” Hannah said. “If you can help me remember to, Rex.” She’d set it once at sunset, to 6 p.m. as a default, and then when the sun rose, they’d know the length of the night. Tomorrow, she’d adjust her watch accordingly. Time travel gave a new meaning to changing one’s watch to local time.
 
   “At least there’s shelter,” Nari said. “We can get in the trees, build a fire, and spend the night.”
 
   Claire said, “We have no idea what kind of animals are around, so everybody keep an eye out. No one sees anything, do they?”
 
   “Birds,” said Dixie. “There’s something like an eagle way up there.”
 
   “Which means there’s prey,” Bob said. “Rabbits or rodents or whatever. Beyond that, there will be a whole ecosystem. Grazing animals, predators, snakes, insects.”
 
   “Were there rabbits back here?” Zach said.
 
   “Definitely. We must be around twenty or twenty-five million years ago—twenty million before our original time, I mean. In the Miocene, if Laina’s calculations got us where she was aiming. There are a lot of animals alive in this epoch that should look more familiar.”
 
   “Does anyone see any sign that Laina was here?” Claire said.
 
   “No,” Bob said. “I’ve kept an eye out. Everybody should. Every time we go someplace new in this world, look around for structures, or boot prints, or anything manmade.”
 
   “She might have written a message on a rock face,” Hannah said.
 
   “With what?” Dixie asked, a hint of her old sarcasm in her voice.
 
   “Charcoal,” Bob said.
 
   “Animal blood,” Ted said.
 
   “Dyes,” Hannah said. “Maybe from plants. Boiled down fruit juice, for example.”
 
   Claire said, “Of course. We’ll keep our eye out for signs she is here—or was here. But right now we need to find shelter for the night. And get a fire going.”
 
   Hannah also wanted them to make debris huts. The chill in the air grew more pronounced, hinting at a cold night. There weren’t enough blankets and hides to cover them all, but debris huts should keep them warm enough.
 
   “I’m sorry, but I’m wearing down,” Bob said.
 
   “I’m sorry!” Claire said. “I should’ve asked.”
 
   Rex had carried the two-wheeled travois, the “Bob-sled,” as they still sometimes called it. Whatever it was, it made it much easier to haul Bob. And, come to think of it, it would speed up moving leaves for debris hut construction.
 
   The stretch of grassland they had to cross was wider than it had looked. The sun was not far from going behind the hills when they reached the trees.
 
   “Fan out in pairs, look out for both danger and opportunity,” Claire said. “Except Bob. You rest here, please.”
 
   Hannah paired with Rex. “Let’s keep an eye out for fallen trunks and branches that could serve as the spine of a debris hut.”
 
   “Check,” he said. “Look, an animal.” He pointed into the tree.
 
   Hannah didn’t look quickly enough to catch sight of it. “What was it?”
 
   “Squirrel-ish, both in size and how it ran off. No danger.”
 
   “Your hearing seems better.”
 
   “You’re on the right side. Or rather, my left side, which is the correct side.”
 
   “The other ear is still lagging behind?”
 
   “Very much so. There’s a real difference, and it’s getting more pronounced.”
 
   “I’m sorry,” she said.
 
   “Not your fault. Just an act of nature.” He veered away from her. “Here’s one.” He bent to lift the end of a limb. “Hardly have to trim it. Can you see a stump or rock to set it on?”
 
   There was nothing nearby, but a few minutes of wandering later, they found a big rotting tree trunk that would serve.
 
   She said, “I’m not seeing a stream. I think the trees are feeding off ground water. An underground stream, maybe.”
 
   “Or just rain, flowing down those ravines and into this flat area.”
 
   Hannah bent to push aside leaves and forest litter, feeling the ground. It wasn’t wet right now. “Okay, that’s far enough, I think. We’re not finding anything of note.”
 
   “I wish there was a fruit tree.”
 
   “We’ll find some, I imagine. Or nuts, maybe, if the squirrel-like critters have left us any.”
 
   As they walked back, he said, “I miss the old place. Isn’t that funny? We’re getting closer to home, I know, but I want the cabin back. And the trees we knew. The lake that most of us knew how to fish.”
 
   “Yeah, and the clay deposits and soap plants and whatnot. We have to hunt for replacements for all that.”
 
   “And test food again.”
 
   “All true.” 
 
   They regrouped back by Bob. Nobody had found anything of note except Jodi and Zach, who had found pine trees with sap. Jodi said, “And pine cones. Lots of ‘em.”
 
   “And they look just like normal ones. Like ours, I mean,” Zach said.
 
   “We’re burning daylight,” Bob said.
 
   “Feel how cold it is,” Hannah said.
 
   Claire nodded. “We need debris huts again.”
 
   “Rex and I found one good spot. Anyone else see more?”
 
   Dixie said, “I wasn’t looking. And I don’t want to sleep inside one again.”
 
   Bob smiled kindly at her. “Any snakes will be smaller now. I think the constrictors are gone from North America.”
 
   “Think?” she said.
 
   “Pretty sure,” Bob said. “Almost positive.”
 
   “There’s always something. Snakes or spiders or whatever.”
 
   Claire said, “I’m more worried about things like the saber tooth. Let’s all go where Rex and Hannah were, and we’ll find five—no, four—places to build shelter for the night.”
 
   Bob said he was okay again, at least for that much walking. They found a big fallen tree first. Claire said, “Dixie, you’ll stay with me and Jodi. We’ll sleep on the outsides, and you’ll be more protected between us. Let’s everybody pitch in to building this one, and then we’ll do the others.”
 
   Bob took the job of leaning sticks against the main spine of the shelter. Ted limbed the trunk with a stone axe. Everyone else gathered or piled up leaves. Hannah used the travois to haul, and within minutes there was enough material gathered to cover the whole thing. Nari helped Bob build the structure. Ted, who was done with the axe, said to Hannah, “Let’s look for the next. We’re losing light fast.” In ten minutes, they had found a sturdy limb, dragged it to a stump, and Ted had limbed the whole thing. 
 
   Ted whistled sharply. “Over this way, when you’re all done.” To Hannah, he said, “Let’s get the other two started, stay ahead of everyone else.”
 
   By the time the woods were growing dim, two shelters were half-completed, and two were finished. Claire told Ted and Hannah to build a fire ring somewhere central to all four. Ted hauled rocks while Hannah cleared out a space down to the dirt, dug down six inches more to make sure their campfire would not set the woods ablaze, and cleared all the leaves and twigs from a circle two yards in diameter beyond that. Ted built a ring of rocks around the area of bare dirt. Hannah used her magnesium fire starter to get a blaze going, and by the time all the debris huts were done, Ted had gathered several flat rocks to sit on, as well. 
 
   They ate a meal of jerky and water together, and then dispersed to their huts. Hannah shared one with Nari. “Big day tomorrow,” the girl said, once they were settled down.
 
   “Yeah. Lots to accomplish.” Ten minutes later, Nari was asleep, and not long after, Hannah dropped off too.
 
   Her bladder woke her. When she crawled from the debris hut, dragging her pack out with her, it wasn’t yet dawn. Her watch read 4:10 a.m. May as well get up. She relieved herself away from the hut and, using her flashlight, found her way back to the fire, gathering deadfall fuel as she walked. A few small coals still burned, and she built the fire back up in no time at all. It cast flickering lights over the trunks of the surrounding trees. The dusty smell of forest was all around her: decaying leaves, pollen, dirt, and the subtle smells of the trees themselves, their wood oils releasing volatile compounds that the human nose had evolved to detect. As the fire grew hotter, the smell of burning wood overwhelmed the more subtle scents. 
 
   Zach was the first up, joining her at the fire. “So what’s the agenda for the day?”
 
   “You need to ask Claire. But I assume water, food, and a more secure shelter site are the priorities.”
 
   “I wouldn’t mind a weekend off.”
 
   She smiled at that. “Not possible in a survival situation. We had some pretty easy days before we made the jump, remember.”
 
   “Yeah, but I wouldn’t mind lying in bed half the morning. A real bed too, not just a pile of leaves. Maybe flip on the TV.”
 
   “You could sing some Saturday morning cartoon theme songs right now. Almost the same experience.”
 
   “Not hardly,” he said. “And I wouldn’t mind a Pop-Tart.”
 
   “Fruit, we might find. But sugar and flour, no way, sorry.”
 
   “It’s okay. I’ll be fine without. Just a thought.”
 
   “Your wrist okay?”
 
   “Bandage is getting kind of loose.”
 
   “Let me re-do it, okay?”
 
   “Sure. Thanks.”
 
   She was working at the bandage when Jodi walked up, yawning. “Stealing my boyfriend, Hannah?”
 
   “No offense, but you’re all a bit young for me.” Hannah smiled at her, hoping Jodi was just joking and not developing a streak of paranoid jealousy. That could send cracks through the group.
 
   But Jodi looked more sleepy than angry or jealous. She sat next to Zach and said, “What’s for breakfast?”
 
   “Nothing,” Zach said. 
 
   “There’s more jerky left,” Hannah said.
 
   “Is there?” he said. 
 
   “We have a fire and fuel. We can make a stew of it tonight if we don’t find anything else to eat.”
 
   “We’ll find something else to eat,” said Zach. “Or you guys will. I’m useless without my good arm in action.”
 
   “Not useless,” Hannah said. “You could still fish or gather or do a lot of things.” She finished wrapping his wrist. “There. You’re good for today.”
 
   Jodi rubbed her eyes. “I wonder if they just killed people who got badly injured.”
 
   “Who?”
 
   “Anybody. People a half-million years ago. If Zach had lost a hand rather than broken a wrist bone, would his tribe have kicked him out?”
 
   Zach said, “Probably depends on the tribe.”
 
   Jodi thought a minute and said, “On their resources, maybe. In lean times, you might not be able to carry an extra person, a person who can’t contribute and never will be able to. Babies, you would know would contribute one day, so you’d forgive them a couple years of uselessness. But not any adult who had lost an arm. Or who had become a burden.”
 
   “Like putting old people out on the ice flows, if that ever really happened,” Hannah said.
 
   Dixie’s scream had Hannah running before she knew she’d stood.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 14
 
    
 
   “What is it?” Hannah yelled as she ran up.
 
   “Nothing,” Claire said.
 
   “It was huge!”
 
   “Just a bug,” Claire said.
 
   “It could have eaten me, it was so big,” Dixie said. She continued to brush at herself as if covered by an army of insects.
 
   “I saw it. It was a little large,” said Claire to Hannah. Then her voice grew stern as she turned back to Dixie. “Get control of yourself. It wasn’t more than one, it didn’t bite you, and it’s long gone.”
 
   “Shut up,” Dixie said.
 
   “I can’t shut up. I’m in charge,” Claire said. “I’d love to shut up more, believe me.”
 
   “I’m going to reconnoiter,” Hannah said, happy to not be involved in the argument for once. “If that’s okay with you, Claire, I mean. I want to go out just to the edge of the woods and look at the open field, see if there are animals or birds moving to water at dawn.”
 
   “Sure, go ahead. We’ll get organized here. And Dixie, quit hitting yourself. There isn’t anything on you.”
 
   Dixie mumbled something and went off into the wood, still slapping at herself.
 
   Claire, watching her go, said, “Trade you roommates.” 
 
   “You’re in charge,” Hannah pointed out. “You can assign me wherever you want.”
 
   Claire shook her head, a rueful look on her face. “It is what it is. Go on, check the animals out there. Take someone else—your rule, remember. See you in a few.”
 
   Hannah took Zach with her, but they didn’t catch sight of any animals anywhere; just a few birds, hunting in the field for insects. She had to assume that there were big animals in this world and that they had a water source. The group simply needed to find it, and then they’d have water, and probably fish, and game.
 
   And more danger from predators.
 
   That day, they explored in teams, except Bob. Claire told him to stay with the fire and keep it going. “I hate to leave you on your own, but I think you’ll be safe. And if you feel up to wandering through the woods and find a fruit tree or nut tree, that’d be great, but please do stay under cover in the trees.”
 
   The rest of them paired up. Four teams explored in four cardinal directions. She and Nari were a team. They had been spending so much time together that, for Hannah, Nari had gone from being “one of the kids” to being a friend. It was impossible, in a leadership position, to single out anyone as a better friend than anyone else. (Though she had singled out Dixie as an enemy, a guilty little voice reminded her.) Nari wouldn’t be the best partner to have in a fight to the death, but she was good company on a hike.
 
   They were walking due west. As the land rose beyond the bowl, they found berry bushes that had been stripped nearly bare, but Hannah picked a few of the green berries showing just a tinge of yellow and began her test for safety on them, smashing one berry and rubbing the pulp on her inner wrist. 
 
   Nari said, “I could do that.” 
 
   “Next likely plant we find, I’ll take you up on that offer. Look around, if you would, and see if you can find berry-studded dung. There has to be some.” After she had stowed a bag of underripe berries in her pack, Hannah joined Nari in the hunt.
 
   “Here’s some,” the girl called.
 
   Hannah examined it. “Looks more like a small predator than a grazer.”
 
   “How do you know?”
 
   “Think people poop or dog poop or cat poop for meat-eaters. It’s more solid. Grazing and browsing animals tend to leave either pellets or you can see the grass and twigs that didn’t get digested. Seeds and underripe berries would come out whole.” In a visual flash, she remembered the javelina droppings from her summer ranger gig in Arizona. Those had been full of gourd seeds and skins and so much of the gourd itself, she wondered how the animals had absorbed any calories from the food. 
 
   Nari turned in a circle, gazing out over the plain. “I don’t see a sign of anything living. A couple birds, that’s it.”
 
   They moved on and were soon headed up a cleft between hills, a different one than the one they’d emerged from originally. Hannah pointed out the high water mark. “So in a flash flood during the rainy season, we don’t want to be caught below that level.”
 
   “Yeah, I see. How did you learn all this?”
 
   “I’ve hiked a lot. And I learned more during my summers as a ranger. I’ve been to different places, so I’ve seen what desert washes are like, and mountains, and the coast.”
 
   “I’d like to travel more.”
 
   As they explored, they talked about travel, the places they’d been, and those they wanted to visit. After almost a half-hour of the conversation, Nari said, “But I’m realizing as I’m talking that a lot of what I want to see has to do with human civilization. Art. Architecture. Culture. I guess Machu Picchu is just another green hill without the ruins. May as well be here as there.”
 
   Hannah understood that urge to see the great art of the world, or the pyramids, but what she wanted to see more were natural vistas. Coral islands. Coral itself, snorkeling off the Great Barrier Reef before it died. Mountains. Strange rock formations like Goblin Valley. “The Serengeti, for a photo safari, had been on my bucket list forever,” she told Nari. “But I think I’ve had my fill of big animals now.”
 
   “I wonder if Dixie took any pictures of animals when her phone was working.”
 
   “You can ask her, but I doubt it. We were usually trying to eat them or not get eaten. Not a great time to stop for snapshots.” The cleft they were walking in was narrowing as it climbed, and there were no trees at all, just some scrub brush, much of it leafless. Hannah spied a ledge that looked promising. “Let’s climb up there before we turn around. You up for it?”
 
   “Sure.”
 
   The rock face wasn’t sheer, but it was steep, but with plenty of hand- and footholds. They climbed the ten yards up to the ledge. 
 
   Nari looked up. “I wouldn’t want to climb the rest of it. It’s dead straight for the next little while.”
 
   Hannah touched the rock under her boots. “See how smooth the rock is here. Water carved it. It must be an old water level.”
 
   “It must really rain if it gets this high.”
 
   “I don’t see any sign that it does—or did this year. There’d be debris up here if it had, I think. Maybe the land is rising, being pushed up by geological processes. This might be what was the bottom a couple thousand years ago. Or maybe the world is moving into a dryer period.”
 
   “Maybe a couple thousand years ago, Laina was here for the rains. If she had been, would we find any sign of her?”
 
   Slowly, Hannah shook her head. “I can’t think of how. If she had written something on this rock face, for instance, it’d have been washed away long ago. If she had carved something with a dental pick, that might have worn off. Even her bones....” She didn’t finish the sentence and, when she saw Nari’s face, regretted having begun it.
 
   Nari let a long moment of silence pass and said, “Well, we’re not getting much accomplished here. I think we should turn around and explore more where there is vegetation.”
 
   “I wish we could find something like this near water. For a home site.”
 
   Nari looked around, as if seeing it anew. “Oh, I see. I mean, a fire would be safe here, not set anything else alight. And animals would have a harder time getting to us.”
 
   “Yeah, that was my main thought, making it harder for predators. We’d only have two ways to escape, but they’d only have two ways to get to us. And from up high, we’d see them coming.”
 
   “The ledge isn’t wide enough for nine of us, our gear, our crafts, and the cabin we’d build.”
 
   Hannah said, “All we need is one wall, curving, stretching from one side to the other. But you’re right. We need a wider and deeper platform than this.”
 
   They left the shelf and went on. Hannah came around a bend and there, on the path, was as weird an animal as she’d ever seen.
 
   “Whoa!” Nari said, drawing up short.
 
   Hannah was frozen, not terrified exactly, but not sure if this one was prey or predator. It was a foot taller than her, brindle-colored, with long front legs and a long neck. As it swung its head, it revealed a patch of bristled fur on the back of its neck, like a punk rock version of a horse’s mane.
 
   It bared its teeth at them—no fangs, she noted—and raised a paw. The toes ended in massive claws.
 
   “Back off,” she said to Nari. “And yell something at it.”
 
   “What?” Nari yelled. 
 
   “Anything.”
 
   Nari yelled the lyrics from a pop song as she backed up. Hannah gripped her spear, port arms, and made angry noises at the animal. Those claws were wicked, but the teeth didn’t look like carnivore teeth. So the claws were what—for pulling down branches, maybe? The long neck suggested it had filled a giraffe niche in this world. Whatever the claws were for primarily, they were also wicked weapons for self-defense.
 
   “Turn and run, Nari,” she said.
 
   “I won’t leave you.”
 
   “Do it! If you see a good ledge, climb to it.”
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 15
 
    
 
   A fusillade of pebbles sailed over Hannah’s head and hit the animal. It raised its claw to its head, looking befuddled at the rain of rocks. Hannah lunged with the spear, yelling, “Nari, run!” When she heard the young woman’s footsteps moving quickly and fading behind her, a good portion of her fear faded. Now she only had herself to worry about.
 
   The animal backed up a step—a giant step. Those long legs made it capable of covering a lot of ground quickly. Hannah knew not to turn and run too. She needed to stand her ground and make it back down first.
 
   “Ha! Ha!” she yelled, with each lunge of her spear. “Go! Get!” She kicked up some lose rocks with the inside of her boot and tried to send them at the animal. They fell short with a clatter.
 
   It backed up another step. “Ya!” Hannah yelled, punching the tip of her spear at its face.
 
   It swatted at her and the spear was torn from her hands. 
 
   “Oh crap!” she yelled, trying to sound more aggressive than afraid. The spear clattered against the side of the ravine and skittered down, landing just behind and to the right of her. She kept her eyes on the animal as she bent and groped for it. “Go away!” she yelled.
 
   “Hannah!” came Nari’s distant voice. “I found a place. I’m climbing!”
 
   Hannah had no hope of killing this beast for dinner. This would take a hunting party to bring down. Its reach was far better than a human’s, and it must weigh four hundred pounds.
 
   Hannah found the spear and lunged again with it. Again, the animal swung its wicked curved claws at her. 
 
   This time, the spear broke. She still had a hold of the longer piece, and she waved it around, an inept swordsman. “Enough!” she said to the animal. She could hear the desperation in her own voice.
 
   It put its claw down, knuckles first, and studied her. How much brain was behind the flat forehead?
 
   Keeping the broken spear in front of her, Hannah backed up slowly. The creature sat on heavy haunches, kicking up a cloud of dust. It was clearly a female. Luckily, it didn’t have young with it, or it’d be even more aggressive.
 
   “Look, you go your way,” Hannah said, at a normal pitch. “I’ll go mine. Right?” She backed up another step. Another.
 
   It yawned.
 
   “Sorry to bore,” Hannah said. “I’m just moseying on now. No harm, no foul. We’re all just mammals here together.” Another step back, another. It wasn’t following.
 
   So far.
 
   Her boot heel hit a rock wall, and she realized the path was curving again. She backed around the curve. The animal didn’t move. 
 
   The last glimpse she had, it was biting the back of its hand as if trying to dig out a flea.
 
   When she was ten yards beyond the curve, she turned, dropped the spear handle, and ran for all she was worth. When Nari came into view she yelled, “Is it chasing me?”
 
   “No!”
 
   Hannah slowed to a walk. “Should we wait, or go, do you think?”
 
   “Go,” said Nari, turning to climb down the rock face. She was down in seconds. “Let’s run, in case it changes its mind.”
 
   Hannah motioned her to lead, and they sprinted along, retracing their path. Hannah glanced behind herself every few seconds, but they were not being chased. Didn’t mean they weren’t being slowly trailed, though. The animal had been moving this way, and there really wasn’t any other way out but to climb up a steep hill.
 
   They were panting and slowed to a fast walk by the time they broke out into the open. 
 
   “I need food,” Nari said. “I’m feeling the lack of it.”
 
   “Maybe someone found something today. Small game. A stream with fish.” Those who had gone in a downhill direction had carried the net and fishing line in case they found water.
 
   “I hope. Here, you take my spear. You’re much better with it. I think we’re safe from that animal.”
 
   “I’ll feel better once we’re in the woods.”
 
   “I’m not sure how much that will help. It could follow our scent in.”
 
   “I’m pretty sure it’s not a carnivore. It didn’t want us to eat it, but I don’t think eating us was on its mind.”
 
   “I didn’t stick around long enough to analyze the teeth.”
 
   “Thank you for running when I asked you to.”
 
   “My preference anyway. I’m not as brave as the rest of you.”
 
   “I’m not brave.”
 
   Nari laughed. “Of course you are. Like Ted.”
 
   “Ted goes beyond brave,” Hannah said, “to reckless.” 
 
   “It’s gotten us meals, though.” Nari was walking back toward the stand of trees.
 
   Hannah fell into step with her. “That’s so.”
 
   “And hides.”
 
   “I’m not disagreeing. I just worry about him.”
 
   “Are you, um, attracted to him?”
 
   “What? No!” Hannah said. He—and all of the younger people—still felt like kids in that sense to her. “Or rather, I can see he’s attractive, but I don’t take it personally. It’s more like admiring a pink frilly dress on someone else that I’d never ever wear.” She considered why Nari might have asked. “Why? Are you interested in him?”
 
   “No,” said Nari. “I look at Jodi and Zach and how happy they are, and it makes me feel a little left out. Lonely, I guess. But Ted’s not my type. Rex would be more so, but there’s no—you know.”
 
   “Spark?”
 
   “Sure, whatever. I’m not hot for him. But if we’re stuck here forever, I might have to be. I don’t want to die a virgin. Not if I can possibly help it.”
 
   “We might get back, you know. To our time.”
 
   “Without Laina? I don’t think so.” Nari sighed. “I wish she had been here. I was relying on it. Or not relying exactly. Hoping hard she’d get us back home.”
 
   “Me too.” Hannah glanced behind them. Still no knuckle-walker. “You know, even if we don’t make it back to where we started, we might make it back to a time of humans. Ten thousand years too early would still put us into a North America that had humans.”
 
   “We wouldn’t speak their language.”
 
   “That’s no biggie. We could learn.”
 
   “They might shoot us on sight.”
 
   “They might,” Hannah said. “Or they might look at our shoes or backpacks and think we’re magical beings, to have such things as Velcro and zippers.”
 
   Nari laughed. “Not that we could make more if they asked us to prove we had the magic.”
 
   “No.”
 
   “The solar flashlight. You’d be a goddess to them. Hannah, Bringer of Light.”
 
   “Well, that’s a long time ahead. Millions upon millions of years.”
 
   “Or two months, whichever comes first.”
 
   “Hang on, let’s go to that tree over there. It looks unusual.” They were approaching the edge of the woods. “I want to check it out.” The leaves at the top of the tree were turning yellow. She veered toward it. It had long serrated leaves. Golf-ball-sized green seed pods scattered on the ground beneath it had been opened by some animal. Nothing was in them, but she looked up and saw more in the tree. “I think these are nuts. Do you see any on the ground like this, with the nuts still in them?”
 
   Nari looked around and bent over to pick up an open pod. “Ow. These remind me of the balls that fell off a sweet gum tree in my aunt’s yard. Prickly. And empty.”
 
   “Yeah. Give me a boost up to that first branch.” Hannah shrugged off her pack and let it fall to the ground.
 
   “I’ll try,” Nari said.
 
   “On three,” Hannah said, resting her hand on Nari’s shoulder. Nari bent and cradled Hannah’s boot. “One, two,” Hannah said, and on “three,” Nari lifted and Hannah propelled herself off her other foot. But she didn’t come within a foot of the branch. When she landed, she fell, knocking Nari over too. “Sorry!”
 
   “I’m fine. Let’s try that again. I think I can learn how to do this.”
 
   The fourth time they tried it, they got the timing just right, and Hannah grasped the branch.
 
   “Hang on,” Nari said. “Let me stand under you. You can stand on my shoulders and gain a few more inches.”
 
   “I only need you for a second.” Hannah let the girl help her get her balance, and took a better grip on the tree, and then she used brute force to haul herself up. It wasn’t a pretty picture, she was sure, and she thought for a moment about how Ted would have swung himself up like a chimp in a second. But her ungainly effort eventually brought her elbows to the branch and, once there, she was able to swing her leg over it. “Did any nuts fall while I was wrestling around like a rhino up here?”
 
   “A few.”
 
   “Great.” Hannah scooted as far down as the limb would let her and set the limb to bouncing.
 
   “Yeah, that’s doing it.”
 
   Hannah stopped bouncing and leaned over the branch as far as she dared to shake the end of it from side to side.
 
   “Okay, there are about a hundred fallen now.”
 
   “Good enough to start with,” Hannah said. “Look out; I’m dropping down.” It was far easier getting down than up. 
 
   Nari was already gathering nuts and stuffing them into Hannah’s pack. “What are they?”
 
   “I’m not sure. I’m going to grab a couple leaves and take them to Bob. He might know the tree. But we can try to eat one anyway, no matter what they are.”
 
   “It’s a pretty green coating on the pod,” Nari said, “but they keep stabbing me.”
 
   “Yeah, I guess that keeps animals from eating them too soon. Gives the nut a better chance to become a new tree”
 
   “Okay, I think we have them all.”
 
   “Great. Back to camp then.” It wasn’t long past noon, and Hannah thought they’d be the first back. But they’d found the nuts, and if they were edible, that helped a lot. And they’d figured out a possible type of campsite to look for. “We met a new animal. With a couple more hunters, we could probably take it down.”
 
   “I wonder if they’re loners, those things,” said Nari.
 
   “Well that one was alone. And a female.”
 
   “You checked?”
 
   “Couldn’t avoid seeing it,” Hannah said. “She spread her legs in a very unladylike manner. If a female is alone, it’s doubtful the males hang in packs. So despite the size, we could hunt a solitary one. Maybe even today, if people get back before dark, we can go back and try to find it.”
 
   Hannah felt better when she saw Bob was okay. He was alone at the fire, sitting back on his elbows.
 
   “You caught me goofing off,” he said. “You’re back early.”
 
   Nari told the story of their morning. 
 
   “The animal might have been a chalicothere, from what you’ve said. Some of them walked on their knuckles, and that’s a pretty rare thing. Maybe if I see one I’ll know for sure. So anyway, show me these nuts.”
 
   “I have tree leaves too.” Hannah pulled them out.
 
   Bob examined them. He asked for a knife, and Hannah pulled out a stone blade. He slit a seedpod and peeled away the prickly green bits. A lovely brown nut appeared, squat, with one end that tapered to a point. Bob said, “I think this is a chestnut. A true chestnut. But I’ve never seen one. Only pictures of them.”
 
   “Like chestnuts roasting on an open fire? Those sort of chestnuts?” Nari asked.
 
   Bob nodded.
 
   Hannah said, “I can see why they call the hair color that. It’s really a pretty shade of brown.”
 
   “Are they rare?” Nari said.
 
   “They are now,” Bob said. “Or in our time, rather. There was a blight, I think about a hundred years ago. The trees died all over North America. When I built my house, it was impossible to buy chestnut wood for flooring, but I’ve seen some in old homes, and it’s a pretty wood.”
 
   “This tree wasn’t sick, was it, Hannah?”
 
   “Not a bit.”
 
   “I believe the blight was imported. One of the costs of international goods being shipped after the industrial revolution gave us steam power.”
 
   “The nut is edible, then?” Hannah said.
 
   “If I’m right about what it is. I think you shouldn’t entirely trust that. Take the same precautions you always do.”
 
   “I’m up next for food testing,” Nari said. 
 
   While Bob fell asleep, Nari and Hannah made the shelters more comfortable, padding the ground more. Then they sat at the fire and worked at finishing the hide tunic. Nari insisted on doing nothing else with the biggest hides until they had many more. “You were right. I was cold when I woke up this morning, and I think we’ll want these as blankets. It’s only going to get colder, right?”
 
   That was so. Hannah had measured the night at 13 hours long, so between that and the yellowing trees, they were certainly in mid-October. The days would grow shorter and the nights colder.
 
   Rex and Claire were the next to come in, not long after Bob had woken from his nap. By that time, Hannah had chewed up and spit out her berry, and Nari had rubbed crushed nut on her lip. Neither of them were reacting badly to the foods, but the unripe berry was bitter. She thought that until they were ripe, they’d be inedible and likely cause diarrhea. 
 
   Rex and Claire had taken an uphill route too and had found little of help. “We saw an animal at the top of a hill,” Claire said.
 
   “Something like a mountain goat,” Rex said. “Way too far up and way too nimble to chase.”
 
   Nari told Rex and Claire about their animal encounter and then about the shelf as a possible home site.
 
   Rex and Claire glanced at each other. “There might have been places like that?” Claire said.
 
   Rex said, “Maybe. I’d have to go back and look to be sure.”
 
   Bob said, “Until we know where we’re getting our water from, we shouldn’t commit to building anything elsewhere.”
 
   “True,” Claire said. “Let’s wait and see what the others found.”
 
   “Food, I hope,” said Rex, resting his hand on his belly.
 
   Jodi and Zach returned next. Jodi had clubbed a big rodent to death, and Zach had bottles of water. 
 
   “It’s from a stream,” he said. “Not a very big one, but it might get bigger downstream. We found it after noon, so we had to turn back. We can explore where it goes tomorrow.”
 
   The animal was much like a prairie dog, though larger. It probably had six to eight pounds of meat on it: enough for a meal for everyone. They shared some of the water, saved a bottle for Dixie and Ted in case they came back thirsty, and used the rest to start a stew.
 
   Jodi and Zach had seen several large animals. “They were skittish, though,” Jodi said. “It might be that hunting will be harder here.”
 
   Claire said, pointing to the animal carcass Jodi had dropped by the fire, “But you bagged something.”
 
   “Some dumb luck there,” Jodi said. “It popped up right in front of me from a burrow.”
 
   “You were fast with the club,” Zach said. “Whack-a-moled it. Without two hands, I wasn’t any help, that’s for sure.”
 
   Bob said, “Tell us about the other animals you saw. Anything familiar?”
 
   “Things like deer. Big animals that might be rhinos. I mean, not anything like rhinos from the zoo, but built that way, really heavy, with thick legs.”
 
   Zach said, “No horn, but a bump on its nose. The head made you think of rhinos. The way it was shaped, I mean. And these weren’t very tall. The biggest one wasn’t much bigger than a cow.”
 
   Rex said, “Mr. O’Brien, when did rhinos go extinct here in North America?”
 
   “Not long ago, as I recall. Three million to five million years before our time.”
 
   “Why?” Rex said, twisting his head around so that his good ear was aimed at Bob.
 
   “I doubt that anyone knows for sure, but climate change, probably. It’s what drives most animals to extinction. Either a cold world grows hot, or vice-versa. Probably in this case, the cold did them in. That means certain foods disappear and the animals that relied on them starve. The world of the rhinos that we’re in will get colder soon. And that means grazing land shrinks. Winter feeding is a challenge. So evolution favors animals that can eat a bigger variety or can dig for food under snow, or that in lean times can reach for things beyond the reach of other animals. Like elephants can reach with their trunks.”
 
   Hannah hadn’t heard him drop into teacher’s lecture mode for a few weeks. She hoped it meant he was on the mend. That was good news and bad news. She’d need to keep an eye on him to make sure he didn’t push himself too hard. She was the medic, and trying to keep Bob alive was high on her list of priorities. If she had anything to say about it, Laina would be the last person they lost.
 
   “And,” he said, “there’s a possibility some of the rhinos were still around long enough for the bridging of South and North America. That was three million years before our time. When that happened, a big exchange of species took place, and it shook up the balance more, introducing competition for food, and it brought new predators into places that had no defenses against them. Who knows, maybe new diseases were introduced too.”
 
   


  
 



Chapter 16
 
    
 
   After Bob’s lecture, Hannah and Jodi walked to the edge of the woods to collect rocks to heat in the fire. The first time they had boiled water that way, they’d had a few rocks explode on them. But experience had been the good teacher it always was, and now they knew the sort of rocks that stood up to the heat of a fire.
 
   Jodi said, “We need to find more clay if we’re going to build again.”
 
   “I know,” Hannah said. “I didn’t see any today, but after our animal encounter, I can’t say I was looking all that hard.”
 
    “I guess we’re okay in the woods for now. It’s not like I’m seeing a lot of animals in here.”
 
   “I’d feel better behind brick walls.”
 
   “There’s one,” Jodi said, and bent over to pick up a rock. “No, too big.” They needed rocks smaller than fist-size. The same sorts of rocks that didn’t crack in the heat of the fire were also rocks it was nearly impossible to crack into smaller pieces, so they had to be already the right size. The kind of rocks that cracked easily were the sort that exploded, but they also were the sort that made sharp axes and knives.
 
   “How’s Zach’s wrist? I should’ve asked him,” Hannah said.
 
   “About the same. It’s not killing him, but he said it hurt enough that he had a hard time getting to sleep.”
 
   “Maybe I’ll find a plant that kills pain this time.”
 
   “Willows do, right?”
 
   “Barely. There must be something stronger out there. Of course, anything that’s as strong as opium seeds might also be toxic. Or easy to overdose on.”
 
   “It’s too bad each time shift doesn’t come with a guidebook,” Jodi said. “Animals, plants, a convenient map.”
 
   “You have that right. A month isn’t long enough to learn much. You notice how much better we got at our skills with two months in the same place last time. It takes a month to get acclimated.”
 
   “I miss the cabin.”
 
   “Me too,” Hannah said. “We really rocked that.”
 
   “Oh my God, rocked. That’s retro.”
 
   “I’m ancient, remember?” But her mind was drifting from the conversation, circling back around to what she’d just said. 
 
   If two months in one place was better—and it was, in many ways—maybe they shouldn’t jump a month from now. Instead, maybe they should stay where they were, if they had a solid, defensible home, water, and plentiful food.
 
   She didn’t think the suggestion would go over well with the group; everyone here but her had family they wanted to return to. But it was worth having a private conversation with Claire about it. And if the next jump forward were indeed into an ice age, she would like to arrive there with sufficient hides to survive it.
 
   “Hannah!” Jodi said.
 
   “Sorry. Drifted off there.”
 
   “I said we have enough rocks.”
 
   “Right.”
 
   They kept exploring the woods in pairs, hoping to find something useful, while Bob cooked the rodent into a stew.
 
   Hannah, paired with Nari again, picked up a piece of fallen wood, hefted it, and tossed it back down.
 
   “What are you doing?” Nari picked up the log again. “It’s firewood.”
 
   “You’re right. I want to make a better splint for Zach before he goes out again tomorrow.”
 
   “What kind of wood do you want for that?”
 
   “Lightweight, for his comfort, but also not easily broken. I’m not sure if the combination of those two things is possible, to tell you the truth. I guess I’ll know the right one when I feel it.”
 
   Hannah was kicking over a sizeable log, to see if there were edible insects under it, when Nari let out a yip.
 
   Again, Hannah found her spear at the ready before she had a chance to think about preparing for attack. It was second nature now, as was turning in a circle every so often to look for the danger.
 
   But Nari wasn’t under attack. In fact, she laughed, obviously embarrassed, as Hannah turned back to face her. “I’m sorry,” she said. “It surprised me.”
 
   “What surprised you?”
 
   “The flying squirrel. Or maybe not squirrel. Who knows what weird thing it might be. But I was looking up and caught sight of it up on a branch, starting to jump, and then it spread its arms and had these membranes, like bat wings. But no, they stretched all the way from front feet to back, so not like bat wings exactly. It sailed across a big gap between the trees.”
 
   “Glad it wasn’t worse,” Hannah said, letting her spear arm drop. “How big was it?”
 
   “Pretty much squirrel-sized. I’ve lost sight of it. Sorry I overreacted.”
 
   “I wish I’d seen it. I’ve never seen a flying squirrel, not even in our time.”
 
   “I know it wouldn’t hurt me. I mean, unless it decided to relieve itself right over my head, like a bird, and I’d survive that attack.”
 
   “We’ll have to ask Rex what the size limit is for a gliding animal like that. Maybe he’ll know.”
 
   “Or be able to work it out.”
 
   Hannah’s heartbeat had returned to normal. Again, her awareness of her heartbeat made her think of Bob and all the small stresses of the unfamiliar world, the multitude of things that sent the heart racing. There was no way to protect anyone against all of those frightening moments. But surely that had been true even when modern medicine was available. Didn’t heart patients in hospitals fall asleep and have nightmares from time to time? Not to mention relatives had to occasionally get in an argument with the heart patients. In a hospital, his environment could be controlled and safe, but the body still had to respond as the body would to stress.
 
   “What bad thing are you thinking of?” Nari said.
 
   “Reading my mind?”
 
   “You get a worried look sometimes.”
 
   Hannah told her.
 
   Nari nodded, her expression serious. “If we could be doing anything to make it easier for Mr. O’Brien, you’d tell us, wouldn’t you?”
 
   “Absolutely. But I can’t think of anything else.”
 
   “I could warn him about the flying squirrels so he wouldn’t be startled by them too.”
 
   “Every little bit helps,” Hannah said. “Let’s get back to our exploring.”
 
   They found another four of the nut trees, and even seven ripe nuts on the ground that the squirrels—flying or not—hadn’t yet found.
 
   “I hope these are edible,” Nari said. “I’d love a protein source that wasn’t meat.”
 
   “You still hate eating it?”
 
   “I do. I wish I’d had a twenty-pound sack of lentils with me when we were fossil-hunting.”
 
   “That’d be an odd thing to take along. The packs were heavy enough!”
 
   “I know. Just wishing for silly things.”
 
   “You’re not silly. I admire your vegetarianism.”
 
   “You do?”
 
   “Yeah. It’s nice. And it’s pretty amazing you still feel like that after all the animals you’ve seen attack us.”
 
   “It’s just their nature. The animals’ I mean. People violence against people, I’m pretty judgmental about.”
 
   “So you must hate me for beating up Dixie, hmm?”
 
   “No. It shocked me. But I also understood where you were at the moment. I mean, it must have been awful, climbing down to see Garreth.”
 
   “It was.”
 
   “Do you still think of it?”
 
   “Yes,” Hannah said. “Though I have nightmares about it more often than I let myself think of it while I’m awake. I’ve learned not to dwell.”
 
   “I’m sorry for bringing it up.”
 
   “I really don’t want to lose anyone else, you know? I don’t know if I can take another set of nightmares piled on to the ones about M.J. and Garreth and Laina.”
 
   “Laina made her own choices.”
 
   “I know. I have the visual memory anyway. The colors of the timegate closing around her, and me standing there completely unsure of what to do.”
 
   “I’m glad you stayed with us. And maybe Laina was okay. Is okay, somewhere.”
 
   Alone? Hannah didn’t think it was likely a person could survive any of the worlds they had been in alone. Not for more than a month. Nothing had gone wrong here in a day. But eventually the dangers would catch up to you. Overtake you. 
 
   End you.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 17
 
    
 
   Everybody had returned from their exploration of the woods and was at the campfire. The smell of the stew made Hannah’s stomach growl in anticipation.
 
   But she forgot her hunger when she realized that Ted and Dixie hadn’t returned. 
 
   “Where are they?” she asked, knowing that no one else would have the answer.
 
   “I’m sure they’re okay,” Claire said, though she frowned. “They’re our fastest two runners. And Ted is good in a fight. So if they did run across trouble, I’m sure they found a way out of it.”
 
   Hannah said, “I’ll go look for them.”
 
   “No,” Claire said. “You’ll sit right here and eat stew with the rest of us. Someone, get out the spoons and bowls, okay?”
 
   Hannah said, “There’s some daylight left to follow them.”
 
   “Not much,” Claire said. “We’ll give it an hour in the morning, give them time to get back if they had to hole up somewhere in the night, and then we’ll all go in that direction. I’m not going to risk having you get lost too, Hannah.”
 
   Hannah’s feelings were confused. She had been a little shocked that Claire said no to her, and that she had said it so forcefully. But then on the heels of that, she had been proud of Claire for showing strong leadership. Hannah realized that feeling frustrated at being ordered around was something everyone else here had lived with while she was doing the ordering. It was her first time having the feeling here—an unfamiliar and not at all a pleasant experience.
 
   She pushed down her lower instincts, took a deep breath, and said, “Okay. You’re in charge,” and sat on the ground, watching Nari pass out bowls. 
 
   Bob ladled soup into their bowls with a carved ladle Hannah had made with her stone knife. Hannah thought as she watched him how the ladle was a sign of civilization, just as the bowls and spoons were.
 
   “Remember the first month,” she said, trying to get her mind off worrying about Dixie and Ted, “when we ate everything with our fingers? We’ve gone from being savages to having etiquette again.”
 
   Everyone was too busy eating—or worrying—to answer her, so she dug into her stew as well. Then she realized why no one had paused in eating to answer her. The rodent meat was fantastic. It was tender from the stewing process and cooked to perfection. But it was also the best-tasting meat she’d had here—or in any epoch.
 
   Zach gave up on using his spoon wrong-handed and drank from the bowl. When he finished first, he said, “We have to hunt more of these.”
 
   Jodi nodded. When she finished eating, she said, “I’ll stand right over their burrows and wait.”
 
   Everyone had something complimentary to say. Hannah praised Bob’s cooking skill.
 
   “I didn’t do a thing differently. I think it really is the animal itself,” he said.
 
   They left enough for two bowls in case Dixie and Ted returned before dark, but when they didn’t, Claire had them draw lots to see who would finish the stew. Zach and Bob won, and when Zach offered to share his with Jodi, she shook her head. “Nope, you won fair and square.”
 
   Zach didn’t argue long. 
 
   When night had almost fallen, Claire took Hannah out to the edge of the woods, the direction Dixie and Ted had gone, and looked out over the landscape. “See them?”
 
   “No. You?”
 
   Claire shook her head. “I hope they’re okay.”
 
   “We’ll know tomorrow.”
 
   “Or we won’t,” Claire said. “Wouldn’t that be awful, losing two people and never knowing what had become of them?”
 
   “It was awful,” Hannah said. “With Laina.”
 
   Claire said, “There’s nothing more we can do tonight. Let’s get some sleep so we can be ready to go less than an hour after dawn tomorrow.”
 
   With nights being thirteen hours long, there was more than enough time to sleep. Hannah obediently climbed into her debris hut, but as soon as Nari had fallen asleep, she used her flashlight to find her way back to the fire and sat there alone, feeding the fire and listening for voices that told her the missing two might be returning.
 
   At eleven by her watch, she gave it up and went back to sleep.
 
   Nari rolled over and said, “Anything?”
 
   “No.”
 
   “You didn’t leave the woods, did you?”
 
   “No. Claire said not to, so I sat by the fire.”
 
   Nari yawned. “We’ll find them.”
 
   “I know,” Hannah said. She made herself relax and think of something pleasant. Hiking through a field of wildflowers that never ended. A carpet of blues and pinks and lavenders. A perfect sunny day, but cool. Early autumn in the mountains. And her, alone, but entirely safe. No predators. A warm home to return to. Just walking for pleasure.
 
   Nari shook her awake what seemed like five minutes later. “It’s dawn,” she said. “See you at the fire.”
 
   Hannah crawled from the hut into the dim light of dawn making its way through the canopy. She relieved herself and made her way back to the fire. Everyone was up except Jodi.
 
   At Claire’s instruction, they shared out the two bottles of water they had set aside for Dixie and Ted, leaving a couple inches in one for Jodi.
 
   “I’ll wake her up,” Zach said.
 
   “That’s okay,” Claire said. “Let her sleep a little while longer. I don’t plan on leaving for another hour. What’s the time, Hannah?”
 
   Hannah checked and said, “Seven-twenty.”
 
   “Okay, we go at eight-twenty.”
 
   “I wish I could help,” Bob said.
 
   “You can help,” Claire said. “You stay here in case they come back from a different direction than the one we take.”
 
   Hannah said, “I could stay with Bob if you want me to.”
 
   “No, you’re our first aid expert,” Claire said. “We need you. Someone else could stay, but if we have three pairs, that’s best. That way, if we come to a place where the landscape splits somehow, so that they might have gone in different directions, we can try three different routes. Bob, I’m sorry, but if someone stays with you, it means we’re limited to two groups.”
 
   “I don’t need a babysitter. I’m fine alone.”
 
   “Find a tree you can climb, okay? I’ll feel better about leaving anyone alone if there’s an escape route for you to take,” Claire said. “We need to gear up soon. And take all the water bottles Zach and Jodi had. We need more water.”
 
   Hannah was already prepared to go. So she stayed with Bob while the others geared up and Claire woke Jodi and got her moving.
 
   Bob said, “I feel like such a drain.”
 
   “You aren’t a drain. You’re crucial to us. If all you did was sit here and eat bon-bons, you’d still be important.”
 
   “I wouldn’t mind a bon-bon.”
 
   “Your cardiologist would probably ban them from your diet anyway.”
 
   “You cruel woman,” Bob said, managing a smile. “I hope Ted and Dixie are okay.”
 
   “I think Claire is right in that they’re as likely as any of us to be able to manage a threat well. And if it was your magic touch that made that stew so good, I’m happy to see you assigned cooking duties. Totally selfish, I know.”
 
   “It was good, wasn’t it?”
 
   “Delicious.”
 
   “You all going to hunt out there today?”
 
   “I doubt it. Maybe if the opportunity presents itself. And if we find Dixie and Ted soon.”
 
   “We’re out of food.”
 
   “I know. My belly won’t let me forget.”
 
   “We need to find another lake, I think.”
 
   “Or river. A river would be preferable for me, as long as there are plenty of fish in it.”
 
   Claire came back, pack stuffed full. “I’m bringing fishing gear. If we find them, and there’s water nearby, might as well sit down and fish for a few hours. And I told Rex to pack the net too.”
 
   One by one, the others joined them at the fire. 
 
   Claire said, “Okay, the time, Hannah?”
 
   “Eight-fifteen,” Hannah said.
 
   “Good. Thanks for tending the fire, Bob.”
 
   Nari said, “I ate half of one of those nuts last night. I’m fine. So maybe you could roast some? Please.”
 
   “Will do. Be careful, all of you.”
 
   They marched single-file through the woods until they emerged into the bright morning light. 
 
   Zach pointed. “They went that way.” 
 
   The land seemed flat in that direction, though by shading her eyes and looking to the horizon, Hannah could tell it was sloping down gradually. 
 
   They took off at a brisk pace, Claire in the lead. Hannah took the rear position, and every five minutes spun around to make sure they hadn’t picked up a stalking animal. The grass wasn’t high. She didn’t know if it was the nature of the grass—if it only grew to eight inches and no higher—or if something like a herd of oreodonts came along periodically to mow it down. If so, they’d have a food source if they found where they were grazing now. 
 
   “I’m seeing some dung,” Zach said.
 
   “I think I just stepped in some,” Jodi said. 
 
   “Fresh?”
 
   “Not very. A week old or more.”
 
   Hannah saw it too when she passed the spot where Zach had been. She knelt and poked at it with her spear tip. Definitely grass eater dung. But as she looked all around, focusing in the distance, she saw no sign of the animals that had dropped it here.
 
   They had been hiking another twenty minutes—by her watch it was almost 9:30—when Rex called out, “I see them!”
 
   A wave of relief stopped Hannah in her tracks. She hadn’t realized how tense she had been until the feeling left her.
 
   Claire said, “Okay, we can slow down a bit.” They had been moving pretty fast until then.
 
   It took another half-hour to bridge the distance between the two groups. Hannah hung back for the first five minutes as everyone talked at once.
 
   “Okay, okay,” Claire finally said. “Let’s all sit down and you two tell us what happened.”
 
   “I can use a rest,” Dixie said. 
 
   “We got in a little trouble,” Ted said at the same time.
 
   “Go on,” Claire said. “What kind of trouble?”
 
   “We tried to drive off some animals from a kill. And they were mean.”
 
   “And fast,” Dixie said.
 
   “They treed us.”
 
   “I hate heights,” Dixie said.
 
   “They had no fear of us,” Ted said. “I mean, some of the animals seem to be afraid of us just because we’re so different, I think. Nothing else walks on two feet, to start with. And then we get noisy and aggressive, and that works on others. But these things?”
 
   “What were they?” Claire asked.
 
   “Wolves or something,” Dixie said.
 
   “Yeah, close enough,” Ted said. “They were organized too. Like wolves, or more like an army unit. When we got too close, two of them stood guard over the meat along with a pup, and three peeled off to drive us away.”
 
   “Worked on me,” Dixie said. “I think I set a personal sprint record.”
 
   “Yeah, they’re fast,” Ted said. “Wicked fast. Really. Don’t mess with them.”
 
   “What color? Describe them,” Claire said.
 
   “Brown, pretty much. No stripes or spots or anything. Fangs. Quiet.”
 
   Dixie said, “Except when they’re snarling.”
 
   Ted said, “We were lucky to have a tree so close, or one of us—or both of us—would be dead.”
 
   Dixie said again, “I hate heights.”
 
   “Less than you hate dying,” Ted said. “And the other thing was, one of them stayed right there, like it was guarding us. You could have sworn it had instructions. It kept looking at the others, and at some point it knew it was okay to leave. It pivoted, ran away from our tree, and ate while two of the biggest ones patrolled around the meat. And then they lay down right there.”
 
   “We were stuck,” Dixie said. “For hours and hours.”
 
   “Yeah, for a while,” Ted said. “Maybe more than an hour. I thought we’d have to spend the night up there.”
 
   “No way,” Dixie said.
 
   “But they finally left, and when the scavengers swooped in—birds, mostly—we climbed down and chased the scavengers off for long enough to grab some food.”
 
   “Raw meat,” Dixie said. “That’s what dinner was for us.”
 
   “Better than nothing,” Ted pointed out. “By that time, the sun was almost gone, so we spent the rest of the light finding the safest place we could to sleep.”
 
   “I didn’t sleep,” said Dixie. “I was too scared.”
 
   Claire said, “Sounds like you did the best you could.”
 
   “Yeah, there really wasn’t another choice,” Ted said. “I don’t think I’d have been able to spear one of them. They kept darting forward and back, and they were fast at it. If I’d followed one closely enough to skewer it, the others would have closed in from the sides.”
 
   “I’m glad you stayed safe,” Hannah said. She was honestly surprised that Ted hadn’t pressed it too far. They must be formidable animals to make him think twice. “How big?”
 
   “Like wolves. Or big-sized dogs, like German Shepherds or something about that size.”
 
   “The young one wasn’t that big,” Dixie said. “More like this.” She held her hands out. “I could have picked it up, but no way would it have let me. It was just as snarly as the rest of them.”
 
   


  
 



Chapter 18
 
    
 
   Claire said, “How about water? A place to build a camp? Anything else you saw? Other animals?”
 
   “Water, a decent-sized stream,” said Ted. “We have water in the bottles still. You guys thirsty?”
 
   They were. 
 
   When they had all sated their thirst, Claire said, “Okay, here’s what we’re going to do. Zach, I want you and Dixie to go back to the campfire. Mr. O’Brien will want to know they’re both okay, for one thing. Take the full bottles of water. Dixie, you can catch up on sleep.”
 
   Zach said, “Why me?”
 
   “No offense, but until your hand heals, you’re not much good in a fight. I wish you’d broken your other hand, but you didn’t.” Claire softened her words with a smile. “You help Mr. O’Brien and make sure he doesn’t do too much. Dixie can help gather nuts after she sleeps. We’ll all definitely be back before nightfall, no matter what it takes.”
 
   Zach and Jodi reached for each other’s hands, held on for a moment, and then reluctantly let go. “I’ll be fine,” he said. “And I don’t worry about you at all. You are crazy good with that club.”
 
   Hannah suspected he was lying, that he would worry. His kindness in saying he wouldn’t told her, as much as anything, how real their feelings for each other were. She felt a pang. Not jealousy, exactly, but something nearer grief. She might never get the chance to have that again.
 
   Forget about it. Focus on today. Stay alive. That’s all you need to do right now.
 
   Dixie and Zach went one direction, the rest of them the other. Ted was energetic and happy, like a tour guide. “Okay, we didn’t go over there, but it’s something else to look at. And we saw grazing animals up on that rise. Short legs, long heads. And the stream is down this way. I figured we should follow the land down, if we could, to find water, and there it was.”
 
   Hannah stayed at the rear, checking constantly for danger. She didn’t want to encounter the group of dogs Ted had described, and so she was on the lookout for escape routes, protection, a means of defense. There were patches of bushes and the occasional tree. While there were rocks scattered on the ground, it wasn’t like the area of ravines. There were no rock outcroppings to climb or hide behind. She mentally marked a couple of spots where the growth thinned. She’d check those out later, on the way back, to see if the soil beneath might have a higher clay content. They had enough bowls made, but if they were going to build another brick cabin, they needed clay for that.
 
   By the time they reached the stream, it was nearly noon. They all drank as much as they wanted, dipping the water bottles in and letting the stream fill them. The water was clear and cold. Ted said, “I didn’t explore it all the way up, so I don’t know the source of it.”
 
   “I’m more interested in downstream,” said Claire. “See if it feeds into a lake or larger river. But we need to remember to turn back in time. So is everybody up for some jogging?”
 
   They all were, and Hannah was glad Zach had been sent back because jogging with a broken wrist bone wouldn’t feel good. If he had to, in running from a predator, he could. But there was no reason to make him feel more pain than necessary.
 
   As they ran, more and more patches of trees sprang up along the banks. 
 
   “Still not dense enough to serve as good cover,” Rex muttered.
 
   “Stop!” Claire called. “Animals ahead, drinking.”
 
   “What are they?” Nari said.
 
   “Can’t tell. Deer?” Ted said.
 
   Hannah caught up to the rest and looked. “Maybe, or maybe camels.”
 
   “If so, they still haven’t invented humps.”
 
   M.J. would have known the species in an instant. Hannah was guessing.
 
   “They don’t look like something that would hurt us,” Rex said.
 
   Claire said, “No, they don’t.”
 
   “We can try and bag one,” Ted said.
 
   “Another day,” Claire said. “I mean, if one trips over itself and lies there waiting to be killed, sure, take it. But otherwise, I’d rather keep exploring.”
 
   “I’m hungry,” Ted said.
 
   “We’ll cast the net later. And Jodi, keep your eye out for any of those prairie dog burrows.”
 
   “I have been. You have to be right on top of them to see them, though. It’s not like they had dirt piled up at the entrances, not that I saw. I don’t know what they do with the dirt they excavate.”
 
   “Everybody caught your breath?” Claire said. “Then let’s go.”
 
   The animals, camel or hornless deer or whatever they might be, spied them from a couple hundred yards away and turned away from the water, loping off. None conveniently broke its leg to become their dinner.
 
   The woods were getting thicker and the stream wider. Claire called a halt a half-hour later. “That’s far enough, I think, for today. Let’s try some fishing.”
 
   Claire used the pole while Rex and most of the others helped with the net. Hannah asked if she and Ted could explore more if they stayed within sight of the group.
 
   Ted said, “What are we looking for?”
 
   “A place to live. Let’s cut directly away from the river, perpendicular to it, and see what’s over there.”
 
   “I don’t see anything. I mean, there’s not going to be a cave or whatever.”
 
   “No. I just want to see. Maybe we can find clay. Or something useful. If so, Claire might decide to set up in the trees right here.”
 
   “I’d rather the trees were thicker. I mean wider. No, I mean both.”
 
   “Yeah, I agree. We might have to move farther downstream. But let’s check things out here while they’re fishing.” She spied a bare patch of ground ahead. “That way,” she said, and made in its direction.
 
   She was almost there when she stepped in a hole. She let out a curse as she fell. “Sorry,” she said, as Ted helped her out. She stomped with that leg twice to make sure she hadn’t hurt herself. Luckily, no. She saw she’d fallen into an animal burrow. “No, strike that. I’m not sorry at all.”
 
   “You okay?”
 
   “Yeah. If this is a burrow of the same animal we ate last night, I’m glad I fell in this. The stew was so good. We all agreed, the best red meat we’d eaten.”
 
   “Really? I’d vote for that.”
 
   “Yeah, and not something that will try to kill you when you try to kill it. Of course, me falling in there like a blind elephant probably scared them away.”
 
   “Will there be other exits from their burrows?”
 
   “Have to be.”
 
   “Let’s look for them.”
 
   “Okay.” The lure of the tasty meat made her push aside all interest in finding clay.
 
   For a half-hour, they ranged out from the hole she’d tripped into, keeping close enough to render assistance to the other if needed. Hannah had to remind herself to keep an eye out around herself for predators. It was too easy to fixate on the ground.
 
   “Psst,” Ted said. He was waving his hand. When he had her attention, he pointed down. Then he held his hands up: what now?
 
   She mimed holding her spear up and staring down. Probably the only way to get one was to wait for it. She made a bet with herself that Ted wouldn’t be able to manage waiting for longer than fifteen minutes. She continued hunting for other openings to the rodent burrow. Sure enough, right on time, Ted came jogging over. “Nothing’s happening.”
 
   “Jodi was lucky, she said. Otherwise, we might have to stand over one for a couple hours. Or all day.”
 
   “Low probability for success,” he said. “Probably a waste of time. I’d rather chase down a herd of something.”
 
   “This might be a job Bob could manage. If not now, in a couple weeks.”
 
   “He could fish too. Or make more small blades. Is he okay?”
 
   “Yeah, better. I’m not going to let him overdo this time, and he doesn’t want another incident any more than I do. Wherever we settle, I’m sure Claire will get us walking back in plenty of time to get to the timegate and without stressing him further.”
 
   “Maybe we should keep the camp we have.”
 
   “Too far from water,” she said. “That’s all we’d do. Hike here every day, hike all the way back to get water. A lot of wasted calories that way.”
 
   “You think a lot about calories.”
 
   “Survival is always a calorie game. I mean, for anyone not living in the cushy comfort that we came from, with a convenience store on every corner. We have to catch more calories than we spend in catching them. I’m glad it’s fall.”
 
   “Why fall?”
 
   “Nuts, for one thing. We found some that seem good. That’s a lot of calories for little effort—just a climb up a tree and shake limbs and peel the covering off the nut.”
 
   “I like hunting,” Ted said. “I never knew I would. And I don’t think I would with a gun. But running something down? That’s great.”
 
   She nodded, not agreeing that she felt that way, but meaning she understood the appeal. To her, fishing and gathering nuts and roots was better. Safer, for one thing. No one would get hurt doing that. Less drama. But she suspected it was the drama that Ted liked. “We should get back to the others,” she said.
 
   They had caught fish, but less than a dozen small ones. It’d be fish stew again to make the catch seem more filling.
 
   Claire made them leave in plenty of time. “I don’t like us split up like we were last night.”
 
   By the time they made it back to the woods, they were doing it under a glorious sunset. As the sun fell, so did the temperature.
 
   “Going to be a cold one,” Claire said. “The sooner we build a permanent shelter, the happier I’ll be.”
 
   “But where?”
 
   “Let’s sleep on it. We’ll discuss it tomorrow morning,” Claire said.
 
   In the dark of the woods, they made up a quick fish stew, cleaning and chunking the fish with stone knives. While the others did that, Hannah finished the splint she’d started working on the day before, a sturdier version than the one Zach had now. She fitted it to his wrist and rewrapped it. “How is it feeling?”
 
   “Aches a little. It’s better.”
 
   “Don’t use it too soon, and it’ll heal more quickly,” she said.
 
   “I can’t not use it,” he said. “I won’t sit here doing nothing while everyone else hunts and works.”
 
   Bob said, “Now you know how I’ve felt.”
 
   “You work,” Zach said.
 
   Hannah said, “You both contribute, and you will all this month. Don’t fret about it.”
 
   Claire looked up from heating rocks and said, “I won’t let either of you slack. We need every person doing something, believe me.”
 
   “From each according to his ability,” Bob said wryly. “To each according to his needs.”
 
   “Exactly.”
 
   Hannah and Bob exchanged a smile. None of the others would know the source of the quote. Then her smile faded as she thought of what they would miss if they never were able to return home. No university, so no cultural literacy.
 
   Of course, there was no culture here, so it wouldn’t really matter. But still, it seemed a terrible shame. There had been six thousand years of literacy and accumulated wisdom in humanity, and if the young people never returned to it, they lost it all, lost all the interesting history and art and ideas.
 
   Worries for another day. Without Laina, though, she had no idea how they’d get at all close to the 21st century again. She hoped Rex was thinking about it. He had understood Laina’s explanations better than anyone. 
 
   The fish soup was fine, if not nearly enough food to satisfy their hunger. Dessert was roasted chestnuts, if they were indeed chestnuts, and they were really good.
 
   “We’ll eat more tomorrow,” Claire said.
 
   “You can’t promise that,” Dixie said.
 
   “I just did,” Claire said matter-of-factly. “I’m going to bed. Don’t anyone stay up late. Big day tomorrow.”
 
   Hannah crawled into the hut early and dropped off quickly. She was awake before sunrise. Trying not to disturb Nari, she crawled from their shelter, flashlight in hand. But someone had been up before her and built up the fire, so she had light enough to lead her there. 
 
   Claire sat at the fire, mumbling to herself.
 
   “Morning,” Hannah said softly.
 
   Claire held up a finger. After a moment, she said, “Hi. Sorry, I was working things out in my head.”
 
   “You were doing it aloud.”
 
   “Yeah, I talk to myself sometimes. Supposed to mean you’re crazy.”
 
   “No, that’s nonsense. Everybody does it. It helps us keep things straight.”
 
   “Yeah, that’s why I was doing it.”
 
   “What were you keeping straight?”
 
   “What we need to accomplish today. We’re moving up to the river. Where we fished was okay for a temporary shelter while we range out and find something better. But there were fewer downed leaves in the woods, so I think we should shove some of our debris shelter material into the big baskets to make rebuilding them there possible. I’ll assign Rex and Zach to pull Mr. O’Brien, and the rest of us will move faster without them.”
 
   “Because they’re all injured in some way?”
 
   “Rex’s hearing seems to be much better, and he can defend them okay in case of attack, is my thinking. Rex can pull and repair the device when Mr. O’Brien can’t walk any more. Zach can carry the dried leaves on his back and with his good hand. The rest of us will take all the heavier things, like the hand axe and bowls and hides and chestnuts we’ve gathered, and we’ll leave at first light.”
 
   “Sounds like a good plan.”
 
   “And then someone will fish all day. Mr. O’Brien and Zach. Rex can build shelters, and when they’re done they can hunt along the stream together for clay or other resources. The rest of us will explore in two groups for a better home site. I think that’s all of it.”
 
   “Great,” Hannah said.
 
   “Sorry I’m rejecting your plan of finding a rock ledge to live on.”
 
   “No, don’t worry. It was never workable in this landscape. We need water.”
 
   “I like the idea of having rock on one side, though. It’d make building faster. So I think in exploring we’ll go straight up the nearest hills, see if we luck into something. There might even be a cave somewhere.”
 
   “They can be hard to find. Often as not, there’s only a small hole in the ground someone slips into, and that’s how a network of caves is discovered. That first one we had, in the Oligocene, was unusual in how obvious the opening was.”
 
   “I don’t like the thought of being too far underground anyway. If flash floods in a ravine could kill us, then why not in a cave?”
 
   “I suspect if they were dangerous in that sense, they’d still be damp from the last rain. But the chances of finding a cave aren’t great.”
 
   “Then we’ll need to find clay and build bricks again. Or haul stones. There seem to be stones all over, but scattered widely. I’m not sure how you could build with them. You’d still need clay for mortar, right?”
 
   “I guess.” Hannah wasn’t sure. They might be able to use any dirt that wasn’t too sandy, and it’d last for a month. They didn’t need to build for the ages. Just for twenty-odd days.
 
   Claire asked the time, and when Hannah told her, she said, “Let’s wake everyone up. I really don’t want to miss a minute of daylight. I’ll get the females, you get the males.” She grabbed up a burning stick to use as a torch and was up and gone, back to her debris shelter, in a flash.
 
   A half-hour later, the first group was packed and ready to go. Claire hadn’t allowed any dawdling.
 
   “It’s barely light,” Dixie said.
 
   Claire said, “It’ll be easier to see once we’re out of the woods. See the three of you guys later.”
 
   Again they followed the route Dixie and Ted had taken the first day. Claire had explained her plan of setting up a new temporary camp right by where they had fished the day before.
 
   Animals were out on their morning visit to the river to drink. It wasn’t like at the lake, where a number of them arrived near the same spot. They were split up along the length of the stream. As the humans walked along, they startled some animals from their drinking. Others were big enough that they barely gave the hikers a glance. They must know that their size kept them safe from all but the most ferocious of predators.
 
   “It might be best to take water from upstream of here,” Hannah said. “For drinking, I mean.” They had already drunk their fill the instant the water was deep enough to dip the bottles in.
 
   “Want to try for one of those deer things?” Ted said. As he asked, the deer heard him and splashed across the stream to put more distance between them.
 
   “We’ll probably get enough fish to eat tonight,” Claire said. “I’d rather spend our daylight finding the ideal place to set up permanent camp. Tomorrow is soon enough to hunt again.”
 
   “Unless I can club another prairie dog,” said Jodi. “That was so good, and I’d love another.”
 
   “If one leaps up and begs to be clubbed, do it,” said Claire. “Otherwise, we can go hungry all day and hope for a big bunch of fish tonight.”
 
   Nari said, “And chestnuts. I hope there are more nut trees wherever we settle.”
 
   “Shh,” said Ted. “Get down, everybody.” He squatted where he was.
 
   


  
 



Chapter 19
 
    
 
   “What?” Claire, like everybody, had dropped instantly to a crouch.
 
   Ted was stretched out on his belly. “Up there, the wolf things, or dogs or whatever. Way in the distance. We really don’t want to mess with them. Not even with six of us.”
 
   “Where? I can’t see them,” Nari said, craning her head.
 
   “I can,” said Dixie, the fear in her voice clear.
 
   Hannah caught sight of them. They were definitely dogs of some sort. Or maybe not. The saber-toothed nimravid had looked just like a big cat, but M.J. had said it wasn’t. So it was possible that something else, some other form of creodont maybe, was right now taking the dog niche and looked like a dog. But her gut said “dog,” and she couldn’t shake the sense that it was one.
 
   Seven adults and one youngster made up the group. The same group, perhaps, that Ted and Dixie had encountered before. From this distance, they all looked identical to one another. They were lean in the hips but strong in the chest, mostly brown, with bits of cream-colored fur. The younger one ran around the others, apparently trying to get someone to play with him. One of the adults turned and snapped at him, and he dropped to his belly, cowed.
 
   Hannah was just as happy the dogs were moving away from the river, done with whatever their task had been that morning. Drinking, possibly. Or perhaps they’d already killed.
 
   Ted rolled over on his back and stretched. “Eight of them, six of us,” he said.
 
   Dixie said, “We’d need fifteen of us for eight of them, minimum. I haven’t seen an animal that scared me as much since the snake got Claire.”
 
   “The hell pigs were scary,” Nari said.
 
   “I vote for that unpronounceable one that weighed two tons,” said Jodi. “It could have squished me flat without ever noticing I had been standing there.”
 
   Hannah thought of the terror crane, and Garreth’s death. Or the crocogator things back in the time not too long after the dinosaurs. That was the worst of the epochs they had visited. It had the swarms of biting ants too, able to render a body into a skeleton in no time flat. She said, “All things considered, I’m glad we’re moving forward in time.”
 
   Dixie said, almost reverently, “You haven’t seen the wolves moving yet. So fast.”
 
   Claire said, “In any case, they’re almost out of sight. But let’s give them five more minutes to get away. Hannah, time?”
 
   Hannah told her. They had been walking at a good pace, and there was still plenty of daylight remaining.
 
   “I guess we can’t do any jogging with all this stuff on our backs,” Claire said. “But I want to get to the stand of trees before ten, so let’s keep walking.”
 
   Once they were at the patch of woods, they dropped most of their gear. Claire divided them up into two teams. Ted led one, Jodi the other. Hannah and Dixie went with Jodi, Claire and Nari with Ted. Almost everyone had a spear, even Nari. Jodi carried her club. Hannah took two spears, just in case, and kept her pack with rope, first aid kit, and stone knives in it, but she dumped out everything else and left it with the pile of heavier gear. They’d left all the gear in a pile just under the shade of a tree, so it’d stand out to the three coming along later. Dixie carried a mostly empty basket backpack, in case they found anything to gather or scavenge. Jodi kept herself unencumbered so she’d be quick to defense if the need arose. 
 
   Jodi’s team backtracked up the stream and forded it barefoot at a shallow place. The water was cold on Hannah’s feet, a little too cold to feel good. “I’m going to take a long bath tonight if there’s time,” Dixie said. “I’m gritty.”
 
   As during times she’d backpacked for a long distance when life was normal, Hannah had grown quickly accustomed to being dirty all the time. If she let herself think of it, she longed for a hot bath, though having one was unlikely. “If we could find a hot spring one of these times, we could have hot baths.”
 
   Dixie moaned a little in pleasure. 
 
   Jodi said, “Hot sponge-baths, you mean?”
 
   “I’ve been in hot springs that were as big as a house,” Hannah said. “In the Sierra Nevadas. And in plenty as big as a hot tub.”
 
   “You’re killing me,” Dixie said. It was as good-natured as she ever was, and for that, Hannah was grateful.
 
   “Could we?” said Jodi. “Find hot springs?”
 
   “There’s a town Hot Springs, not too far away,” said Dixie. “There are hot springs there.”
 
   “I suspect there are some in every state in the Union,” said Hannah. “Or will be, in twenty million years. So why not now? They’re a lot more common where there are volcanoes. But you can find them anywhere.”
 
   “I’ll keep my fingers crossed,” said Dixie.
 
   “Okay, let’s go up that rise,” Jodi said. “See what we see from up there.”
 
   Hannah kept her eyes on the ground, looking for signs of strange vegetation that might mean the soil was different, that clay was underfoot. She stopped them once to test the soil, but it was a sandy patch, the opposite of what she wanted.
 
   When they crested the rise, they saw a big herd of grazing animals, five or six hundred in all.
 
   “More oreodonts?” Jodi said.
 
   “I think so,” Hannah said. 
 
   “Gosh, they lived a long time. If they were so hardy, why’d they all die out?”
 
   “No idea.”
 
   Dixie said, “Bob says climate changes make animals go extinct.” Hannah noted she was the first of his former students to call Bob by his first name, at least in Hannah’s hearing.
 
   Jodi hadn’t seemed to notice it. “But it feels not all that different than our autumn.”
 
   “Or competition, maybe?” Hannah said. “Maybe something else came along that did a better job than these guys. Horses, maybe. Deer.”
 
   “A better job at what?” Jodi said.
 
   “Breeding or eating or both. Sheer numbers could drive away competitors. I have no idea at all when oreodonts went extinct.”
 
   “Less than twenty million years ago,” said Jodi. “Ted will be happy to know there’s pretty easy hunting.”
 
   “I feel bad for not going for one while we see them,” Dixie said. “But if Claire says not to….” Her rebellious feelings sounded half-hearted.
 
   Hannah said, “We can collect dried dung for the fire.”
 
   “Gross,” said Dixie.
 
   “Not really, not when it’s dry,” Jodi said. “And I’ve smelled worse. I’ve smelled much worse in litter boxes in people’s houses.”
 
   “Okay, I’ll pick it up,” Dixie said. “If you guys do too.”
 
   “I will,” Hannah said, “but I think Jodi should keep her eyes peeled for danger.”
 
   “Why should something eat us when there’s a whole herd of meat down there?” Dixie asked.
 
   “Let’s keep walking for now,” Jodi said. “We can gather dung on the way back. Then you’ll have a shorter distance to haul it.”
 
   “I’ll vote for that,” Dixie said. “What are we looking for again?”
 
   “A better home site,” Jodi said.
 
   Hannah said, “Clay to build with. Berry bushes and nut trees. Anything else that looks like food that doesn’t fight back.”
 
   Jodi added, “Animal census. It’s good to know what’s out there, prey or predator. Let’s put this little ridge at our backs and zigzag across the area ahead. Hannah, you stop us if you see any sign of clay soil.”
 
   They kept exploring. The herd of oreodonts moved slowly away from them, not as trusting as some animals, but not running, either. They seemed to want a quarter-mile between themselves and the three humans.
 
   Hannah dug up soil in several areas in the lowest-lying areas, but she was getting nothing but test mud pies that broke apart too easily.
 
   Jodi asked for the time again and said, “Okay, I think we should walk over to where the land rises again. We have forty-five minutes to waste, so let’s walk quickly and then we’ll turn right around and take a slightly different route back.” There were hills in the distance, and the land rose steadily in that direction. They wouldn’t be able to reach the hills, but they made for them.
 
   Hannah detoured them to a suspicious spot with no vegetation at all. They chased a couple of camels away. That was odd, as there was nothing growing so nothing to eat there. Hannah reached the spot first, dropped to her knees, and dug. The dirt crumbled to nothing. “Definitely not clay.”
 
   “It’s weird-looking,” Dixie said
 
   Why had the camels been here? Hannah sat back on her heels and frowned. She went to where the ground had been disturbed by the animals and dug with her fingers, pulling up a patch of lighter brown dirt. Then she saw the crystals. Perfect cubes. She plucked out one, brushed the dirt off it, and popped it in her mouth. She grinned at the others.
 
   “What are you smiling about?” Dixie said. “And why are you eating dirt?”
 
   “It’s salt. We’re at a salt lick.”
 
   “Oh man,” Jodi said. “Really?” She dropped to her knees too and said, “What part’s the salt?”
 
   Dixie joined them, and Hannah explained how to identify the salt crystals. Dixie used the back of her spear, Hannah one of the rock knives, and Jodi her hands. They dug, and Dixie said, “Wow, look at this!” She pulled up a crystal of salt as big around as her thumb.
 
   “That’s a keeper,” Hannah said. Within minutes, they had enough salt to flavor several meals. Hannah stored the smaller crystals in the largest of her empty Altoids containers. The biggest one that Dixie had found went into a plastic bag.
 
   Jodi stood. “I’ve not been keeping an eye out for danger.” Her voice was guilty.
 
   “We survived it,” Dixie said. “Stew is going to taste so much better with salt.”
 
   “Or the nuts. Everything,” Jodi said.
 
   “I’d be happy to munch on salt by itself,” said Hannah, “but I’d like to purify this, I think.”
 
   “What do you mean?” Dixie said.
 
   “Dissolve it in water, and let it recrystallize. Just in case there are dangerous minerals in here.”
 
   Dixie said, “The animals were eating it. And so did you.”
 
   Jodi said, “Doesn’t the fact that it’s a crystal mean it’s pure?”
 
   “I’m worried about it being brown. I think pure salt would be white.” She wasn’t sure.
 
   “NaCl,” Dixie said. “It’s transparent, really. Which is why when you dissolve it in water you can’t see it.”
 
   “That’s right,” said Jodi. “I remember now. From class. We did that experiment last year where we saw how much you could dissolve in water. Saturation point.”
 
   Dixie nodded. 
 
   “So I didn’t know all that,” Hannah said. “I just thought that white salt would be better than brown. And I think dissolving it and letting it recrystallize is probably the way to get there.”
 
   “Mr. O’Brien will know,” Jodi said.
 
   “Good point,” Hannah said. “We’ll let him decide what to do.” She checked her watch. “We’d better turn back. We still have dung to pick up.”
 
   Dixie groaned as she got to her feet. “I’m honestly weak from lack of food. I hope they caught fish early and there are some to eat the second we get back there.”
 
   Hannah felt the same, so she didn’t begrudge Dixie her complaint. They were doing a lot of work today on too few calories. They needed a day or two of good fishing to catch up on food.
 
   “And keep your eye out for prairie dog holes,” Jodi said.
 
   They found plenty of dung—enough dried dung to power a bonfire—but no prairie dog holes, no clay, and no plant Hannah wanted to test for edibility. There’d be more growing along the stream.
 
   When they crested that last rise before the river, they could see Rex, Zach, and Bob at stream’s edge. Jodi waved both hands overhead. Zach waved back. Jodi’s pace sped and she drew ahead of Dixie and Hannah.
 
   “Wait up,” Dixie said. “He’ll still be there in five minutes.”
 
   Jodi, obviously reluctant, waited for them to catch up.
 
   Hannah was glad to see all three of them safe and well. Bob was sitting barefoot on a flat rock, fishing with Claire’s homemade pole and his straw hat on, an elderly Huck Finn. A campfire at streamside sent out a thin plume of smoke. Rex and Zach were on opposite sides of the stream, downstream of Bob, dragging the net along. The scene looked so idyllic, she wished she had a camera to capture it. 
 
   Instead, she tried to commit it to memory. Wouldn’t it be nice to supplant the horrific memories with ones like this?
 
   When the three women arrived, there were fish ready to eat, kept warm on rocks by the fire. Hannah downed her first one in about three bites but made herself wait to take a second.
 
   Bob was excited about the salt. “I think it’s safe to use as is, if you saw animals eating it.”
 
   “What about the color?”
 
   “It means there are other minerals in there, but that’s not necessarily a bad thing. They could well be minerals we need. Iron, zinc.”
 
   “With our all-meat diet, you’d think we’d get plenty of iron,” Hannah said.
 
   “Probably,” Bob said. “Salt. Good job!”
 
   “Can I salt my second fish then?”
 
   “Sure,” said Bob. “You’ll want to crush it first.”
 
   “I’ll get one of the bowls. I’ll crush some with a rock,” Dixie said, and ran off to find their gear.
 
   “Find anything else good?” Bob asked.
 
   “Just the salt.”
 
   Jodi said, breaking off her reunion with Zach, “The herd.”
 
   Hannah had forgotten. “And several hundred oreodonts. So dinner tomorrow, if they’re still there. But no better home site than here, and no clay.”
 
   “Someone will find both,” Bob said. “It’s not like looking for gold.”
 
   Rex said, “I never thought about it, but all the gold in the world is untouched right now. And all the silver. Uranium. Iron. Copper.”
 
   “Oil,” said Bob.
 
   “Yeah. If we could bring it all with us, we’d be rich,” Rex said.
 
   “Not sure how we’d carry hundreds of gallons of crude oil, even if we found it spilling out of the ground,” said Bob.
 
   “I know. It makes more sense to carry another bowl forward, or a tool, or something that will help us survive,” Rex said. “I was just dreaming.”
 
   “If you find a chunk of pure gold lying on the ground, I certainly won’t stop you from pocketing it,” Bob said. “Oh, a bite!” He yanked his fishing line, and a shimmering fish flew out of the water and landed right in Hannah’s lap.
 
   She laughed, even as Bob apologized for his aim. “No prob,” she said. “Let me get a knife out and clean it.”
 
   “Use mine,” Bob said, handing over the half-moon of rock.
 
   Hannah dispatched the fish quickly, cleaned it, and took it to the fire. She pulled a rock out from the fire with a forked stick and laid the fish meat-side down on its hot surface.
 
   It was another hour before everyone had eaten their share. There were nine good-sized fish left for the others, and Hannah had put together a stew with fish heads and bones and the few tiny fish they had caught in the net. She had spotted some wild onions along the stream and was in the process of testing them on herself, though she was pretty sure from the odor that they were in the onion family and safe. 
 
   She checked out the debris huts. The guys had built four, and the ground in them looked a little bare, so she asked Dixie to help her pull grass to make them warmer.
 
   “I was enjoying resting.”
 
   “I know. I’m tired too, but I’d rather work a little more right now than freeze my butt off tonight or feel roots pressing into my hipbone.”
 
   That convinced Dixie. They used the travois, as it wasn’t needed to haul Bob right now, and made short work of gathering a big pile of grass for every one of the shelters. “Let’s start with yours,” Hannah said, wanting to give the girl a reward for her cooperation.
 
   Woman. The young woman. She was still battling her urge to think of them as kids.
 
   The other exploring team came back as they were working. She and Dixie went to hear their news.
 
   “I think something was sleeping there. A bunch of animals,” Ted was saying, as they walked up.
 
   Claire and Nari were seated, eating fish. 
 
   Hannah checked the stew, took out the cooled rocks, and added more hot ones.
 
   “This fish tastes so good!” Claire said.
 
   Zach said, “It’s the salt.”
 
   Claire’s eyes widened. “You guys found salt?”
 
   “Plenty of it too,” said Dixie.
 
   “This is great.”
 
   Ted left off talking and tried the salted fish. “It tastes weird after so long without. But good.”
 
   Claire grabbed a second fish and made quick work of it, and then she took over finishing their report on what they had found while Ted ate. “No clay yet. But we did find a stand of pine trees. And a few pine nuts were left.” She dug in her basket-pack and pulled out a handful.
 
   “All we need is basil, and I can make pesto,” said Hannah.
 
   Nari said, “Don’t you need olive oil too?”
 
   “You’re right, I forgot,” Hannah said. “But a pine nut-herb crust on fish might be really good.”
 
   Zach said, “I’m happy with any food, plain food. I don’t need herbs or anything.”
 
   Jodi elbowed him. “So I can have your share of the salt?”
 
   “No, I like the salt,” he said. “I’m no different than any other animal.”
 
   Jodi grinned at him. 
 
   Claire cleared her throat. “I wanted to remind everyone, we said we’d revisit the leadership question about now.”
 
   Zach said, “What do you mean?”
 
   “Mr. O’Brien said that you should be able to vote someone else in if you want, once we were settled here. Or that I could quit if I wanted.”
 
   Jodi, wide-eyed, said, “You want to quit?”
 
   “No, but if you don’t want me—”
 
   “We want you!” Jodi said. She looked around. “I mean, I do. Zach?”
 
   “Yeah,” Zach said. “Me too.”
 
   Hannah noticed Dixie didn’t say anything, but enough of them reassured Claire that she was still their choice that the topic was dropped. Hannah was relieved. 
 
   Just before dusk, animals began to congregate at the river again to drink. Nari and Dixie both moved into the debris huts. The rest of them all quieted down, sat still and watched.
 
   The animals didn’t bother them or even take much note of them. There seemed to be a rule in place about the animals keeping distance from one another. Probably they knew how fast they could run and were choosing a distance based on that. But Hannah entertained the thought that maybe it was a kind of etiquette. She knew it was a ridiculous notion, but it felt like that, that the drinking animals were like people arriving early for a flight at an airport and taking seats as far away from each other as they could.
 
   Or maybe that never was etiquette either. Maybe all along it had been animal behavior, unconscious, about survival, hardwired into the human brain millions of years before.
 
   She had, and not for the first time, the sensation of being an animal, of being nothing more than an ape wearing boots. The trappings of civilization were falling away as items they owned were proven useless or wore out. What remained—a social order with a leader, communicating, making tools out of what was on hand—really wasn’t that different than what the other animals did. She had read that humans share 95% of their DNA with all the other mammals, but living like this, it was no longer another fact from a book. She felt the kinship.
 
   That night, in the debris hut, she repeated the line of thought to Nari and said, “I think I understand your vegetarianism more. It’s impossible in this setting, and it’d require agriculture on a large scale to support it, but as the differences between me and the other animals disappear in my mind, I can see why you’d hesitate to kill and eat them. It’d be like killing and eating Bob or Claire, in a way.”
 
   “If animals have souls—and I believe they do—then it’s a terrible responsibility to end a life,” Nari said. “It’s huge.”
 
   “Doesn’t it bother you to work with the hides?”
 
   “Not really. I mean, we killed them, and it’d be wasteful to let the hides rot. Ignoring them won’t bring the animals back.” She sighed. “I also don’t like meat. The texture bothers me. It’s gross.”
 
   Probably not something animals ever thought about their kills. Or maybe they did. Maybe they had favorite meals and would go out of their way to find them. If so, the riskiest thing you could be in this world wasn’t slow, or stupid, or small...but tasty. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter 20
 
    
 
   After three days of exploring, they finally found a good place to set up a cabin. Only an hour’s jog from the river, there was a rock face in a hillside that would serve as one wall. Rex sketched out a design for the most efficient use of stones to build the rest. They would have to haul some stones up the hill.
 
   Bob would have to be brought water at the new cabin because it would take him four hours to walk roundtrip, but it was a minor inconvenience. 
 
   Hannah would feel better with walls around her at night again. Lying in the dark woods with nothing between a nocturnal predator and her but a pile of sticks was not conducive to solid sleep. Every little noise made her pop awake, and the more days they had slept like that without an attack, the more she felt they were running out of luck.
 
   Days were crammed full of activity again, fishing, cooking, exploring, gathering nuts, and working on the new cabin. Bob experimented with mortar recipes, using dirt samples they brought him at the end of every trip.
 
   After three days’ work on the cabin foundation, they were running low on food. The fish had grown wise to them, or they had fished out the stream. After a light supper of fish and wild onions, Claire announced they’d hunt the next day. She picked a large hunting party of Ted, herself, Hannah, Jodi, and Nari to hunt oreodont. “Enough to last for several days,” she said, “through the building of the cabin.”
 
   Rex protested. “That’ll leave only me and Dixie working. With only two of us on the cabin, we won’t make much progress.”
 
   “And if we can get a lot of meat, we’ll all be better fueled,” Claire said. “It’s hard work moving those rocks.”
 
   “We have most of the first row in place,” Rex said. The first course of stones were rocks as big as two people could carry. Rex had directed them to find rocks with one flat surface, which they’d made the top of the row, digging down as needed to level them. “It’ll be easier from now on. And faster.”
 
   “Still. We have to eat.”
 
   Hannah thought that Zach wasn’t the best of them at fishing, and that might explain the sparse catch. But she didn’t say it aloud because she was no better at the task herself, and had it been she with the broken bone, assigned to catch them enough fish to feed them, she’d have probably done even worse. 
 
   Claire said, “So we need to hunt. We’ll get the cabin done, Rex. In less than a week, we’ll all be safe behind the walls.”
 
   The oreodonts were relatively easy prey, if they could find them. The next morning, the hunting party left early and crossed the river to hunt for where the herd had gone. They tracked them by testing the freshness of the dung on the ground.
 
   “I wonder how they decide where to go,” Jodi said.
 
   “What do you mean?” said Nari.
 
   “Up the river, away from it, wherever. They move every day to new grazing. Is there a plan? Is it species memory, and this is how they’ve done it for millions and millions of years? Do they have a leader who decides?”
 
   Ted said, “I never saw any of them leading in any obvious way.”
 
   “They might have a leader,” said Hannah. “Wild horses do.”
 
   “But sheep don’t, do they?” said Nari. “Not that I’ve known any sheep personally.”
 
   Claire bent to test a pile of oreodont droppings. “Fresher,” she said. “This way.”
 
   “The grass that’s left is still trampled down,” said Ted. “So they’ve been here within the last day, I think. Otherwise, it would have sprung back up.”
 
   “We’re going in the right direction,” said Claire. “Let’s head for that patch of trees. Maybe you can climb one and spot them, Ted.”
 
   They caught up with the herd an hour later. It was another hour before they caught up with it. Ted directed them to cut off the rearmost group in a flanking move. “But move slowly at first. Stop and start. Think like a grazer.”
 
   Hannah and Nari went with Jodi, who walked with her club balanced on one shoulder. With hand signals, Ted directed the hunt from across the field. Slowly, taking care not to startle the oreodonts, they moved up to the same area where the grazers were munching the grass’s ripe seed heads. As they came up the flanks of the herd, the oreodonts pressed closer to each other to avoid the strange animals—the humans—drawing alongside. 
 
   Following hand signals from Ted, they managed to get ahead of a group of several animals, and then they swung inward, convincing the hindmost group of animals it was wiser to back up than to the follow the larger herd. They had split off a group of twenty-five or thirty.
 
   Now came the hard part: actually running down dinner. Hannah’s group worked like sheepdogs, driving the animals toward the waiting Ted and Claire, who stood as still as rocks for the first minutes. Hannah realized that the wind was at her back, and that Ted had chosen the positions and roles well. The oreodonts were only yards from the waiting hunters when they caught their scent and veered away.
 
   That was when Ted sprang forward with his spear.
 
   The motion scattered the animals and Jodi said, “This one,” and sprinted for one that had swerved away from the whole group. Hannah knew it would try to rejoin the others, that instinct would turn it back, and she ran for the spot she thought it would be headed next. It stopped, turned as if to head in Nari’s direction, but she waved her hands over her head. That distracted it for another moment, and by then Jodi was on it, club raised overhead.
 
   Thunk. Her club coming down on its head sounded more like a bass drum being hit than a sharp crack. The oreodont’s legs stiffened, and as Jodi wound up again for a second hit, it shuddered, and its knees bent.
 
   Hannah ran forward as Jodi hesitated, and she ran her spear into its neck. 
 
   “I think it’s done for,” Jodi said. The animal stayed on its knees for a moment longer, and then it keeled over. It shuddered and they watched as it did so again and again.
 
   Nari came closer with her spear and said, “Do I need to stab it again?”
 
   “If you want,” Jodi said. “Might finish it sooner.”
 
   Nari nodded. Hannah tried to remember if she’d ever dealt the killing blow to any animal. Probably not. Perhaps a fish or two.
 
   “Through the neck?” Nari said.
 
   Jodi said, “Yeah.” She pointed with her club.
 
   Nari moved another step forward and took her spear two-handed and rammed it home. 
 
   The oreodont jerked. Its spasms ceased.
 
   “Good. Let’s gut it,” Jodi said.
 
   Nari was backing away. Hannah glanced at her. She was white-faced and staring at the animal, looking ill. Should Hannah say something to comfort her, or not? 
 
   Not knowing what to say, what words might offer any ease to a vegetarian who had just killed her first mammal, is what decided her. She’d leave Nari alone to recover. Hannah took off her pack and pulled out the stone knives, handing one to Jodi. Together, they began the process of turning the animal into meat.
 
   When they had the hide stripped off, Hannah took it and a scraper to Nari. “Clean this, please?”
 
   Nari nodded and took the scraper without a word. She still looked a little sick, but she bent to the task. She’d be okay, Hannah decided. And she was glad to see her doing the work. They all needed to practice these skills. What if Nari were separated from the group one day? Killing and cleaning animals would be a crucial part of keeping herself alive.
 
   When she looked across the field at Claire and Ted, they were at work on the animal they’d killed. Two decent-sized oreodonts would last them for how long? 
 
   As she sliced meat off bone, she thought through the energy equations. If pressed for a guess, she’d say the animal she was cutting into pieces right now had weighed 175 pounds alive. A good butcher probably could have gotten almost 100 pounds of meat from it. Being considerably less skilled, she and Jodi were probably getting eighty pounds, not counting heart and liver. 
 
   This animal had some fat on it, so Hannah figured the meat to be providing perhaps a thousand calories per pound. Nine people. Try for nearly 3000 calories per day. They’d be fed for six days from this hunt. She said, “Two more hunts like this, and we’ll get through the month.”
 
   “We can set traps again,” Jodi said. “Might be we only need to hunt one more time if we do that. I want to figure out how to trap those yummy rodents.”
 
   “Ted likes to hunt. He’d do it every day, I think, if Claire let him,” Hannah said.
 
   “I like it too,” Jodi said. “Better than hauling rocks. Fishing is okay. Cooking. Making pots. Anything but hauling rocks.”
 
   When they were done with their butchering, they loaded up their packs. Jodi and Hannah split the meat and Nari took the hide. She’d take the other one from Ted’s kill, and everyone would end up hauling about forty extra pounds back to camp.
 
   Hannah didn’t mind the weight so much. She minded that she smelled of fresh blood to predators. Jodi was worse off, though. She had a basket pack, and the blood dripped through. 
 
   They joined the others. Ted and Dixie had finished cutting their kill into chunks of meat. They hadn’t done anything to the hide. Nari rolled it up, still needing to be scraped, and added it to her pack. 
 
   The five of them turned for home. Ted led, Jodi and Dixie came next, and Hannah and Nari brought up the rear.
 
   They had gone not a half-mile when Hannah, turning in a circle to check for danger, saw the dogs.
 
   At first her brain tried to turn them into dogs, domesticated dogs. They were close enough in appearance that there was no doubt they were related to the dogs she knew. She was reminded of huskies or other sled dogs, except these were brown, like the autumn grasses around them. Several of them, running low, homed in on the bloody remains of the butchering. 
 
   “Dogs behind us,” she said. Everyone halted and turned to look.
 
   The pack closed in on the bloody remains of the kill. 
 
   “Eight of them,” Jodi said.
 
   “Seven adults, one adolescent,” Ted said. “Or maybe that small one is a little female.”
 
   “We need to go,” Nari said, as two of the dogs fought over one of the heads. Even from here, Hannah could see their ferocity as they fought over the bits of meat left on the ground. 
 
   “Yeah, let’s move,” Ted said, and he took off at a fast walk.
 
   Hannah followed, trying to think. “Was there any cover between here and the river?”
 
   “Those trees. They’re out of our way, though,” said Jodi. “We can cut down to the river more directly.”
 
   “That was my plan,” said Ted. “Hannah, are they after us?”
 
   Hannah spun briefly. “No,” she said. “Still eating.”
 
   “Let’s get out of their sight, at least,” Ted said “Can you all run with your packs full?”
 
   “We can always drop the packs,” Nari said. “Just let them have the meat.”
 
   “No, we need to eat,” Jodi said. “I can run with a pack.”
 
   It was awkward trying to jog with wet chunks of meat sloshing around in her backpack, and Hannah had it easier than those with basket packs. Blood ran through Jodi’s basket and stained the seat of her jeans.
 
   She glanced around again and said, “They haven’t come yet. But I think they’re almost done eating.”
 
   Nari said, “Let’s sprint. I want to be way out of their sight.”
 
   Hannah suspected they already were, but that it didn’t matter at all. The smell of the frightened humans and their kill would lead the dogs to them. Everyone put on speed and ran as fast as their awkward loads would let them. 
 
   Hannah glanced back and saw Nari lagging. “Come on,” she said.
 
   Ted said, breathing hard, “There’s a patch of trees ahead. Not many. Maybe one is climbable.”
 
   Hannah saw them: evergreens. She didn’t have a lot of faith the branches were sturdy enough to hold the humans, but some animal part of her brain preferred to have any sort of cover, anything to hide behind. The trees were better than nothing.
 
   Ted had outpaced them all. Hannah didn’t stop him. If he could get up into a tree, he’d be able to help the rest of them up.
 
   She turned again, only to see Nari had fallen behind farther. 
 
   And behind Nari, loping easily, came the dog pack.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 21
 
    
 
   The dogs weren’t running full out, but they were gaining on Nari.
 
   “Nari, they’re after us!”
 
   Nari turned, saw them, and stopped.
 
   “Throw your pack off. Run!” Hannah said. They could survive without the hides. She took off in pursuit of Ted.
 
   Two dozen steps later, she turned again, to see the dogs were closing the distance. “Run!” she screamed, stopping to let Nari catch up.
 
   Jodi let out a breathy curse. “We’ll never make the trees.”
 
   “Let’s drop our packs then,” Hannah said.
 
   Dixie and Ted had outdistanced them and were too far away to hear their words. Hannah didn’t want to yell at them to wait up. Let them run for the trees.
 
   But Nari was in trouble. As the lead dog broke into a run, Hannah’s heart leaped into her throat.
 
   She wrenched off her pack and swung it by a strap, throwing it as far as she could to the side. If she could get them interested in her pack, in the easy meat it contained, maybe they’d leave the humans alone.
 
   At least for long enough to get to the trees.
 
   Jodi had run several feet in another direction and was doing the same thing, flinging her basket pack off.
 
   “Nari!” Hannah said. “Go! Come on, faster!”
 
   Nari was the smallest of them, with the shortest legs, and while she was running as hard as she could, the dogs were closing the distance with shocking ease, speeding up, running low.
 
   “Damn it!” Hannah said. She couldn’t leave Nari to the mercy of the dogs; they had none, she was sure. She hefted her spear and ran back toward Nari.
 
   “Hannah!” Jodi said, then something too low for Hannah to hear. And the sound of her panting told Hannah she had turned too and was running in Nari’s direction.
 
   Hannah was closing the distance, but not quickly enough. The dogs were fast, horribly fast. The lope before had been nothing. They closed in on the smallest and most vulnerable of the human herd.
 
   Hannah recognized the technique because they had used it themselves. She let herself feel a flash of regret she had let Nari fall that far behind.
 
   The front dog leapt. Jodi screamed, and Nari flinched away when the dog hit her. The force of its weight hit Nari in the ribs. She staggered, and for a moment Hannah thought she was going down, but Nari caught herself. She had a spear, but she only flailed with it, and then the second dog was there, a smaller dog, darting in, biting at her legs. Hannah heard the click of its teeth meeting as it missed.
 
   They were trying to lame her. When Nari could run no more, they’d kill her.
 
   And eat her.
 
   Not if Hannah could help it. She ran in yelling, going for the lead dog, who was circling for another leap. It saw her coming and darted to the side, agile and fast.
 
   All the advantage Hannah had over the dogs was the spear. Their jaws were stronger, their speed better, their experience greater. The reach of the spear and its narrow tip was all she had to defend against their teeth. What intelligence people might have over the dogs was no longer in play. This was now a battle of physicality, not cleverness.
 
   Jodi was there now, her club whirling overhead then coming down on the hips of the dog trying to lame Nari. 
 
   This dog was, if anything, faster than the first. It slipped laterally out of the way of the club strike, and Jodi’s club hit the ground.
 
   “Try to get close to Nari,” Hannah said. “Back to back.”
 
   A third dog was on Nari, and it snapped at the back of her knee. This one did not miss, and Nari shrieked as its teeth pierced flesh. Hannah lunged with the spear, but she was blindsided by the force of a dog leaping on her.
 
   She could smell its breath, meaty, just before the force of its weight in flight hit her. With a split second to brace herself, she took the full force of it in her ribs.
 
   It staggered her, but she didn’t go down. Nari kicked with her bleeding leg at another dog coming in for her. Jodi was trying to get to Nari’s side, but now two dogs had taken on the job of herding her away.
 
   Jodi was swinging wildly at them, but they kept just far enough away. They’d learned the reach of her club in mere seconds. 
 
   The dog in front of Hannah dashed back toward Nari, and Hannah ran after it.
 
   The dog Nari was kicking opened its mouth and met her kick. It closed its jaws on her shin and planted its forelegs, then yanked.
 
   Nari went down, hitting hard on her butt. With her good leg, she kicked at the dog’s face.
 
   It didn’t let go.
 
   Hannah felt teeth touch the back of her pants but she kept moving, raising the spear and driving it toward the flank of the dog that had Nari. She felt the spear tip’s slight hesitation at the skin, and then it slid in. The dog let go.
 
   But by this time, some of the dogs that had been hanging back ran in. Nari was down, and that was their signal: they all closed in for the kill.
 
   “Get up!” Hannah screamed. She tried to yank her spear back out, but it caught, and then the dog bit at it and it cracked. Hannah pulled at the end and was left with a stick no longer than a foot. She reached for Nari’s arm, which she could see, but the girl couldn’t see her.
 
   The snarling and growling of the attack was terrible, and for Nari it must be unbearable. They were blocking her from doing anything but kicking blindly.
 
   Hannah reached the melee and smacked her stick down on the nose of the nearest dog. It didn’t care. She did it again, and again. A crack sounded from behind her, and Jodi made a satisfied sound, and then Jodi was there too, battering at the dogs covering Nari.
 
   Hannah dropped the useless bit of spear and reached in. She found a furred limb and yanked at it. This pulled a dog off Nari, but the dog turned and bit at her, and Hannah let go involuntarily. 
 
   Nari was curled into a ball, neither moving nor making sound. Hannah saw blood, and then another dog moved and covered Nari from her sight.
 
   She was going to lose her. Like M.J. and Garreth. Despair froze Hannah for a moment.
 
   And then Ted and Dixie were there, with spears, stabbing, and Hannah had never been so relieved to see reinforcements in her life.
 
   Ted hauled back and kicked a dog hard enough in its ribs that they all heard the crack of bone breaking. Then he drove his spear into the dog’s side.
 
   It died without a whimper.
 
   Hannah lunged for another dog, meaning to pull one more set of teeth off Nari, but before she could, the dogs, as one, left their prey. They ran off a few dozen yards. Blood was on the muzzles of a few. One limped. And two dogs lay unmoving, the one Ted had skewered and the one Jodi had hit.
 
   Nari lay unmoving too. Heedless of her vulnerability to the dogs, Hannah dropped to her knees, fearing the worst. She reached a hand out and touched Nari’s shoulder. Warm. She gently rolled the girl on her back and Nari moaned.
 
   It was a sweet sound. A sound of life.
 
   “They’re gone,” she said. “Nari, can you stand?”
 
   But all she got in response was another moan. Then Nari curled up again, on her side, facing away from Hannah, and Hannah saw the damage, almost all on her back side.
 
   She had been bitten at least a dozen times. Her shirt was bloody around the shoulders. Her pants were in tatters at the bottom. 
 
   Ted had placed himself between the dogs and the women. “Is she alive?” he said.
 
   “Yeah,” Hannah said. “Dixie, Ted, is it possible to drive them off?”
 
   “We’ll try,” Ted said. “C’mon, Dixie. Jodi, you stand guard over Hannah and Nari.”
 
   Hannah lifted a bit of torn, bloody shirt and saw where a dog had torn a flap of flesh off Nari’s shoulder. Maybe going for the neck, or for breaking a vertebra, it had succeeded only in tearing out a fist-sized bunch of muscle. The muscle had been mostly detached, but there was enough skin intact that Hannah could sew it closed. It would probably take weeks for the muscle to knit itself up again. 
 
   A glance down Nari’s legs told her there was other significant damage. At the back of her knee, there was a bite that Hannah worried had successfully severed a tendon or ligament. If so, that was well beyond Hannah’s ability to treat. She had grown more skilled at sewing up flesh wounds she’d ever wanted to be—but Nari was in bad shape. This was going to take all Hannah’s skill, and then some. The shoulder muscle itself needed to be reattached, but she couldn’t do that, not without dissolving sutures and some way of stopping the bleeding.
 
   “Nari, talk to me. Where does it hurt most?”
 
   “The dogs are backing off,” Jodi said.
 
   Nari said nothing. Hannah did a quick feel around her head, making sure there wasn’t damage there, but she could feel nothing wrong. The worst damage was to her back, the back of both her legs, and one deep bite on her upper arm.
 
   “Nari?” she said. “The dogs are leaving. Did you hear that?”
 
   Still nothing. 
 
   “What’s wrong with her?”
 
   “Bit.”
 
   Jodi said, “No. Why isn’t she saying anything? Nari?”
 
   Still nothing.
 
   “Maybe she’s freaked out still,” Hannah said, then to Nari, in a gentler voice, “I know it was awful, but you’re going to be okay.” She hoped she wasn’t lying. “Jodi, I need my pack. Is it safe to get it, do you think?”
 
   “I can do it,” Jodi said, and took off across the field to retrieve it.
 
   Hannah made soothing noises to Nari while Jodi was gone. She also kept her eye on Ted, Dixie, and the dogs. Slowly, the dogs were being driven back, keeping a safe distance between themselves and these strange new creatures who had succeeded in killing two of the pack. She glanced over at the dead animals, making sure they were staying down.
 
   She saw a movement from the one Jodi had hit. Its side rose and fell with a shallow breath. “Jodi!” she called.
 
   Jodi came racing back with Hannah’s backpack. “What?”
 
   “You didn’t quite kill that one.”
 
   “Oh,” Jodi said, moving to it. With her club, she started a powerful overhand swing. The skull of the animal cracked loudly. Nari flinched with the sound, and Hannah felt relief that the girl was responsive to something. Jodi kicked the dog. “Definitely dead now,” she said.
 
   “Thanks.”
 
   “Here’s your pack.”
 
   The bloody meat was in the main section of her backpack, but the first aid kit was in a smaller zippered compartment. She pulled it out, marking it with bloody fingerprints. “Jodi, could you pour water over my hands before I touch the injuries?”
 
   “Sure.” Jodi leaned her club against the dead dog and got out a bottle of water. “Hold ‘em out.”
 
   A quick wash with water was the best Hannah could do toward following aseptic principles. She had nothing left to sterilize her hands with. 
 
   “You going to sew her up?”
 
   “Yeah.” If I can, she did not add aloud. 
 
   “Her clothes are done for, I think.”
 
   “I think so too,” Hannah said, and she took out a stone knife and slit Nari’s blouse up the back, peeling it carefully away from the bloody wounds. Nari was still curled up, so she’d wait to do the legs until she could get her to lie flat on her belly. “We still clear from the dogs?”
 
   “Can barely see them. Ted and Dixie are on their way back.”
 
   “Good. You can get your pack, I guess.”
 
   “Right. Funny they didn’t go for the easier meat.”
 
   Yeah, real funny, Hannah thought, looking at the mess of Nari’s back. She had another water bottle in the outer pocket of her pack and opened it, dribbling the water over the wounds. She needed a rag. Damn. The rag that had been Garreth’s shirt was still around Zach’s wrist. 
 
   Well, screw it. Hannah took her own shirt off and used it to dab the watered-down blood off Nari’s back, moving gently in case there were bites she hadn’t yet seen beneath the trails of blood. 
 
   “Need help?” Jodi said.
 
   “In a second I will,” Hannah said. She really did not know where to start with the shoulder wound. She finally decided she needed to wrap it first, to try and get everything—ugh—back in there. Get the skin in place, wrap it, try to get the bleeding to slow down while she worked on other wounds, then return to it.
 
   She took her knife and sacrificed her shirt. 
 
   “You don’t have a spare shirt,” Jodi said.
 
   “There’s the hide tunic,” Hannah said. “Or I’ll just wander around like this.” She had worn a bra, thankfully, on that day they went fossil-hunting. All of them had, except for Dixie. Though Hannah’s bra, like all of the younger women’s, was loose on her on the tightest hook, it still would serve for modesty purposes. 
 
   She bound the shoulder tightly. Nari made noises, but they weren’t anything like words. Just helpless little animal sounds of pain and fear. 
 
   Hannah tried to ignore them. She tried to see this not as Nari, not as a friend, not even as a human, but as a torn hide in need of repair. 
 
   A smaller bite came next. She handed Nari’s bloody shirt to Jodi and asked her to pull out more threads for sewing. Once she had, Hannah started her stitching.
 
   The needle was so dull she knew it was hurting Nari, but except for one flinch at the beginning, she didn’t react to it. Jodi provided the thread and Hannah kept threading the needle, stitching up one bite after the other. 
 
   When she had gotten down to Nari’s waist, she loosened the bandage on the shoulder to see if she could work on the wound.
 
   By this time, Ted was back. “They sure got her there,” he said.
 
   “Yeah. I need another pair of hands.” Jodi knelt down, and Hannah had her hold the bloody shirt pressed to one side of the wound while she began stitching at the edges at the other side.
 
   Ted wandered away to check for danger—or maybe to avoid looking at the surgery, which was ugly. Jodi gagged once when Hannah had to gently pull back the hunk of human meat and line up the muscle fibers so they were all headed in the same direction. Nari’s mewls of pain were hard to take, but Hannah tuned them out.
 
   Finally, she had sewn up the shoulder wound. She still had no confidence it was going to heal right. And she had no idea if it would stay free of infection. But she had done her best, and it was all she could do. What I’d give for a bottle of ampicillin, she thought, and not for the first time. “Have we come across any soap plants?”
 
   “No,” Dixie said. “I’ve tried a couple of waxy ones in water, but neither lathered at all.”
 
   “Thanks for looking,” Hannah said.
 
   “Is she going to be okay?”
 
   “Yes,” Hannah said, with more confidence than she felt. She took a break, sitting back on her heels.
 
   The three of them stared at Nari, still curled into the fetal position.
 
   “I could use some water,” Hannah said.
 
   Dixie took a bottle out of her pack and handed it over. It had only a few ounces remaining. Hannah drank half of what was left. “Nari, can you drink?”
 
   Nothing.
 
   “Nari, I need to look at your legs. Can you lie on your stomach?”
 
   Nothing.
 
   “Jodi, maybe tug on her legs. Gently. Try to get them straightened out.”
 
   “Okay,” Jodi said. “Nari, it’s just me. I’m going to touch your legs.”
 
   Dixie dropped to her knees, taking Jodi’s place on the other side of Nari. She said. “Hey, Nar. It’s Dixie. We’re all here. Hannah’s helping you. You’re safe. Everything is okay now.”
 
   It was the kindest thing she’d ever seen Dixie do, and then she remembered that Dixie and Nari had been friends once. Or leader and acolyte, perhaps. But when Garreth’s death had driven Nari away, Dixie hadn’t singled the girl out for punishment. And now she was being kind.
 
   “Thank you,” Hannah said, surprised to find herself fighting back tears at the kindness.
 
   “Don’t struggle,” Jodi said to Nari. “Relax, and Hannah will take a look at your legs.”
 
   It took a few minutes of tugging, coaxing, and finally Jodi holding on to Nari’s shoes to keep her legs extended, but Hannah was able to look at the bites on her legs. The dogs hadn’t really dug in, except for the once, at the back of her knee. Trying to lame her. Maybe succeeding. Hannah cut off half of Nari’s slacks—they were shredded anyway—leaving her in ragged shorts.
 
   “I guess I’ll wrap them,” she said. “But I’m running out of bandage material.” The bottoms of the slacks wouldn’t work in this condition.
 
   “Ted,” Dixie called. “We need your shirt.”
 
   Ted trotted over and looked at Nari. “She won’t be able to walk back, will she?”
 
   “No,” Hannah said. Even if Nari could limp along, she was so unresponsive, Hannah didn’t think she would get up and move on her own.
 
   “We need the travois to use as a stretcher.” Ted pulled his shirt off.
 
   “I won’t cut it up,” Hannah said, taking his shirt. 
 
   “Do what you have to. I’m going back.”
 
   “Not alone.”
 
   “Yes, alone. I’ll run. I think it’s better if you all stay together, to defend....” He gestured at Nari. “Yourselves,” he finished. 
 
   “I hate to see people go off alone.” She knew the dogs were out there. And perhaps other animals equally as dangerous.
 
   “I’ll only be alone in one direction, on the way there. It’s not that far. I’ll bring Rex back with me. Claire too, if she wants to come. And the wheeled travois for Nari.” He raised a hand in farewell and took off.
 
   Hannah used a knife to cut the sleeves off Ted’s shirt at the seams. It could be mended when the bandages came off. With the sleeves, she wrapped the two worst wounds—knee and just above the ankle. Later, she’d stitch them. The smaller wounds she dabbed with pine sap to stop the bleeding.
 
   By the time she was done treating Nari’s legs, Ted was well out of sight. So were the dogs. She left the comfort of Nari to Dixie and stood guard.
 
   Jodi stood facing the opposite direction and, for a time, they said nothing. The oreodonts were out of sight. The river was visible only as a distant line of trees. 
 
   Speaking softly, Jodi said, “Did you notice how the dogs quit when they had two of the pack down?”
 
   “They’d had enough, I suppose.”
 
   “No,” said Jodi. “It was more than that, I think. It was like they could count, and two was all they were willing to lose.”
 
   Dixie said, “Maybe they can’t get the job done with fewer than that number left. Five or six or whatever it was.” Her voice dropped to a whisper. “Maybe we can’t either.”
 
   Hannah was afraid she was right. Every lost person made them more vulnerable. Everyone who was so injured that they couldn’t hunt—Zach, Bob, and now Nari—limited their options for hunting strategies. Every person who couldn’t run from danger or climb out of its way meant two others had to hang back to protect them.
 
   Maybe the wolves knew that about themselves instinctively. Or maybe experience had taught them the lessons the humans were learning now. There was a minimum survivable population number. Hannah worried the humans had slipped below it.
 
   Nari moaned again.
 
   “I’m sorry,” Hannah said. She felt terrible that she could do nothing for the pain.
 
   Jodi said, “It’s not your fault.”
 
   “I wish we had some drugs.”
 
   “Or M.J.’s flask of booze, even,” Dixie muttered. 
 
   To Nari, Hannah said, “We’ll get you home soon. I promise.”
 
   Hannah longed for home too. For the home of the 21st century, its safety from vicious predators, and its medical technologies, but, barring that, for a safe cabin here with stone walls to hide behind. She’d work from dawn to dusk on it tomorrow if Claire allowed.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 22
 
    
 
   “At least you saved the meat,” Zach said. And he immediately blushed and said, “Sorry. Not that Nari getting hurt would be worth a month of meals. I didn’t mean that.”
 
   Jodi touched his arm in understanding or perhaps forgiveness.
 
   Nari had been carried back and Hannah had finished her stitching. Nari was settled into the debris hut, and she had fallen into a restive sleep. She still hadn’t spoken, but Hannah suspected it was because of emotional trauma, not physical. If it was emotional, time might heal it. She wouldn’t panic about Nari’s silence until tomorrow. Even tomorrow, panic wouldn’t help a thing. 
 
   Now they were baking the hearts and livers of the oreodonts for supper. They’d set up a roast wrapped in leaves for overnight and would begin to smoke most of the meat as soon as supper was eaten.
 
   Claire said, “Someone—a pair of us—needs to sit up and watch the meat. In case the dogs or something else come after it.”
 
   “I’ll take the first watch,” Hannah said. 
 
   “No, I want you in with Nari right now. Just in case she needs something. Okay?”
 
   Hannah nodded. “Can I work on the cabin tomorrow? I really want to.”
 
   “We’ll all work on the cabin tomorrow, except for Mr. O’Brien and Zach, who will stay here and tend the fire and smoke the meat. And one other for defense maybe. I don’t know who yet.”
 
   “And Nari?” Dixie said.
 
   “We’ll see how she is in the morning,” Claire said. She shot a questioning look at Hannah.
 
   Hannah shrugged in answer. She had no idea.
 
   They were all hungry, but the liver tasted bad to Hannah. She knew the food was fine. It was what it had cost them that turned the taste to ashes in her mouth.
 
    
 
   * * *
 
    
 
   It was still dark when Hannah found herself swimming out of a sleep. Why?
 
   “Hannah?”
 
   “Nari,” she said, coming fully awake to a rush of relief. “How are you?”
 
   “I’m sorry,” Nari said. “I screwed up, didn’t I?”
 
   “No, no. Not at all.”
 
   “I should have run faster.” She started to cry.
 
   Hannah nearly put her arms around her but remembered just in time how torn up her back was. She found Nari’s face instead and rested her palm on the upturned cheek for a moment. “You didn’t do anything wrong. It’s not your fault. Just bad luck.”
 
   “They hurt me.”
 
   “They did. I know.”
 
   “Why?”
 
   Hannah wasn’t sure what to say. She wished for a comforting answer, but all she had was the truth. “It’s their nature. They hunt, and they go for the weakest or smallest of a group. You’re smallest, and your being behind made you vulnerable.”
 
   “They would have—h-have eaten me?” The question made her cry harder.
 
   Hannah sensed that something complicated was going on inside the girl, something beyond the horror of the memory being replayed in her mind, but she couldn’t work out what exactly that might be. “You’re safe now,” she said. “You’re in camp, and I’m right here, and someone will be with you all day tomorrow. It’s over. Your job for the next few days is to heal.” She waited until the tears had subsided and said, “Are you in awful pain?”
 
   “Only if I move at all.”
 
   It was a better answer than Hannah had hoped for. “Then don’t move. Do you need anything? Water?” She had lost a good deal of blood, so she probably was thirsty.
 
   “In the morning,” Nari said. “I’m tired.”
 
   “Then go back to sleep if you can.”
 
   Hannah stayed awake until she could hear Nari’s breathing grow steady and deep. Then she snuck out of the debris hut and went to the fire. Rex and Claire were there.
 
   “What’s up?” Claire said.
 
   “Nari’s awake and talking. Or asleep again now, but she was talking for a short time. Pass the news along to whoever relieves you, if you would, so people don’t worry needlessly. I’d like water for her when she wakes up. Are there bottles here somewhere?”
 
   “I have one,” Rex said. “Take it.”
 
   “Thanks,” she said. “How’s the meat coming along?”
 
   “Slowly, like it’s supposed to,” Claire said.
 
   The next day, Zach and Bob stayed with the meat and Hannah asked that one of them check in on Nari every hour.
 
   “Can she move?” Bob said.
 
   “Probably best if she kept it to a minimum. The shoulder especially; I’d like to give that wound a chance to start knitting. And you might have to support her on her worst leg.”
 
   “What about using the latrine?”
 
   “I left her with a bowl and told her to use it as a bedpan. So if you could empty it?”
 
   Zach made a face, but Bob nodded. “Will do. She has water?”
 
   “Yeah, two bottles, but she may need more. She lost a lot of blood.”
 
   They left Bob and Zach smoking meat. The rest of them hiked to the cabin site and set to work with a purpose. They moved rocks, dug holes to seat the last few, and arranged them so that the flattest faces were on top. The mortar wasn’t as good as they’d used before, but Rex said it should hold for the few weeks they would need it to. “Barring really bad storms,” he added. “Not sure the mortar will hold up to that.”
 
   They built a curved wall that stretched all the way across the cliff face. Instead of leaving a space for a door, they left a high threshold of rock, almost knee-high on Hannah. They’d have to step over it, but it might help stop a small animal or trip up a larger one. By the time they needed to return to the river that afternoon, they’d gotten most of the way through laying a second course of stones, using smaller stones than the first and mortaring them in place. They worked fast, and without a break. The labor was hard.
 
   Everyone was tired and hungry as they marched back. 
 
   Hannah went straight to the debris hut to check on Nari. She was napping. Hannah needed to check her dressings before the day was done. Tomorrow, she’d need to take them all off, wash the bandages well in the river, and dry them before putting them back on. 
 
   Everyone else was at the fire, eating the roast that had been cooking all day. 
 
   “Sorry,” Zach said. “It’s a little burnt around the edges.”
 
   It was a little burnt everywhere, but Hannah didn’t care. She just wanted food, and she worked her way through the overdone meat as if it were a medicine she had to get down. It was, in a way. After a day of hard work, her body needed fuel. Everyone else was tired too, and it showed in how little they spoke. Zach kept up dinner conversation almost single-handedly. 
 
   When she checked in the debris hut after supper, Nari was stirring. “Hey, how are you?” she said.
 
   “Sleeping too much.”
 
   “Your body needs to mend itself. You need food to help it do that. There’s roast and smoked meat now.”
 
   “Eww, no.” 
 
   Hannah kept herself from taking on a Mom role, lecturing her any more on how she had to eat. “Could you eat fish?” she said.
 
   “Maybe,” Nari said. “I’m thirsty.” 
 
   Hannah grabbed the empty water bottles and returned to the fire. “Is there any fish from today?” she asked Bob. “Nari can’t stomach red meat right now.”
 
   “We caught a couple,” he said. “They’re in the water.”
 
   He had rigged up a basket in the water to trap the fish, tied to a stake with a homemade rope. Two fish were in there, still alive, swimming in a circle in the confined space. Hannah picked up one of the stone knives from the area where they’d been slicing up meat, went to the basket again, reached in and grabbed a fish, and killed and gutted it. She rinsed it in the river and laid it on a rock close to the fire to cook.
 
   Then she flopped down by the fire to watch over it.
 
   “You’re tired,” Bob said.
 
   “Exhausted. How are you?”
 
   “Fine.”
 
   “Not overdoing?” she asked him.
 
   “No, just sitting for the most part. I even took a short nap.”
 
   “Good. Zach’s doing okay?”
 
   “Yeah. You can focus your nursing inclinations on Nari. The rest of us are healing.” A second later he said, “I’m sorry, that came out wrong. I didn’t mean to sound so ungrateful.”
 
   “You didn’t,” she said. “Or if you did, I’m too tired to pay attention.”
 
   “I wish I could help more.”
 
   “You’re helping. We need to eat, and you guys are cooking and smoking meat. And someone needs to keep an eye on Nari while we’re building.”
 
   “How long until the cabin is done?”
 
   “We might be able to move tomorrow afternoon. Probably the day after.”
 
   “That’s fast.”
 
   “We won’t have a roof. But I’d rather have walls than not. You didn’t see any sign of the dogs today, did you?”
 
   “No. Claire already asked.”
 
   Hannah was happy to hear the dogs hadn’t followed them. Or maybe they had but were too stealthy and clever to be seen. No, that sounded unlikely. With all the meat here, and with only two people to guard it all day—one, whenever the other had gone to use the latrine or to check on Nari—surely the dogs would have attacked. They were off somewhere else, resting up from the fight. Mourning their dead, maybe.
 
   A minute later, Bob jostled her. “Wake up.”
 
   “What?” She looked around, confused.
 
   “You nearly fell into the fire. Go get some rest.”
 
   “When the fish is done and Nari is fed and I have a look at her injuries.”
 
   “I can bring the fish to you.”
 
   Hannah shook her head. She could manage to stay awake for another ten minutes, which was all it would take to cook the fish. 
 
   She took the cooked fish to Nari, who ate it and drank a whole bottle of water. Hannah crawled out while Nari used the bedpan. Hannah did a quick check of her two biggest wounds and rewrapped them with the same bloody bandages. She knew Nari was still awake, but she couldn’t bring herself to stay awake long enough to talk. Within seconds, Hannah was asleep.
 
    When she was woken for her turn at the fire after midnight, she wanted to refuse. She rolled over and tried to push herself out, and her back protested with a sharp pain. For a moment, all she could do was freeze and breathe her way past it. Then the pain eased off and she could move again.
 
   “Oh man,” she said, crawling out and thumbing on her flashlight.
 
   “You up?” Claire said.
 
   “Yeah, you can go to bed now.”
 
   “No, I’m just now getting up. I’m partnered with you.”
 
   “Right, right.” Hannah thought she’d probably been told that last night but had been too tired to track the conversation.
 
   “You sure you’re okay?” Claire said
 
   “Tired and sore. Nothing worse.”
 
   “All we need to do is set up meat to smoke. You can rest after we do that.”
 
   “I’ll be fine,” Hannah said.
 
   At the fire, they gathered up the last batch of smoked meat and set it aside to finish air drying. Then they strung new strips of meat just downwind of the fire. Claire took the flashlight to go gather more green branches to create more smoke. They were using a hide stretched over branches as a sort of backstop, so that the smoke didn’t just float off but piled up around the meat, swirling around every piece. While Claire was away, Hannah made sure the hide was positioned correctly and wasn’t overheating. When Claire returned and had built up the fire to smoke more, they had to move a few feet from the fire to be able to breathe without sucking in a lot of smoke.
 
   “Looks good,” Claire said.
 
   Hannah yawned in answer.
 
   “You can sleep if you want. I’ll wake you if there’s a problem.”
 
   “No, I’m fine.”
 
   “Go ahead.”
 
   “No.” Hannah smacked herself in the face twice to wake herself up. “Not as good as coffee, but it’ll do.”
 
   “Seriously, sleep.”
 
   “Seriously, no. We can’t risk another injury. I’m out of antibiotic cream. I’m out of bandages, unless we all go shirtless. The needle is dull, and I need to cannibalize more clothes for thread.”
 
   “How is Nari?” Claire said.
 
   “Upset. In pain. Soldiering on anyway.”
 
   “What happened? I never heard the full story.”
 
   Hannah told her all she could remember. She even told her Jodi’s theory about the dog pack needing a minimal number to function right.
 
   “That’s interesting. So they might leave us alone now that their numbers are down.”
 
   “They might, but I wouldn’t count on it. It made me think, though, that we need a minimum number to function right too. And that we might be under it right now.”
 
   “Rex is doing okay. His hearing is almost normal in his good ear, he says.”
 
   “Zach and Nari will need until at least the next time jump to be better.”
 
   “Zach’s okay at fishing and tending the fire.”
 
   “Nobody but you is great at fishing. When it’s easy, sure, like at the lake, and even the worst of us can catch a fish. But not here.”
 
   Claire said, “Might be the season. Or the river just isn’t that full of fish. Or other animals fish too, like bears do for salmon before hibernating, and we’re competing for what’s left.”
 
   “It just dawned on me that we haven’t seen all that many animals at the river the last few days.”
 
   “Maybe the smoke is driving them off.”
 
   “I hope. If so, we should keep a smoky fire going all the time from now on.”
 
   “So Nari’s going to be okay?”
 
   “Barring infection, she’ll live. I’m pretty worried about that. She has a dozen significant bites. If their mouths are full of bacteria or viruses—and they probably are—who knows what might happen?”
 
   “Is there anything at all we can do?”
 
   “Give me an hour to change bandages tomorrow at dawn.”
 
   “With what, more shirts?”
 
   “The same bandages. That’s why I need an hour, to wash them and air dry them most of the way before replacing them.”
 
   “Will you clean her wounds?”
 
   “Yeah, the best I can. We need a soap plant. We ideally need a soap plant with antibacterial properties. But I can’t think of any way at all to find one.”
 
   “Trial and error. Basic scientific research.”
 
   “Won’t help Nari this week.”
 
   “If I ever get back home,” Claire said, “I’m never going anywhere without a vat of antibiotic ointment with me. And a big first aid kit. And a pile of old sheets to use as bandages.”
 
   “If you’d had that all with you, you’d never have needed it. Some correlate of Murphy’s Law.”
 
   “And people would have thought I was some weird sort of hoarder, walking around town with a backpack stocked like a clinic.”
 
   “No doubt,” Hannah said. “There are people out there who go wild with preparing for emergencies. Asteroid strikes and total economic collapse and other end of the world scenarios. But I’ll bet you all the money in the world, no one could have prepared themselves for what happened to us.”
 
   As promised, the next morning Claire delayed their departure until Hannah could take the bandages off Nari and wash them in the river. Dixie and Jodi helped get Nari out of the debris hut so that Hannah had daylight to work in. A couple other people volunteered to flap the washed bandages in the air, trying to get them to dry quickly.
 
   In the light of day, the wound on Nari’s shoulder looked awful. Hannah took another few stitches, trying to get everything lined up better. She feared Nari would never heal right, might never have normal use of that arm.
 
   Nari took it all without a sound, but when Hannah looked at her, the girl’s face was shining with tears and snot, and her lips were red from biting them. 
 
   Hannah said, “Don’t worry if there’s a little bit of blood today. But mostly, everything is knitting up. Just your shoulder and back of your leg might bleed this morning.”
 
   Nari nodded. Hannah told her to hang tight and went back to see how the bandage drying was going. They weren’t entirely dry. “What I’d really like is for them to be bone dry and put them in the sun to bleach for a day,” she said.
 
   “When we’re in the cabin, you can do that,” Claire said. “Can you use them damp?” She was obviously anxious to get going.
 
   “I guess I’ll have to.” 
 
   Claire came along to the debris hut and hung back, watching while Hannah finished re-wrapping Nari’s worst wounds.
 
    A half-hour later they were marching double-time to the cabin site with a load of saplings Rex and Ted had been chopping while Hannah had been doctoring Nari.
 
    This time they brought smoked meat with them, so they took a break mid-morning to eat. It helped fuel them up through five o’clock by Hannah’s watch. The third course of stones was laid and Rex was well into building a framework for the upper walls. He had two of them digging postholes in the dirt for the uprights, just inside the stone wall. They’d not fully limbed the saplings, because the upper leaves were going to be part of their roof. 
 
   When they were ready to leave, Claire said, “This is good enough to start with. We’ll move here tomorrow. Everything else, we can finish up while we live here.”
 
   “You sure?” Rex said.
 
   “Since I saw what those dogs did to Nari, I’m sure,” Claire said, grim-faced. “I don’t want to spend more than one more night in those flimsy debris huts.”
 
   They were all exhausted again that night, but it had been worth it. They ate the last oreodont roast—this one not overcooked—and set watches for another night of smoking meat. Tonight would complete the task, and they’d have meat to eat as jerky or to make into stews. 
 
   Bob had fed Nari a midday meal of fish. “I talked to her for a while. She’s getting antsy, wanting to be up. I can relate.”
 
   “I’m sure you can. Thanks for distracting her.”
 
   “She could be better.”
 
   “Physically, or mentally?”
 
   “Both, of course. But I was thinking mentally. She was timid before, but I don’t know that Claire or any of us is ever going to get her to hunt again.”
 
   “Time will tell. Let’s give her a chance to physically heal and then see how her mental state is.”
 
   “She’s in pain.”
 
   “It drives me crazy that I can’t help with that.”
 
   “You’re doing your best.”
 
   “So are you. We all are.”
 
   “And we’re getting more skilled all the time.”
 
   But it wasn’t enough. Hannah didn’t say it aloud. She felt like they were fighting a rearguard action in a losing war. She was afraid. That was the terrible truth about her. She wasn’t brave. She wasn’t all that capable. She was just afraid. Exhausted and afraid.
 
   The trip to the cabin the next day did not go as Claire had planned.
 
   For one thing, she hadn’t taken into account that two people might have to be carried, not just one. Neither those two nor Zach could carry a share of the supplies. And one person had to pull the travois. So they prioritized their gear and left for tomorrow what they didn’t absolutely need. They also took anything they thought scavengers might eat or destroy, like the hides.
 
   Bob said he could walk. And he did. They moved slowly for his benefit, in a tight group, keeping an eye out for danger. Bob did well until the land began to rise, and then he slowed. Finally, he said, “Wait,” and he sank to the ground.
 
   When Hannah hurried over to check on him, he waved her aside. “I’m just tired. No pain. Sorry.” 
 
   “Everybody rest,” Claire said. “Nari, are you okay?”
 
   The girl’s face had been white with pain the whole trip. Being hauled over rough ground was doing her no favors. She had insisted on trying to stand that morning. Hannah had called over Jodi and Claire to brace her. Nari hadn’t been able to put any weight at all on that one leg. Hannah had stopped her before she did more damage to it. So she had been hauled the whole way.
 
   While Bob rested, Hannah checked on Nari. “I’m okay,” she managed to say, but her voice was faint.
 
   Ted was pacing around the group, and Rex was clearly anxious to get back to the cabin. But Claire said everyone had to move as a group, and so they waited. When after only fifteen minutes Bob got to his feet again, Hannah caught Claire’s eye and shook her head.
 
   Claire said, “I’m still a bit tired myself. Fifteen more minutes, and we can move.”
 
   Hannah took the chance to sit as well. She watched Ted pacing for another five minutes and said, “Ted, you’re making me dizzy. Please sit.”
 
   “I think there’s something out there.”
 
   “Where?” Hannah jumped up and grabbed her spear.
 
   “Back the way we came.”
 
   Hannah joined him. “Where? What do you see?”
 
   “Nothing I can see directly. Just some movement in the grass.”
 
   “Could be anything.”
 
   “Sure. Could be.”
 
   She lowered her voice. “What is it, do you think?”
 
   Claire joined them. “What’s wrong?”
 
   Ted said, “I think we’re being followed.”
 
   “By what?”
 
   “That, I can’t tell you.”
 
   “We should get going,” Claire said. 
 
   Hannah wasn’t sure about Bob’s ability to keep up. With his needing to go slowly, they might still be an hour from the cabin. The healthy ones could be there in twenty minutes, tops. She told Claire that, and suggested they break into two groups.
 
   “We need to stick together,” Claire said. “Everyone who is fit needs to be here to protect everyone who isn’t.” She turned to Bob. “Can you move yet, do you think?”
 
   “I can,” he said, and he got to his feet.
 
   “Let’s go, then,” Claire said. In a moment, they all had their packs on and were on their way, Rex pulling Nari. Claire took the lead position and Ted took the rear. Hannah hung back with Ted.
 
   They went more slowly, trying to conserve Bob’s energy. Ted was able to walk backward the whole time without falling behind.
 
   “Ted, there’s a rock in your way,” Hannah said to him. 
 
   He glanced back and avoided tripping over it.
 
   “See anything?” she said.
 
   “Movement in the grass. It’s hardly anything. It could be the wind, except it’s only in one spot. I’ve never seen a wind like that.”
 
   “One animal or more?”
 
   “More, I think.”
 
   “Is it the dogs?”
 
   “Could be. But I’m trying to figure out why they didn’t come for us at night, when there was only two of us awake. Or just go for one of the debris huts, where people were sleeping. Why wait until now to stalk us?”
 
   “Maybe they were watching us all along,” Hannah said. “And now they need to follow us to keep an eye on us.”
 
   “What, so they have a master plan?”
 
   “Maybe,” she said.
 
   “You were like this with the saber tooth. Thought it had a thing for us. And remember what that came to.”
 
   The words were like a slap in the face. Hannah thought Ted liked her. But this was...cruel. Intentionally cruel. She managed to control her voice. “You know what they say. Just because you’re paranoid doesn’t mean they aren’t out to get you.”
 
   They didn’t exchange another word during the slow trip up to the cabin site. 
 
   And maybe whatever was out there was innocuous, some small animal whose head couldn’t clear the top of the grasses. But paranoid or not, she knew that the grass was hiding something, and the feeling that they were being stalked was impossible to shake.
 
   


  
 



Chapter 23
 
    
 
   The rest of the morning, Rex, Zach, Bob, and Nari stayed at the cabin, and the rest of them took another trip. Without the travois, two trips would have been needed to move all their gear. 
 
   “How’d we accumulate so much stuff?” Claire said, tying the load onto the travois.
 
   “It’s all useful,” Jodi said. She had refilled all the water bottles. “It’s not like my bedroom at home where I have stuff I never use in the closet. Clothes from junior high. Toys I refused to let my mother take to the Goodwill.”
 
   “When you get back,” Dixie said, hefting a basket filled with bowls, “you can give it all away.”
 
   “I hope I get the chance to.”
 
   Hannah was only half paying attention. She was studying the area of their campfire, looking for any sign the dogs had been here. She finally found it: a pile of dung that was not a grazing animal’s. It was a carnivore’s, and it was fresh.
 
   Briefly, she debated if she should tell the others. Was there any reason to worry them? Other than being able to “I told you so” Ted?
 
   They should know. “Guys, there’s some fresh dung here. Maybe dog.”
 
   Claire said, “Where?” 
 
   “Here, close to the fire.”
 
   “Do you know for sure what it is?” Ted asked.
 
   “No,” she admitted. “Except it’s a meat eater, and not a small one.”
 
   All of them gathered around her, and Hannah pointed with the toe of her boot.
 
   “Looks like dog,” Claire said. “Back home dog, I mean.”
 
   “It could be that, or a lot of animals,” Hannah said. She walked down the river, looking for more.
 
   “Looks like dog to me too,” Jodi said.
 
   Hannah said, “And to me.”
 
   Jodi said, “The same ones that attacked us?”
 
   Hannah hesitated before saying, “I’d imagine so.”
 
   Ted said, “You can’t know that.” He turned away.
 
   “I can’t,” she admitted. “It could be any animal, one that has been too shy to let us see it. Any strange extinct animal could have left it. But if it were a dog....” She shrugged.
 
   “What?” Claire said. “If it were a dog, what?”
 
   “If it were our time, and wolves or coyotes, they’d have a hunting territory, and they’d defend it against other packs.”
 
   “We’re not a pack of dogs,” Ted said.
 
   “No. And maybe these dogs have a different way of functioning. Maybe there is no territory.” Then she found the second pile of droppings. “But I think maybe there is.”
 
   “Why?” Ted asked.
 
   “Because here’s a second pile. One pile is about an animal taking a dump. Two could be as if they’re reclaiming territory from us. Coyotes will go as a group to make a statement about territory and do just this. Maybe that’s what this is.”
 
   “You can’t know that,” he said.
 
   “No. I’m guessing.” But what was his problem? “Ted, have I said something to offend you?”
 
   “No.”
 
   “You’re sure?” she said.
 
   “I said no already!” he said.
 
   She’d never seen him get angry at small things. No, she’d never seen him get angry, period. 
 
   Claire said, “If there’s a chance you’re right, we have to consider it, Hannah.”
 
   Jodi had a tighter grip on her club and was looking around. “I hadn’t been paying attention.”
 
   “We should start paying attention now,” Claire said. “Let’s finish packing up. Everyone have everything?”
 
   Claire took the first haul of the travois. The rest of them took positions around her, and without discussing it, they all took responsibility for looking out in their direction.
 
   Halfway to the camp site, Claire asked for someone to relieve her in hauling the travois. Hannah offered.
 
   Jodi said, “Maybe the cabin is out of their territory and they’ll leave us alone.”
 
   Claire was readjusting her backpack. “We can’t stay holed up in the cabin all the time. We have to come for water twice a day. We have to hunt and fish.” 
 
   “We have food for a few days more,” Dixie said.
 
   “I don’t mind hunting,” Ted said. 
 
   “We’ll fish every day,” Claire said. “We have to get water anyway. But I think we’ll try downstream a ways. Hannah?”
 
   “What?” Hannah said. She was still trying to think if she might have said something or done something to anger Ted. He had been snippy and avoiding eye contact with her. 
 
   “Do you think it’ll help to set up for fishing at a different spot? If the dogs have their eyes on us.”
 
   “Can’t hurt,” Hannah said. “And we might get more fish. If we could feed ourselves with fish alone, that would be safer, right?”
 
   “Right,” Claire said. “Anyway, today and tomorrow we’ll eat what’s on hand and work hard on finishing the cabin. I want a roof started by the time we bed down tomorrow night.”
 
   They walked the rest of the way to the cabin site in silence.
 
   That night, before the sun set, Hannah checked Nari’s injuries again. 
 
   “I feel so useless not being able to work,” Nari said.
 
   “Another couple days, and you can go back to sewing.”
 
   “But not help with working on the cabin.”
 
   “It’ll be done tomorrow anyway,” Hannah said. “Except for maybe the roof. And you definitely can’t climb or stretch for a while.”
 
   She was worried about the shoulder wound. It looked ugly, but she couldn’t decide if that was because it was ugly, a serious swatch of destruction of muscle, and the swelling a part of a normal healing process...or if it was becoming infected. Tomorrow she’d ask to go to the river to collect water and take the time to boil water, sterilize a couple of the bottles with it, and boil more to fill the bottles. She rewrapped the shoulder.
 
   “You gave up your shirt for me,” Nari said, pointing to the hide tunic Hannah wore.
 
   “You made the tunic, so I guess we’re even.”
 
   “Hannah?”
 
   “Mmm-hmm?” She tied the last knot and checked the bandage to make sure it would stay put all night.
 
   “Why did the dogs go for me?”
 
   “We talked about this. You’re the smallest. You’d fallen a bit behind. That was our fault. We should have waited until you caught up.”
 
   “I don’t blame you guys. It’s the dogs. I don’t get it.”
 
   “Don’t get what?”
 
   “I mean.” Her voice broke. “I’m a vegetarian!” She started to cry.
 
   Hannah said, “I don’t understand, hon.”
 
   “I mean, you guys are the ones who like meat. Ted likes hunting and killing. So why didn’t they go for you?”
 
   Hannah knew how illogical this was, but she also saw the thought process that Nari had used. “That’s not how it works.”
 
   “Maybe they knew I’ve been eating meat lately.”
 
   “They don’t care what you eat. Just that you’re edible yourself.” That had come out harsher than she intended. “I’m sorry. But it’s true.”
 
   Nari sounded very young when she said, “It’s not fair.”
 
   “No, I guess it’s not,” she said gently. “Most carnivores eat grazers. It’s the way of nature. Humans do, dogs do, tigers, and all these animals that were nothing but fossils in our time followed the same basic pattern. Back to the dinosaurs too. Carnivore dinosaurs ate leaf-eating ones.”
 
   Nari had quit crying. She said, “I’m not a grazer now. And they would have eaten me, you said.”
 
   “That’s true. To them, meat is meat. It keeps them alive. That’s all they care about. We think we’re special, being human, like you said. But animals don’t think we’re special at all. We’re just another item on the menu.”
 
   At that moment, Jodi and Zach started laughing. She glanced over at them. They were holding hands. Another basic animal drive, to mate. Eat, mate, seek shelter. Everything else people did was embellishment.
 
   Before night fell, they brought all their gear inside except for pots and stone tools and the new oreodont hides that were still soaking in urine. For now, they were sleeping on bare ground. Pallets of dry grass would be made after the cabin was secure. Hannah had Nari lie on one of the Mylar blankets, to keep any more dirt from getting into her wounds. 
 
   Not having to set a night watch was a luxury. Exhausted from the days of hard work, they all fell asleep quickly.
 
   The cabin was mostly completed by the following nightfall. It might have gone faster, but Claire had insisted a group of four, not two, go down to the river to get water. “Just in case,” she had said. “And watch each other’s backs.” Claire stayed. The four other healthiest people went—Dixie, Ted, Hannah, and Jodi. 
 
   At the river, there was no new sign of the dogs, and they only saw a few other animals in the distance. They walked downstream of their former camp site.
 
   They found another chestnut tree and took twenty minutes to harvest that. Ted climbed the tree and shook branches while the others gathered what had fallen and loaded packs and baskets with nuts. They saw no sign of the dogs that day.
 
   Over the next few days, they found a new routine. Everyone but Nari and Bob took one trip to the river every day. Ted took two, going with both the morning and afternoon group. Whoever went fished for two hours, and whoever went was able to drink their fill. They brought back water for the others, fish, and nuts, if they found any. One group found berries.
 
   On the third day, Jodi found another pile of scat, maybe dog, maybe not. But none of them caught sight of the dogs. 
 
   Zach’s wrist grew stronger and he was able to fish without pain. Bob slowly regained his energy after the stress of the trip up to the cabin, and he wove grass mats and blankets. Nari healed more slowly, though she insisted on sewing every day for as long as she could bear it. She repaired Ted’s shirt and she made a second hide tunic, this one a patchwork for herself.
 
   Not quite a week after the cabin was done, they woke to a dismal, foggy morning. Claire, Ted, Hannah, and Jodi hiked down to the river together.
 
   “The fog might make for good fishing,” Claire said.
 
   “I’m getting wet just walking through it,” Jodi said.
 
   “It’s getting thicker,” Hannah said. As they approached the river, the fog was denser, harder to see through. It was gathering in the valley, perhaps, or just not burning off around the water. Either way, the fog made for slow walking.
 
   “Stick together,” Claire said, as they passed into a particularly thick patch. Her voice was tense. 
 
   Jodi had been right about getting wet. Within seconds, Hannah’s hair was plastered down with water. The hide tunic kept her torso dry. 
 
   Jodi was visible, but the others were nothing more than dark smudges of gray in the fog. Hannah was craning her head, looking for Claire and Ted, when she ran smack into Jodi.
 
   “Hey,” Jodi said. “I’m standing still.”
 
   “Sorry,” Hannah said.
 
   “Not your fault. I can’t even see my feet,” Jodi said.
 
   Hannah called, “Claire?”
 
   “Hannah?” the voice came back. In the fog, it was impossible to tell from where. 
 
   “Can’t see you,” Hannah said. “Jodi, can you?”
 
   “I can’t see my own hands, much less anyone else,” Jodi said. “I think they’re ahead and slightly to the left.”
 
   “Stand still,” Hannah called to Claire. “Keep talking and we’ll catch up to you.”
 
   “I’ve never seen a fog like this,” Jodi said. 
 
   Claire was saying, “Testing, testing,” as if into a microphone. As good as any words, Hannah figured, taking small steps in the direction Jodi had suggested. 
 
   The ground seemed to be falling off beneath her feet. They might be getting close to the river. Claire’s voice wasn’t helping guide her all that much. “Claire, you’re standing still?” she said.
 
   “Yeah. We’re waiting.”
 
   “Can you see us?”
 
   “No. Can you see us?”
 
   “No,” Hannah said.
 
   Jodi shrieked.
 
   Hannah spun around but now she couldn’t see Jodi either. “Jodi! You okay?”
 
   “Fine. Just wet.”
 
   That time Hannah could tell the direction of the voice. Jodi wasn’t far away. “Hang on, I’m coming.”
 
   “No, watch it.”
 
   “Why?”
 
   “I fell into the river.”
 
   “Oh. I guess we’re there.” They must have come through one of the spots where there was a break in the trees that lined much of the riverbank.
 
   “I’m there, definitely, up to my waist. Don’t fall. The grass is slippery.”
 
   “Okay, you come back here.”
 
   “One second. There are slippery rocks underfoot.” A splash followed her words.
 
   Hannah was about to call to Claire again when she heard a growl.
 
   The hair on her neck rose, and a cold wind of fear swept through her body. She wanted to call out a warning, but she couldn’t force words past her tight throat. She clutched her spear and turned in a circle, staring into the fog and willing it to part.
 
   It didn’t. She knew the others were within a couple dozen yards of her, Jodi probably closer, but it didn’t seem that was so. She felt alone. Alone, and blinded, and helpless.
 
   A soft snarl sounded. From what direction, she couldn’t tell.
 
   Backpack on? Backpack off? She decided its protection wasn’t worth it restricting her movement, so she shrugged it off and the heavy tunic too, letting them drop by her feet. In bra and ranger uniform pants, she stood, holding her breath, turning slowly and quietly, straining to see the source of the noise
 
   A splash ahead. Jodi. She made her way toward the sound, as stealthily as she could manage. 
 
   “I can’t crawl out,” Jodi said. “I keep slipping, and I can’t see what I’m doing.”
 
   “Shush,” Hannah said. “I think there are dogs around.”
 
   “What? Where?”
 
   Hannah kept her voice down. “I don’t know where.” Her boot caught on a tussock of grass and she nearly fell, but she managed to regain her balance. She turned again in a circle, checking every direction, unable to see through the mist. Another step, and another, and her boot hit water. “Jodi?”
 
   “Right here. I can see you.” She splashed her hand in the water.
 
   Hannah spotted a dark patch in the fog. Hoping it wasn’t a wild dog, she took careful steps toward it. 
 
   The dark patch resolved into Jodi. “Here, take my hand,” Hannah said. She waded into the water and managed to pull her upright.
 
   “You’re undressed.”
 
   “Felt right. Like I could move better and defend myself against the dogs.” Hannah was barely speaking above a whisper.
 
   Jodi matched her tone. “There are dogs?”
 
   “Or something that growls.”
 
   “You’re sure?”
 
   “Positive. We need to find the others. Four together is better than two.”
 
   “We can’t do it whispering,” Jodi whispered.
 
   “I guess not.”
 
   Another scream sounded in the fog. Claire. She said, “Ted, look out!”
 
   Hannah said, “Let’s go,” and started to sprint along the riverbank to her left. Immediately, her boot slipped in the fog-damp grass, and her feet skidded out from under her.
 
   She was up again in a second.
 
   “You okay?” Jodi said.
 
   “Claire!” she yelled. If it drew the dogs to her, so be it. With the river to one side, that might provide the defensive advantage they needed.
 
   “There’s an animal,” Claire yelled.
 
   “Dogs? I think I hear them. You both okay?”
 
   Ted’s voice replied. “One came at me, but it was a feint.”
 
   “Get down to the river. We’re right on the bank.”
 
   “We’re coming.”
 
   “We’re moving upstream toward you,” Hannah called.
 
    A growl—no, a pair of growls—sounded from further up the bank.
 
   “Uh-oh,” said Jodi. 
 
   “We need to be with the others,” Hannah said. “Four of us, the river to our backs, we have a good chance of keeping them off.” As she spoke, she moved forward, placing her boots carefully because of the treacherous footing.
 
   Her back was to Jodi, but she heard it when the attack came: a muffled thump, and Jodi’s surprised sound. Then a splash.
 
   Hannah spun, spear raised. A dark low shape moved, and then it disappeared into the fog. “Jodi?”
 
   “I’m fine. It didn’t bite me. Just jumped on me.” She splashed around and cursed as she crawled toward the riverbank. 
 
   Hannah moved closer. “Sure you’re okay?” She glanced around but saw nothing.
 
   “Couldn’t get up.” Jodi stood, using her club for balance. “I’m okay, I’m okay.”
 
   Hannah reached out to help her climb from the river.
 
   Jodi said, “Look out!”
 
   Hannah spun, drawing back her spear for a blow. But she saw nothing. “What?”
 
   “It came close but darted back into the fog.”
 
   “Let’s stay in the river. Maybe they don’t like water.” At the least, the dogs’ agility might be compromised by it.
 
   “But Claire and Ted.”
 
   “We’ll walk, but in the river.”
 
   “I’m taking my pack off too,” Jodi said. She did so and swung it up onto the river bank. “I don’t want it pulling me down if I end up underwater.”
 
   “Let’s go,” Hannah said.
 
   “We have to be close to them by now,” Jodi said. “Claire? Ted?”
 
   “Here,” said Ted. 
 
   Hannah led Jodi further upstream, and then she could see movement in the fog. Her heart skipped a beat when she thought it might be a dog, but then she realized it was too high. Ted, waving his arms overhead. “We see you,” she said.
 
   The fog thinned for a moment, and she saw them both, Claire and Ted, standing back to back, spears up. In the cleared view, she saw something else too. A dog, crawling nearly on its belly, stalking them.
 
   “Dog!” she shouted. “To your left, Claire!”
 
   With a cold draft, the fog thickened again. She could still make out Ted, but not Claire or the dog beyond her. She glanced back to make sure Jodi was right behind her. “Hurry,” she said, and she splashed through the shallow edge of the river.
 
   They reached the others, and Hannah felt a fractional easing of tension. At least they were four together now. “You okay, Claire?”
 
   “Yeah. Have any idea how many of them there are?”
 
   “Could be one, for all I know,” Jodi said.
 
   “No, I heard two,” Hannah said. “Unless it was an acoustic trick of the fog.”
 
   “What should we do?” Claire said.
 
   Hannah said, “I think the water will slow them down, so I vote we stay in the river.”
 
   “For how long?” Ted said. “Until the fog clears?”
 
   “If we have to,” Hannah said. 
 
   “What other choice do we have?” Jodi said.
 
   “Let’s set up in a semicircle in the water, about knee-deep. I want us touching,” Claire said. “Shoulder to shoulder. I’ll be on this end, Jodi you be on the other. Keep checking across the river, in case another attack comes from that way.”
 
   Hannah was between Ted and Jodi. They stood, not talking, for what seemed like many minutes, but Hannah knew it wasn’t. Fear slowed down time.
 
   After long minutes of nothing happening, she could feel the tension start to drain out of her body. It wasn’t that she wanted to let down her guard. It was that she couldn’t hold on to the state of total alertness for very long. Another lighter patch of fog moved past. Maybe it was breaking up.
 
   “Look,” said Ted. “Up by the trees.”
 
   Hannah could just make out the shapes of the treetops. Her gaze moved down to the trunks.
 
   And in front of that, there they were. A half-dozen dogs, standing, noses lifted, facing the humans.
 
   “Stay here or make for the trees and climb?” Claire said.
 
   “They’re between us and the trees,” Ted said.
 
   “I meant go upstream further, or cross to the trees on the other side and climb.”
 
   “I don’t think that’ll work,” Hannah said. “And I don’t want to turn my back to them.”
 
   “Why aren’t they attacking?” Jodi said.
 
   “Maybe they’re waiting for something,” Claire said. “Don’t stop checking behind us, Jodi, across the river.”
 
   The fog moved again, so that a thicker patch of it hid the dogs once more.
 
   Hannah said, “I prefer it when I can see them.”
 
   Again, they all fell silent. Hannah strained to hear any movement from the dogs. Her eyes were watering from trying to see through the fog, and her mind kept misinterpreting what she was seeing, putting shapes into the fog where there were none.
 
   “Behind us,” Claire said. Hannah turned to look. Just then, the dogs by the trees padded down, the strike of their paws on the ground warning her.
 
   Behind her, across the river, a yelp sounded, an animal sound of pain.
 
   She had other things to worry about. A dog leapt through the air, aiming either at her or Ted, she wasn’t sure which, but the two of them moved as one with their spears. Hannah could feel Jodi move beside her but didn’t turn to look. 
 
   Just as Ted’s longer reach drove the spear toward the animal’s head, it turned its head aside. Hannah tried to lunge that last little bit, to get her spear into flesh, but the dog was agile and fast. It landed and swerved out of the reach of both her and Ted’s spears. 
 
   She spared a glance in Jodi’s direction, and the girl’s swing of her club had missed the animal coming for her. 
 
   Claire shouted, “Don’t break formation. Ted, get back here. Shoulder to shoulder.”
 
   Behind her, Hannah heard another animal sound and couldn’t help but turn to look.
 
   She saw, in the fog over the river, something she hadn’t expected to see. A dog was splashing in the middle of the river. And over it stood a taller attacker. 
 
   It took a moment for her brain to catch up. It wasn’t a taller animal. It was a human attacker.
 
   


  
 



Chapter 24
 
    
 
   The four of them were together, shoulders touching. It wasn’t one of them.
 
   As Hannah watched, the figure moved almost as quickly as the dogs had and thrust a spear into the animal floundering in the middle of the river. For a long moment, the scene froze. Hannah realized the dog was being held under. Whatever its injuries, it would drown if it couldn’t break away.
 
   Her eyes flicked up to the person. Tall. Rex? Dixie? No, neither of them would have followed, surely.
 
   Laina? Could it possibly be? But no, this person was tall. So another person lost in time?
 
   “I don’t see the dogs now,” Ted said. “They darted in and left.”
 
   Claire was also aware of the scene in the river. She called, “Who is it?”
 
   The figure didn’t answer.
 
   Claire said, “Ted, Hannah, Jodi. You three stay right where you are.” She waded deeper into the river. “Who is it?”
 
   Hannah knew she should be watching for the dogs’ next attack, but she couldn’t take her eyes off the figure. It wore skins and hides, that much she could make out. It must have felt some difference in the dog, a cessation of struggle, for it wrenched the spear back. And then it waded toward them.
 
   “Stop,” Claire said.
 
   Ted’s neck was swiveled around now, and Jodi had turned completely. Hannah glanced back up toward the trees but saw no motion from the dogs.
 
   When she turned back, the person had stopped in the river. In a voice she didn’t recognize, it said, “It’s me.”
 
   “Who?” Claire said.
 
   “Laina,” she said, and she walked out of the fog.
 
   Hannah’s eyes were refusing to match this person up to the Laina she had seen walk through the time gate six weeks ago.
 
   For starters, she was ten inches too tall. Leaner, tall, and wearing hides. For another thing, her face was weathered and a long scar ran down one cheek.
 
   For another thing—and this was giving Hannah’s brain a serious problem—this was not a teenager. This was a woman older than Hannah herself.
 
   “Laina?” Jodi said. “Is it really you?”
 
   Claire marched into the river to meet this stranger, this person who had once been their Laina. She lifted her hand, and Laina stepped back.
 
   “How long? Where have you been?”
 
   “Make sure the dog pack is gone,” said Laina. Her voice sounded not only deeper, and older, but slurred. 
 
   Hannah wondered if her voice was damaged from an injury. Or maybe it was slurred simply from disuse.
 
   Hannah turned away from the—the apparition, nudged Ted, and said, “Let’s go up and check where the dogs were.”
 
   “Sure,” he said, but his body took a minute to drag focus away from Laina and obey the instructions. 
 
   Hannah said, “Jodi?”
 
   “Okay,” she said, faintly. She was in shock. Hell, they all were. But they’d have to deal with Laina when the threat was neutralized. The three of them marched, shoulder to shoulder, to where they’d last seen the dogs. 
 
   There was no sign of them but some trampled grass. 
 
   They took a few minutes to walk around the area together, but there wasn’t a sign of them. 
 
   “I don’t sense them, either,” said Hannah. “It feels like they’re gone.”
 
   “You can’t know that,” said Ted. “You have to quit being so mystical about this.”
 
   “No,” said Jodi. “I know what she means. They’re not here. Maybe I could smell them before and just didn’t know it. Mystical, or smell, or hearing, or whatever, something is telling me they’re gone.”
 
   “Let’s go back to Claire,” Hannah said. She had a million questions for Laina.
 
   When they reached the two women, all the questions she wanted to ask fled from Hannah’s mind. It was the sight of the girl, changed now. No longer a girl. No longer a young woman, really. Almost a middle-aged woman.
 
   She blurted out her first question, though it wasn’t the most important one. “How old are you?”
 
   Laina—Hannah had a hard time putting the name to this person—went still. 
 
   Was she offended? Confused?
 
   But then she moved again, just a small move of her head, and Hannah realized she had only been thinking. “Thirty-three.”
 
   “You’ve been waiting for us that long?” Jodi said.
 
   Laina said, “It’s complicated.” The word didn’t come off her tongue easily.
 
   Thirty-three. So for half her life, she’d been alone. No wonder she couldn’t talk right. Unless she’d been talking to herself the whole time, she’d surely fallen out of the habit of speech.
 
   Hannah thought that, given the same situation, she’d have talked to herself all day long, to keep herself from going mad. But then, she would have gone mad anyway. Sixteen years alone? 
 
   Was Laina mad? Horrible thought, but she was glad she had dared to ask it of herself. Was this someone they could trust?
 
   “You killed the dog,” Claire said.
 
   “The alpha,” Laina said. “He came up behind you. They won’t find a new alpha today.”
 
   “Will they attack again today?”
 
   “No,” Laina said, frowning.
 
   Hannah realized there was a tone in her voice, like “how could you not know that?” 
 
   Made sense. With sixteen years in the Miocene, around the dogs, she’d know a lot more about them than Claire’s group knew. In fact, to survive alone, she had to know a lot about a good many things.
 
   Hannah said, “Nari’s injured. I’m worried about infection. Do you know of an antibiotic plant?”
 
   “Yes,” Laina said.
 
   A long silence descended. They were all too shocked to say much. “We have work to do,” Claire said at last. “Fishing. Water.”
 
   “After the fog, I will show you the plant,” Laina said.
 
   Hannah said, “I’m sure you have a lot to show us.”
 
   Laina said nothing to that. “I’ll be back,” she said, “when the fog is gone.” And she walked off, back across the river.
 
   Jodi said, “Wait!”
 
   But Laina didn’t wait. She kept walking and disappeared into the fog.
 
   “What the hell?” Ted said. “Laina!” he shouted.
 
   “Let her go,” Hannah said.
 
   “But,” he said. And he turned to glare at her. “Don’t tell me what to do.” He splashed into the river, obviously meaning to follow Laina.
 
   “Stop, Ted,” Claire said. “I mean it.”
 
   “What is wrong with you two?”
 
   Claire said, “Try to imagine how hard this is for her. Sixteen years without seeing another person. Who knows what went through her head? She probably thought she’d die alone here. And now she finds us?”
 
   Jodi said, “I wonder why it took her so long to find us. If it’d had been me, I’d have camped out at the timegate every month.”
 
   “I don’t know that she knows when the timegate will spill people out,” Hannah said. “She knows when it’ll appear and can be used. But maybe on the other end, she hasn’t figured out the pattern. I mean, how could she? It’s not as if things came through all the time.”
 
   “Still,” Jodi said.
 
   “I’m surprised she made it,” Hannah said. “Imagine, surviving entirely alone. With the dogs and who knows what other predators.”
 
   “So I guess if we tried to hit the same time, and we’re only sixteen years off, that’s good news,” Claire said.
 
   Jodi said, “What do you mean?”
 
   “It means if she can get us back to within sixteen years of when we started, we can see our families again. They might be just giving birth to us, but we can be there.”
 
   “Right,” Jodi said. “I wish she wouldn’t have gone off. There’s so much to ask her.”
 
   “Maybe she’s not far,” Hannah said. More quietly she said, “She could be listening to us right now.”
 
   Claire said. “We have work to do. Fish to catch, first of all.”
 
   “I dropped my pack,” Jodi said.
 
   Ted said, “Why the hell did you do that?”
 
   Jodi said, “What has crawled up your butt lately, Ted?”
 
   “Whoa,” Claire said.
 
   Hannah was happy to see that whatever had soured Ted’s mood lately wasn’t entirely about her. She said, “Jodi, I’ll go with you to get your gear and mine. I think we’re safe enough to stay in pairs.”
 
   “Right, whatever,” Jodi said, giving Ted a shake of her head.
 
   They backtracked downstream and found Jodi’s pack. 
 
   “Now we find my backpack. And my clothes,” Hannah said.
 
   It was easy enough to trace her path back. At one point, paw prints crossed it. She peered around again, but had that same strong feeling that the dogs were gone. Scent or something more mysterious, she didn’t know the reason for her feeling, but she trusted it as much as she did Laina’s comment about the pack being leaderless now.
 
   She put her tunic back on and shouldered the backpack. They tracked back to Claire and Ted. Ted was obviously pouting. Hannah wondered what had gone on in their absence. And she wondered the same thing that Jodi had asked him. What had put him in such an argumentative state? They all had bad days, but Ted’s mood was typically more level than most. He never got weepy or depressed. He never complained. Perhaps he’d simply had enough. After four and a half months of cheerfully soldiering on, he’d reached his limit. She could understand that.
 
   “I’m sure the fish are long gone from here,” he said. “What with all the noise.”
 
   Claire said, “Probably. Still, let’s set up the net here. We’ll go upstream to throw in lines.”
 
   They stretched the net across the stream, lashed it to trees on either side, and made sure the weighted ends were settled on the bottom of the river. Claire drove a stick into the bank where the net was and shored it up with a pile of round pebbles. It’d make it easy to find, even in the fog.
 
   They walked downstream until Claire stopped them with a raised hand. She took out her fishing gear.
 
   Ted said, “I want to look for nuts.” He turned and marched off into the fog.
 
   Hannah exchanged a look with Jodi, who shook her head in exasperation. “I’ll go with him,” Hannah said, and she trotted off to catch up to Ted.
 
   They scoured the nearest patch of woods for nuts or fruits. All they saw were acorns. They’d found some of those before and tried to leech them, cook them, pound them into flour, but this world’s acorns were too bitter for humans to consume and gave everyone who tried them diarrhea. Either they were inedible or their cooks hadn’t come up with the right way to prepare them for human consumption.
 
   Ted climbed a tree at the edge of the woods. Hannah didn’t comment. In his mood, it seemed safer not to speak to him at all. Maybe climbing trees would work out some of his frustration. She wondered if maybe he’d fought with someone else in the group. But no one else was showing any signs of ill temper.
 
   She pressed her back to the tree and kept an eye out for danger.
 
   The fog kept most of the animals hidden, or perhaps they were hunkered down until it passed. Even the birds were all quiet, roosting perhaps, waiting until the air cleared. She wondered if it was impossible to fly, if the water accumulated on their wings and changed their aerodynamics. 
 
   She realized she was thinking about such things to avoid thinking about Laina. 
 
   Hannah still harbored anger at the girl who had stepped through the timegate alone six weeks ago, without discussion, without warning. But that girl was gone, as gone as if she’d died. Being angry at this Laina who was Hannah’s own age—or a year older—was impossible. It’d be like getting angry at someone for something their grandmother had done as a teen.
 
   She had so many questions for her. But they’d have to wait until Laina had grown comfortable with human company again. There were at least two weeks until the next timegate appearance. Before then, they needed the answers about time travel that only Laina had.
 
   


  
 



Chapter 25
 
    
 
   The fog had almost cleared by the time Laina returned.
 
   As she walked up to them, Ted said, “About time.”
 
   Laina stopped in her tracks and stared at him. 
 
   After a full minute of her staring, he flushed and looked away.
 
   “Laina, are you okay?” Hannah said.
 
   “Fine,” she said. “Are you ready to go back to your cabin?”
 
   Claire said, “You know we have a cabin?”
 
   “I’ve seen it.”
 
   “Wait,” said Jodi. “You’ve been watching us? But you didn’t tell us?”
 
   Laina turned her stare to Jodi, who stared back belligerently.
 
   “Doesn’t matter,” Hannah said. “We’re glad to see you now.” Selfishly glad too, in Hannah’s case. She’d been feeling responsible for Laina’s disappearance and likely death, and with her reappearance, here was another soul she didn’t have to blame herself for losing.
 
   “Fish are packed. Bottles are full. Let’s go,” Claire said. “I’m sure everyone will be happy to see you.”
 
   Laina was carrying something in her hand that Hannah didn’t recognize. She had no pack. She was barefoot. But she held this long wooden thing Hannah couldn’t imagine the purpose of. “What’s that?”
 
   “To throw spears.”
 
   “Oh. Like a—” Hannah had to dig through her memory for the word. “An atlatl. Gets you more distance?”
 
   Laina nodded, but jerkily, as if it was something she was just remembering how to do.
 
   As they rose out of the river valley, the last wisps of fog were left behind. 
 
   Jodi said, “Let’s not do that again.”
 
   “What?” said Claire.
 
   “Go anywhere in the fog. Too dangerous.”
 
   “Fishing was good, though,” Claire said. “And we didn’t lose anyone, thanks to Laina’s help.”
 
   They had caught a couple days’ worth of fish in about two hours. Hannah and Ted had cleaned them, and then they had unloaded the net, which had another dozen good-sized fish trapped in it.
 
   As they approached the cabin, Laina began to lag.
 
   Hannah didn’t think it was from exhaustion. She dropped back to walk next to Laina, making sure to keep a couple feet between them so as not to crowd her. “It’s okay. I’m sure it’s overwhelming. But remember everyone likes you. We used to be friends, right? We will be again.”
 
   “You don’t lead them.”
 
   She’d been quick to pick up on that. “No, they elected Claire.” She smiled. “As their alpha, so to speak.”
 
   Laina stopped. Hannah stopped too and waited for her to say something or act. She was staring at the cabin. Dixie had caught sight of her and was pointing.
 
   “It’s okay,” Hannah said again, feeling as if she was gentling a feral animal.
 
   Laina turned to her and with a flat expression pointed at herself. “Lone wolf,” she said.
 
   “I understand. When you get overwhelmed, walk away.”
 
   Laina gave another jerky nod, and she walked once more toward the cabin.
 
   By this point, the whole group was roused. Everyone was looking this way. Rex said to Ted as he arrived ahead of the others and tossed down his pack, “Is it really Laina?”
 
   Nari was crying. Bob was walking forward to greet them. Everyone else was staring. Hannah could feel the tension emanating from Laina and half-expected her to turn and bolt. She tried to convey with her expression a warning to Bob, but his eyes were on the tall woman.
 
   “My gosh, you’ve grown up,” Bob said.
 
   Laina said nothing.
 
   “We’ve missed you something awful.”
 
   Still nothing.
 
   “They thought you were dead,” Bob said, pointing back at the tearful Nari and shocked expressions of the others. “So did I.”
 
   “I’m good,” Laina said.
 
   Bob glanced at Hannah then, puzzled.
 
   “I forgot something,” Laina said, and she turned away.
 
   When Bob made to follow her, Hannah reached for her arm. “Sixteen years without human contact.”
 
   “Sixteen?” Bob looked at Laina’s retreating back. “Wow.”
 
   “She’s older than me now.”
 
   Bob shook his head slowly, as if struggling to get his mind around it. “So we missed the jump by sixteen years?”
 
   “I don’t know yet. We haven’t gotten even that much out of her. She helped us drive off a dog attack, and then she disappeared for two hours.”
 
   Ted ran up. “Where’s she going now?”
 
   “She’s a little freaked out by all the people, I think,” Hannah said. 
 
   “But why?” Ted said.
 
   “Sixteen years would be a long time,” Bob said. “Maybe she has to have time to get used to us again.”
 
   “She shouldn’t be alone,” Ted said. “I’ll go after her.”
 
   Hannah said, “No, please don’t. She’ll be fine.”
 
   “You’re the one who told us to never go out alone.”
 
   “It’s safer, for sure. But she has survived sixteen years alone. She must know what she’s doing.”
 
   Ted threw his spear in frustration, and it buried itself in the ground several feet away.
 
   Everyone mobbed them, and Hannah had to explain her belief that Laina was unused to people and needed her space.
 
   Bob said, “Maybe, when she comes back, we shouldn’t all jump up. Or approach her, like I did. Just go about your work and let her come to you.”
 
   “Is she okay?” Nari said.
 
   “She seems physically fine,” Hannah reassured her. “And considering how long she was alone, mentally better than I’d be. I’m guessing for now that her problems are entirely social ones. And we can help her through those. If we can avoid crowding her, I think that’d be best.”
 
   “Did you yell at her?” Dixie said. “For going through the gate without permission, I mean?”
 
   “No. It’s hard to stay angry when I’m so relieved to see her.”
 
   “But she’s old!” said Zach.
 
   “Thanks a bunch,” Hannah said, laughing a little. “She’s my age.”
 
   “She’s kind of hot,” Ted said.
 
   When Hannah turned on him, she had no control of her facial expression.
 
   “What?” he said, defensively. “Well, she is! She’s tall and thin and muscled and even her scars are kind of sexy.”
 
   Bob said, “She’s not a character out of a movie, Ted. She’s a human being who must have had a really hard time. Think of how lonely she was. Think of how frightened the times she got those scars. She’s our friend, and we’ll treat her as a friend. One who needs our patience and help right now.”
 
   Ted said, “Doesn’t make her not hot.”
 
   “Ted,” Bob said, frowning.
 
   “What? I’m just saying.”
 
   Hannah gave up, looked at the others, and almost took a step back when she saw Dixie’s wrathful expression. Was she just jealous she wasn’t the hottest female now? Or was there something going on with her and Ted?
 
   She looked back at Ted and thought if there were, he surely wasn’t acting like it.
 
   Claire said, “We have fish to fry or stew. And everyone was doing something when we came, right? We can all still talk as we get to work.”
 
   Laina returned two hours later, in mid-afternoon. Hannah followed the advice she had been giving and didn’t stare or go to great her. Everyone else did pretty well too, saying hi, but not getting up or mobbing her or trying to hug her.
 
   Hannah was working side by side with Nari, lifting the heavy hides for her when she needed help. Laina squatted next to them. “I’ve made needles. Bird bones,” she said.
 
   “Wow, that’s cool,” Nari said. “Can you show us how?”
 
   “Yes.” She looked at Nari. “You’re hurt.”
 
   “Dogs bit me.”
 
   “I brought the reeds. For med—medicine,” Laina said, as if having to dig the word out of her memory. She had pockets sewn into her leather clothing, and she reached into one and pulled out a bundle of green strips, tied together with a piece of rawhide.
 
   “Thank you,” Hannah said.
 
   “Thank you,” Laina repeated, mulling it over. “I say you’re welcome.”
 
   “That’s right,” Hannah said, noticing Nari’s confused look.
 
   Laina must have noticed it too. She looked at Nari. “I haven’t been practicing. Your politeness rules.”
 
   “Oh, right,” Nari said. “Um, you might want to know too, I can see up your dress.”
 
   “What?” Laina said, obviously mystified.
 
   “You don’t wear underwear, and when you sit like that....” Nari blushed. “I thought you should know before you squatted down near one of the boys.”
 
   Laina looked down. “Oh, yes. Thank you for reminding me.” She glanced at Hannah, and Hannah thought she detected amusement in her eyes. “Let me show you how to use the reeds.” She took out a water skin.
 
   “Is that oiled?” Hannah said, pointing to the skin.
 
   “Yes, fish oil. I boil skins and take it off the top of the pot.”
 
   “Does it smell like fish?” Nari said. 
 
   “For a short time. The smell goes away. Fades.”
 
   Nari scooted around to show Laina her back, holding her shirt—Rex’s, actually, temporarily borrowed—up to her breasts to cover them. She wasn’t wearing a bra now, as the straps would have hurt her shoulder.
 
   Laina said, “Back wounds were hard to fix for me. I learned to keep my back to a rock or tree when I fought. Hannah, can you take off the bandage?”
 
   As Hannah did so, Nari said, “Were you hurt often? I was so scared, and Hannah and Jodi were right there. I would have been killed if they weren’t.”
 
   “Not often scared, no,” Laina said. “And only when I get stupid or lazy.” She drizzled water over the reeds, which were still pliable, and rubbed them between the fingers of her left hand. “Can I?” She looked to Hannah for permission.
 
   “Please,” Hannah said, watching her closely. 
 
   Laina wrapped the reeds around the injury, deftly pinning the loose ends with her ring finger while wrapping the next. “I need hide strips. Or rope. To finish it.”
 
   Hannah had just cut a dozen spirals of hide. She untwisted one and handed it to Laina, who tied down the reed bandage. “It will heal faster now than with nothing. Take it off after two days and let the air heal it more.” Then she shook her head. “No, you can’t leave off your shirt. Polite rules again.” She looked at Hannah. “Right?”
 
   “We can devise a sort of tube top for you,” Hannah said to Nari. “Then your shoulder will be exposed to the air.”
 
   “Is it gross-looking?” Nari said.
 
   “No,” said Hannah. It was rather ugly, but she’d warn everyone else not to say that to Nari. “And it isn’t nearly healed yet, so I can’t guess what it will look like in a month.”
 
   Laina stood and looked around herself and then stretched. “It is never gross to survive.”
 
   Nari put her blouse on again and said, “You must have had adventures. Will you tell us about them?”
 
   “There is a lot to tell,” Laina said. “It would be right of me to say hello to everyone, yes?” She looked at Hannah.
 
   “I’m sure they’d appreciate it.”
 
   “I will do that.”
 
   “Thank you,” Hannah said.
 
   “Thank you,” Nari echoed. She was struggling to get back into her shirt, so Hannah moved around to help her with it. Laina moved off to talk to Rex and Claire, who were working on the roof.
 
   “She’s so different,” Nari whispered.
 
   “She is.”
 
   “Do you think we’ll ever get the old Laina back?”
 
   Hannah smiled sadly. “No more than we’ll get the old Nari back. You’ve changed too.”
 
   “I have?”
 
   “You’re braver. More physical. A better problem-solver. More independent.”
 
   “Really? Me?” Nari was wide-eyed.
 
   “Yes. You’ve grown up. Grown into the woman you’ll be now. Not the one you would have been, had you continued to go to high school and go to parties and watch TV.”
 
   “Huh,” Nari said. “I’ll have to think about that.”
 
   “Where were we? With the leather pants.”
 
   “Failing,” Nari said, gathering her supplies up. “Maybe with Laina’s needles, it’ll go better. For sure the inside seams would be more comfortable if I could sew them.”
 
   “I wonder what she uses for thread,” Hannah said. She went back to poking holes with a dental pick to Nari’s instructions. 
 
   “She’ll tell us. I’m sure she has a lot to share that will help us survive.”
 
   “Or make life more comfortable,” Nari said. “I could use some more comfort.”
 
   “At least we slept on grass pads last night.”
 
   They went on chatting about nothing of importance, and Hannah wondered if Nari was also thinking the whole time about Laina.
 
   Laina left before dinner but come back soon with a handful of plants for the cooks. “They are bitter but good,” she said. “I cook them in a little water, not long.”
 
   She watched the cooks frying fish on hot rocks—Zach and Jodi—and Jodi said, “Tell us if you’ve found a better way to do any of this.”
 
   Laina nodded but made no suggestions. 
 
   Hannah realized she was staring at Laina and made herself stop. When she looked around the camp, she saw she wasn’t the only one. She walked over and distracted Rex by asking him about the roof. Bob asked Ted to walk with him to the latrine. 
 
   Hannah realized she had a legitimate question for Laina. “Laina, do you know a soap plant?”
 
   “Yes, I have some.” She reached into another of her pockets and pulled out a handful of weeds, again neatly bundled. Then she dug deeper and came out with a lump of something. She held it out for Hannah.
 
   Hannah’s jaw dropped. “It’s soap.” It was a lump of soap, solid enough to grasp.
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Wow.” She sniffed it. It smelled of an herb, not unpleasant. Like something in the mint family. “You have so much to teach us.”
 
   “We will only be here a short time. But yes, there are plants we should gather before we jump.”
 
   “You’ll jump with us?”
 
   Laina looked at her like she had asked a bizarre question. 
 
   “I’m sorry, but I didn’t know.”
 
   “How else will you get back to modern times? I have it worked out now.”
 
   “You can get us home?”
 
   “Close. I can get you close.”
 
   Jodi and Zach were staring. “Really?”
 
   “I’ve done it. Once.”
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 26
 
    
 
   This bombshell of a revelation hung there mid-air, as Hannah, Jodi, and Zach all stared at her. 
 
   Then Jodi yelled, “You’ve been home?”
 
   That jerked up the remaining heads around the camp. Rex and Claire hurried over. Nari and Dixie must be out at the latrine, or they’d have come running too.
 
   They were all shouting questions at Laina, who backed away.
 
   Hannah said, “Everyone, please!” She couldn’t understand why no one appreciated Laina’s skittishness around people.
 
   Laina looked at her, an animal look of fear in her eyes.
 
   “People, she’ll tell us. If you just quiet down long enough for her to speak.”
 
   It took a few minutes, but they settled down in time to prevent Laina’s running off again.
 
   Hannah gestured for Laina to go on. “I have not been back to our time. But once, I found Indians. I stayed with them for a week. Then they seemed to get suspicious of me, so I left. Then I jumped again a week later. Back.”
 
   “Wow,” Zach said. “You didn’t think about staying there?”
 
   “Why?” Laina said.
 
   “I might have, if I had found people,” he said, glancing at Jodi.
 
   “I was teaching myself.”
 
   Hannah’s mind was whirling, but she settled it down enough to let that register. “Laina, how many times did you jump?”
 
   “One hundred seventy-six. I had to skip six.”
 
   Hannah sat down without looking where she was sitting. “My God,” she whispered.
 
   Rex was the first to speak. He said, “At least we know jumping a lot doesn’t hurt you.”
 
   “You’re lucky you never materialized inside rock,” Claire said.
 
   Laina said, “I thought of that.”
 
   “And you jumped anyway?” said Zach.
 
   “Yes. I told you, I had to learn.”
 
   “Why?”
 
   “We needed to know. You needed to know.”
 
   Hannah was reeling with the realization that Laina, the girl, had sacrificed so much for their benefit. She felt tears come to her eyes and knew she was grieving. Laina had given up her youth, the prime years of her life, a normal life, to run these experiments.
 
   “That’s dedicated science,” Rex said, admiringly.
 
   “And you know how to time it exactly now?” Jodi said. “You can get us home?”
 
   “Not exact. Hannah has her watch. That will help me jump closer.”
 
   Hannah took it off her wrist and handed it to Laina. “It’s yours. A gift. Keep it.”
 
   Claire said, “The numbers don’t work out. You’re sixteen years older, right? So the times you jumped plus the times you skipped only add up to fifteen years.”
 
   “I waited here.”
 
   “For us?”
 
   She nodded again, more smoothly this time, as if the gesture were coming back to her. “We need to jump together.”
 
   “Can you get us home in one jump?” Claire said.
 
   “No. Two. Or four. Or six.”
 
   “I don’t understand,” said Zach.
 
   “Two to go forward. If we are far off our goal, one back, one forward again. That makes four. Or again, for six.”
 
   “You’ve done that?” Zach asked.
 
   “I have. My closest trip, I made it back to only a few years after you left the last place. The cabin was still there by the lake. No roof, but the bricks were still there. I never did arrive exactly right.”
 
   “We were there two months.”
 
   “I am not that good. Even hitting within a few years was luck.”
 
   “So you might get us back to the year 2000, or something like that.”
 
   “Maybe. That would be lucky.”
 
   “Can we go beyond our time?” Rex asked. “Into the future?”
 
   “I don’t know.”
 
   “Wow. If I could learn from you how to jump, I could go forward in time and see what had been invented in the future.”
 
   “I just want to get back to our time,” Claire said. “And my family.”
 
   Hannah watched Laina. She wondered how she had stayed motivated to keep trying. Out of loyalty to the group? After five or ten or fifteen years, would you still have loyalty? Or even remember people by name? Maybe so. Hannah forgot names from the past only because new experiences supplanted old memories. They had been the last nine modern people that Laina had known.
 
   Again, the profound sacrifice struck her. She wasn’t sure if she could have done it. Even with Laina’s brains and theories about the timegate and curiosity about it, she didn’t have that level of commitment in her. She was afraid she would have gotten close to the 21st century and quit.
 
   The others were talking excitedly among themselves, making plans, asking questions, talking over one another.
 
   Laina seemed overwhelmed by the noise. Hannah smiled at her and Laina noticed the look. Probably an animal awareness she’d had to develop to survive, knowing when there were eyes on her. When Laina glanced at her, Hannah said, “Thank you.”
 
   Laina lifted an eyebrow, a dismissive gesture, like saying, “It’s what I do.”
 
   By the time the others were back, Laina must have been regretting saying anything at all. She took the noise, and the questions, and the attention through supper, and then she said, “I will return tomorrow,” and she left abruptly.
 
   Ted chased her before Hannah or anyone else could stop him, but when Laina ignored whatever it was he was saying to her, he gave up, walking back to the cabin with drooping shoulders.
 
   When Hannah and Bob were alone for a moment, he said, “I wanted to tell her to stop, to sleep here.”
 
   “I know.” 
 
   “I can’t shut off my protective urges. But it’s stupid. I know she could protect me far better than I could her.”
 
   “You have that entirely right.”
 
   “You worried about her?”
 
   “I am. I can’t get over that she did all that gating to experiment. If she did it for us, then it’s a debt I can never repay, isn’t it? I wouldn’t know how to begin.”
 
   “She did it to satisfy her scientific curiosity too, if that helps.”
 
   “I thought of that, and no, it doesn’t help.” She laughed, at herself. “I don’t know.” The thought of Laina’s long sacrifice was still too overwhelming to grasp for more than a few seconds at a time.
 
   “Can she get us back? That’s the question.”
 
   “I really don’t know that. We’ll follow her, and hope. It’s all I can see to do.”
 
   “I wouldn’t mind showing up at a cardiologist’s office in six weeks.”
 
   Hannah’s mind was wrenched away from Laina. “You in pain? Feeling worse?” 
 
   “No. But when I’m alone with my thoughts, sometimes I wonder what damage I’ve done myself. And if it can repair itself, or if it needs to be repaired by someone with the know-how and tools.”
 
   “Since she can’t guarantee us closer than hundreds of years, it sounds like, there are a lot of places we could show up—times, I mean—when there are people but no more knowledge or tech than we have now.”
 
   “Really. All I need is someone deciding I need leeches or to be bled.”
 
   “Or lobotomized for claiming we’ve traveled through time.”
 
   “Yeah. Not something to talk about in casual company, is it?”
 
   “You’re anxious to be home, I’m sure,” she said.
 
   “You’re not.”
 
   “Yes, for the medicine. For family, obviously not. For friends? I could make new friends wherever we land. I’ve made new friends here.”
 
   He reached out and squeezed her arm. “And lifelong ones, I hope you know. If we get all the way back, if there’s anything I can do for you, just ask.”
 
   Hannah smiled. “Ditto.” But she wondered. Even this experience, bonding though it was, how long might it last? It was like university or—she guessed—a stint in the service. You assumed those bosom buddies would be in your life forever, but they weren’t. You grew busy. Friendships waned. She shook off the line of thought. “Not something to worry about yet. We have two weeks here, and food to catch and a roof to finish. The timegate to return to. Nari and Zach and you have to heal up some.”
 
   “True enough. I’m feeling okay, though.”
 
   “But I’ll remind Claire we need plenty of time to get back to the gate.”
 
   “Even at my slow pace, we’re only two days away, I think.”
 
   “We should allot three, I think, if Claire agrees. Stick with the river. Gather nuts in that woods the last night. Depends on when the gate arrives, which I guess Laina will know down to the hour.”
 
   “I wish I knew how she did it.”
 
   “You have time. You can quiz her later. Or Rex can.”
 
   “If we lose her again, we’re sunk.”
 
   “True enough.”
 
   “Getting dark,” he said. “And a little foggy again.”
 
   “We have to be more careful next time we walk through fog,” she said. “We were lucky yesterday.”
 
   “Or smart.”
 
   “Mostly Laina helped.”
 
   “You think her taking out the alpha dog will keep them away?”
 
   “I hope. She seems to think so, and I have to defer to her greater knowledge of the world.”
 
   “She has been here for a year,” he said in wonder, shaking his head. 
 
   “Plus the other times she was almost here, jumping back and forth.”
 
   “I wonder if you can be in the same place twice,” Bob said. “Meet yourself coming or going.”
 
   “That’d be weird, if it’s possible.”
 
   “I’m not sure I’d want to meet me.”
 
   Hannah sheepishly admitted, “I’m afraid I’d constantly bicker with me.”
 
   He laughed. “Maybe so.” But then he sobered. “Or maybe there’s a law of physics that prohibits it.”
 
   “I thought there were laws of physics that prohibited time travel,” she said. “And yet here we are.”
 
   Claire walked up. “Time for bed. What are you guys talking about?”
 
   “Time travel,” said Hannah. “Probably what’s on all our minds.”
 
   “We need to focus on the here and now. I don’t want people going down to the river tomorrow and not paying attention.”
 
   “You’re right,” Hannah said. 
 
   But by the time they had a group ready to go to the river the next morning, Laina had appeared again, quiet as a ghost. She had several water skins, full, and two small animals, gutted and ready to cook.
 
   “Is that one of the rodents like the one I killed?” Jodi said. “That was so good.”
 
   “Both are good,” Laina said, hefting her kills. “And I have garlic. And white roots, something like parsnips. Maybe a stew for lunch?”
 
   “How did you catch them?” Jodi said.
 
   “I have traps. All up and down the river banks.”
 
   Claire said, “We never saw one.”
 
   “I learned to hide them well,” Laina said.
 
   Claire said, “You have a lot to teach us.”
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 27
 
    
 
   For the next week, that is what Laina did—teach. She taught them how to identify the white roots, the soap plant, how to make soap from fire ashes and herbs and animal fat, how to purify the animal fat, how to drill a hole in a bird bone to make a needle, how to hide a trap so well even the eagle-eyed Dixie couldn’t pick it out from a yard away, and much more.
 
   But every day, she reached her limit of human interaction quickly, and after delivering water and food in the morning, and staying just long enough to explain some other new skill, she disappeared until late afternoon, when she showed up at the river, finding the group that was fishing, and coming back with them to share the evening meal.
 
   But she slept alone. Where, she didn’t say.
 
   Her presence had never been disruptive before. She had been one of the group, quiet, but just another person. This was no longer true. Now she was disruptive without meaning to be. Part of it was her almost ghostly comings and goings. Part of it was how she was no longer the girl that she had been. 
 
   And part of it, Hannah could see, was sexual tension. All of the young men noticed her, their attraction obvious. Bob may have suffered from it too, but if so, he kept his thoughts well hidden. Dixie was clearly jealous, sour-tempered when Laina was in camp, and even Jodi and Zach’s relationship began to fray. Hannah watched Jodi watching Zach watch Laina, and she thought Zach might do well to remember that Jodi was quick with that club. 
 
   Laina was tall, leanly muscled, moved like a cat, and she had an unselfconscious way of holding herself that contrasted starkly to every other female here. Indeed, it was a contrast to nearly every other female Hannah had ever known. Whatever subtle training girls received to act like girls, with some subtle note of deference in their posture, had been stripped away from Laina in sixteen years of solitude. Her scars and her aloofness only seemed to add to her allure. Hannah would have bet good money that she had no idea the guys were reacting to her.
 
   Hannah had no idea what to do about it and suspected there was nothing she could do but watch it play out however it would. It wasn’t her job to intervene anyway. It was Claire’s, thankfully. 
 
   Over supper one night, with a week left until the jump, Ted said to Laina, “Are you ever going to show us where you live? I’d like to see it.”
 
   Laina leaned farther over her bowl of fish stew. Her hair slipped forward and veiled her face.
 
   Dixie said, “Sounds like a no, Ted.” She put down her bowl. “What I want to know is why you didn’t find us sooner. Like in the first few days.”
 
   Laina kept on eating her soup, but Hannah thought her shoulders were hunching with tension.
 
   Dixie said, “You’re the expert, so you know when it’s coming, right?”
 
   Laina didn’t look up. “I always check, every few weeks.”
 
   “Why not earlier?”
 
   Laina didn’t answer that one.
 
   Bob cleared his throat. “You forget, Dixie, that she has been here a while. Maybe it’s tiring—emotionally tiring, I mean—to check every month and find nothing. Maybe if it had been me, I might have put it off for a few weeks too. If you don’t know for sure, then you can delay the disappointment. I can’t imagine, Laina, how lonely you must have felt, how afraid you were that you’d live out your life alone.”
 
   Laina upended her bowl and drank the rest of her soup. She left the fire and went to gather her weapons and water skins.
 
   “Don’t go,” said Nari. 
 
   Laina raised a hand in farewell and walked away from the camp. In a few minutes, she broke into an easy trot and was soon out of sight.
 
   “Way to go, Dixie,” Ted said. “You chased her off.”
 
   “Why didn’t she answer? What is she hiding?”
 
   “Why do you think she’s hiding anything?” Ted said. “You can be such a bitch.”
 
   Claire said, “Hey! None of that. Ted, don’t use that word. And either apologize to Dixie or walk away.”
 
   Dixie stood and said, “No, I’ll walk away.”
 
   Claire watched her stomp off into the cabin. “Apologize before bedtime, Ted.”
 
   “I don’t feel like it. Why’d she start digging at Laina?”
 
   Claire sighed. “Maybe try to think that through for yourself.”
 
   “I was just talking!” Ted’s face grew red.
 
   “Talk nicer,” Claire said. “Or bite your tongue.”
 
   “All I wanted was to see Laina’s camp. We don’t even know if she found a cave, or built a tree house, or what.”
 
   Jodi snorted.
 
   Instantly, Claire pointed a finger at her. It said as clearly as words: no more.
 
   Hannah said, “Laina sure has taught us a lot. I’m grateful.”
 
   Nari said, “Me too. She helped me figure out how to make the pants so they don’t hurt to wear them. And it sounds like I’ll need them.”
 
   “Ice age world,” Zach said. “I wish I’d brought a jacket.”
 
   Nari said, “We’re making hide capes now. And Laina said she has more hides that she’ll bring for blankets. So I think we’ll be okay.”
 
   Claire was obviously relieved to have the moment of tension past. “I want to take as much dry grass as we can carry too. Even bundled up, it won’t be heavy, so everybody can strap a bundle to their backs. It’ll serve as bedding, insulation.”
 
   “And to start fires,” Hannah said.
 
   Claire said, “If it’s cold next jump, I’m sure a fire will be the first thing we want.” She frowned. “I’d give anything for pencil and paper, or a cell phone with charge, so we could make a list.”
 
   “We’ll remember everything,” Bob said. “And I’m sure Laina won’t let us forget.”
 
   Nari said, “She must jump with a huge load. If she has hides, and traps, and spears, and other gear.”
 
   Bob said, “Yes, it’d take a lot to keep one person alive, but probably only twice that much gear to keep us all alive. I’m glad she found a way to survive.”
 
   Jodi said, “Even if she’s so different?”
 
   Bob said, “Even so.”
 
   Laina didn’t come the next morning. Hannah was worried, but there wasn’t much she could do about it.
 
   Nari was working on sewing rawhide to the oreodont hides, so that they could be tied on as capes or used at night as blankets. Hannah was sitting with her but working on braiding cordage, as she had done what she could for Nari’s project. Mostly, she was just sitting with Nari for company. 
 
   “Are you worried?” Nari said.
 
   “About Laina? Only a little. I figure, she survived alone for sixteen years. What are the chances that today is the day her luck runs out?”
 
   “One in three hundred sixty-five times sixteen, as Laina would tell you, which is the minimum number of days she has been alone.”
 
   “Yeah, but she’d have done the multiplying in her head before you got that sentence out.”
 
   “I miss her. I miss old Laina. Is that stupid to say?”
 
   “No, it’s not. But I like the new Laina too. She’s pretty awesome, isn’t she?”
 
   “She knows a lot,” Nari said. “But she herself is unknowable.”
 
   “Wow. That was downright poetic. And true.”
 
   “I always got ‘A’s on my English papers,” said Nari with a grin.
 
   “I’m sure all of you got ‘A’s on everything.”
 
   They fell to talking about school for a time, and then Nari steered the conversation around to the timegate. “What are our chances of making it home, do you think?”
 
   Hannah hesitated.
 
   “I won’t tell anyone else, whatever you say.”
 
   “I was as worried about telling you as anyone else,” Hannah said. “I think she can get us in the vicinity. And for Bob, and Zach, and you, if she can get us to a time with antibiotics, or sulfa drugs and aspirin and mercurochrome, or if there’s laudanum and ether, I’d be grateful.”
 
   “Bookstores with books on herbs would be better than nothing.”
 
   “They would. Or people who spoke English so I could ask for the village wise woman and get the herb knowledge straight from her.”
 
   “It’d be weird for the others to meet their great-grandparents, though.”
 
   “I guess you and I wouldn’t have that problem. Mine would be alive if we arrived in their time, but nowhere near here.”
 
   “Laina is like me. Her ancestors would be, what? A thousand miles away. Mine are across an ocean. Not that you should try to meet your grandparents anyway, even if it’s an option.”
 
   “Why not?”
 
   “You know, time paradoxes. Out of science-fiction. You meet your great-grandfather and buy him a coffee, but that was supposed to be the day he met your great-grandmother at the post office, and now you never get born so maybe you disappear right then, mid-conversation.”
 
   “You’re safe from that, no matter when we land.”
 
   “I’d like to see my family again.”
 
   “I know,” Hannah said, feeling bad for the sadness she heard in Nari’s voice.
 
   “You must want to as well.”
 
   Hannah nodded, which was easier than explaining the truth. No matter if they landed in 1500, 1900, 2010, or the year 5000, she was on her own. If there was a family in her future, it was one she’d have to build herself. It made her the only one here who didn’t have a personal stake in the accuracy of Laina’s time jumping. Her interest was mostly in getting them all to a safe place with doctors who were better than quacks.
 
   Laina didn’t show up all that day, and Claire—without singling out anyone—made a general announcement at supper. “We need to lay off Laina. Don’t press her for more than she wants to give. Don’t interrogate her. Respect her privacy.”
 
   Dixie started to say something, but Claire held a hand up and stopped her before she could utter a syllable.
 
   “We need her, remember. Without her, we have no chance of going home.”
 
   


  
 



Chapter 28
 
    
 
   Laina did show up the next morning. Hannah, Claire, Rex, and Zach had gone to the river to get water and try their hand at fishing.
 
   Laina must have walked up silently behind her. Hannah was certain somehow that she had been watching them for ten minutes before Zach caught sight of her and said her name.
 
   She was carrying three dead animals, one of them as big as Hannah’s leg. They’d eat well today.
 
   “Hey, we don’t need to fish.”
 
   “We do need to fish,” Claire said. “Every day, we need to smoke fish and put it away to have after the jump.”
 
   “Game is rarer there,” Laina said. “But bigger. And the ice keeps it from spoiling, so one good hunt will last us a month.”
 
   For the new Laina, it was equivalent to a major speech.
 
   Claire said, “I want to apologize if you felt cornered the other evening. I’ve asked everyone to back off and treat you better.”
 
   Laina said, “I have a net.” 
 
   Hannah wasn’t sure what that non-sequitur was about.
 
   “A fishing net?” Zach said. “Isn’t it hard to use alone?”
 
   “I made it for one person.” Laina went to the nearest tree, selecting a small one, jumped up with no discernable effort and pulled down a slender limb. She stripped a side branch off it. Then she removed a sharp rock from one of her pockets and peeled up an end of the bark. She stripped it quickly, getting a long, even piece of bark. She tied it to the end of the branch, and then tied the other end at the same place, so that the stick now had a loop at the end of it. “Like this, but stronger. And a net tied to it.”
 
   “That works?”
 
   “With patience,” she said. “Trapping is easy. You set them and look every other day.”
 
   “How many do you have?” Hannah said. “Traps, I mean?”
 
   “Thirty, over about two and a half miles not far from here. Further down the river another five miles, I put twenty down in a mile. More animals there.”
 
   Claire said, “We’re anxious to hear about the jump, whenever you’re ready to tell us.”
 
   “Six days. We jump.” She scratched her nose. “Nothing more.”
 
   Zach said, “How do you know the timing? When we jump compared to when it appears? Why it works like that?”
 
   “You didn’t understand before,” Laina said.
 
   She had a point.
 
   Claire said, “But maybe if you have a table worked out. Or at least tell us when the crossover is between jumping forward and backward.”
 
   “Okay,” Laina said. But she made no move to do it right then.
 
   Hannah sided with Claire on this one. God forbid something should happen to Laina, but the more of her knowledge they had in case something did, the better she’d feel—not only the timegate knowledge, but everything Laina had learned about survival in sixteen years at it. In the ranger world, she’d heard stories of people surviving alone in the wilderness for days or weeks, using knowledge and logic, but sixteen years? That must be some sort of record for a modern American person. 
 
   The workload increased over the days leading up to the jump. Most of the work was about stocking up on food, drying it, smoking it, and salting it. Dull stone knives were replaced and the big net repaired, and many more baskets were made to carry everything they’d have with them this time. Bob and Nari stayed at the cabin every day, but Zach did what he could one-handed.
 
   The day they had to leave, they agreed to meet Laina at the river, near the stand of woods where their second set of debris huts had been. As she wasn’t there yet, and it was a relatively warm morning, Claire suggested they all take a bath. “We might not have a chance for a long time if it’s cold where we’re going.”
 
   The men split off from the women and moved off beyond a bend in the stream. The women stripped, Hannah helping Nari take off her shirt. Nari’s wounds were still bright purple, but they were healing, thanks to the reed treatment. Her repaired shirt was stained permanently with blood, but she was wearing it for the trip. She wasn’t carrying anything heavier than a bundle of grass on the hike. Before they jumped into colder weather, she’d put on the hide pants and a cape.
 
   The soap made with Laina’s recipe made bathing easier, but as they had to wait for Laina, they took their time at it, washing their hair too. Claire made sure someone was in charge of watching out for danger, so that not everyone was underwater at once, and when it was Hannah’s turn, she looked back and forth, from her side of the river to the other, checking for danger.
 
   Her eye was drawn by Dixie propelling herself out of the river, her hair streaming water. Her breasts were still plumper than anyone’s, even Jodi’s, who had started out with the most up top of the group. Dixie leaned back to squeeze water out of her hair.
 
   And Hannah saw the change in her shape—a sort of thickening of the waist was all it was, but that made her look back up at Dixie’s breasts. And she knew. She blurted it out before she had a chance to censor herself.
 
   “Dixie. You’re pregnant.”
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 29
 
    
 
   There was a stunned moment of silence before everyone else started talking. Dixie’s face was a study. It moved from shock to defensiveness, as if she were going to deny it, but that quickly crumbled until her expression was shamed. It seemed so unlike Dixie. She turned away and slid underwater.
 
   “Is it true?” Nari said to Hannah.
 
   Claire muttered, “I swear, if it is, I’m going to punch her myself this time.”
 
   Jodi said, “It has to be Ted. Right?”
 
   Hannah believed so, but Jodi’s tone let her know she wasn’t one hundred percent sure it wasn’t Zach. Wouldn’t that be an unwanted complication?
 
   They already had one of those.
 
   Jodi said, “But you told everybody what to do! About birth control. And we all knew before you said anything.”
 
   Hannah shrugged. She also made her way over to where Dixie had disappeared into the river. She didn’t think the girl was the type to drown herself, but she wanted to get her up and out of the water anyway. 
 
   Dixie popped up just as she got there, wiping river water out of her eyes.
 
   “It’s okay,” Hannah said to her.
 
   But her quiet words were overridden by Jodi saying, “How could you?”
 
   Claire said, “We need to talk about this. You’ve really given us a problem here.”
 
   Dixie’s eyes darted around. She looked cornered and afraid. And then her expression turned mulish. “Don’t yell at me. It could have happened to any of you.”
 
   “Not me,” Nari said.
 
   “Not me,” Claire said.
 
   “Of course not you,” Dixie said to Claire.
 
   “Or me,” Jodi said, her voice rising. “And Claire’s being gay doesn’t mean her uterus quits working.”
 
   Nari said to Hannah, “Can we jump? With her pregnant?”
 
   Claire said. “I can’t believe you did this to us. Or, no, wait. I can. I can totally believe it.”
 
   “What did I do to you?” Dixie was getting angry. “How is this anybody’s business?”
 
   “Okay, everybody,” Hannah said. “Calm down.”
 
   Dixie said, “Why did you have to tell everybody?”
 
   “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have. I blurted it out like an idiot. I should have asked you privately.”
 
   Dixie looked surprised.
 
   Jodi let out a stream of shouted curses.
 
   Hannah said, “Hey, is anyone looking out for danger right now?” She was mostly trying to get everyone else looking somewhere but at Dixie for a moment. For the first time, she felt real sympathy for her. How long had she known? Had she told whoever? Ted, likely, but Rex wasn’t out of the running. Or had it been her burden to bear alone? 
 
   Jodi’s tirade wound down.
 
   “What’s got you so upset?” Dixie said.
 
   Hannah kept her voice low when she said, “Tell her it’s not Zach, and I bet she’ll calm down.”
 
   Dixie shot another surprised look at her. She said, to Jodi, “It wasn’t Zach.”
 
   “Well of course it wasn’t Zach!” Jodi yelled. But it was the last thing she yelled. It did seem to defuse her anger—or, more likely, fear.
 
   “Hey, everybody,” Hannah said. “You know, it could have been any of us. I’m sure Dixie didn’t want it to happen.”
 
   “I doubt she was raped,” Claire said. “She would have told us that immediately. And none of our guys would do that anyway.”
 
   “I wasn’t raped,” Dixie said.
 
   Hannah said, “I’m afraid, and lonely, and scared a lot of the time. So are all of you, I’m sure. To seek solace in a connection with a person, or just distraction with sex? Those are normal human urges. We’re all normal people, Dixie included. So cut her some slack, okay?”
 
   Dixie stared at her, clearly shocked to have support come from this unlikely quarter.
 
   Hannah said, “In any case, I’m getting dressed.” She waded out of the river.
 
   She was pulling on her pants as Bob emerged from the woods, his beard and hair still wet. “What’s all the yelling? Are you in trouble?” 
 
   The cat was out of the bag now, so Hannah went ahead and told him. “We just found out that Dixie is pregnant.”
 
   His face grew white, and she was a little worried about his health. Then it flushed red. “I’m going to kill him.” He turned on his heels and went back, presumably to meet up with the males. As she lost sight of him in the trees, he said, “You girls all stay away.”
 
   Hannah was glad she wasn’t whoever was going to get yelled at by Bob. He was not an angry man typically. But he was sure angry now.
 
   As far as she was concerned, it was a shame it had happened, but she felt no guilt and no anger. She’d told the others the truth. To her, it was an understandable human urge, for both of the parties involved. Things happen. Though considering the close quarters they lived in, it must have been a challenge to find the privacy.
 
   Dixie and the others were getting dressed too. The others had left off ganging up on Dixie. Hannah hoped they soon realized there was nothing anyone could do about it and yelling wouldn’t change the situation. She wished she knew something about pregnancy, but as she had made sure she’d never get pregnant, and only one close friend had ever been, she didn’t know much. Should Dixie be taking it easy? Not participating in hunts? Carrying less weight? Maybe Bob would know. He was a dad.
 
   “We about ready to join the others?” Hannah asked, pulling on her pack.
 
   “No,” Dixie said.
 
   “Mr. O’Brien knows,” Hannah pointed out, if that’s what was stopping her.
 
   “I’d like to give him time to get used to the idea.”
 
   “That might take a few days.”
 
   Claire said, “Where is Laina? I’d like to get a move on.”
 
   They geared up and hiked through the trees. Hannah was next to last in line, and she saw Dixie falling behind. Hannah said, “Come on. I know you want to avoid the next ten minutes, but it’ll be over with soon.”
 
   “Not soon enough,” Dixie said.
 
   “Please stay up with the group. It’s safer.”
 
   Dixie looked around, as if thinking of bolting.
 
   Hannah backtracked to her. “Doesn’t he know?”
 
   “Who?”
 
   “The father. Ted, I assume. Or Rex. Or whoever.”
 
   “I told him almost two weeks ago that I suspected. I still don’t know for sure.” A kind of desperate hope was in her voice.
 
   “Your body is changing. If it weren’t true, how could I have guessed?”
 
   “I’m not sick or anything.”
 
   “Small favors, right? It’s not like we can offer you crackers and white soda in the mornings.”
 
   “Why are you being nice to me?”
 
   “Just what I said. I’m not thrilled, but I think it’s a very human thing to have done. And there’s not much anyone can do about it now. What’s done is done.”
 
   “I don’t want to be pregnant.”
 
   “No, I imagine not.”
 
   “And he hates me.”
 
   Hannah realized it had to be Ted. And she finally had an explanation for his short temper the last little while. “You must have told him right around when we were moving into the cabin. And he’s still angry?”
 
   “He acts like it’s my fault. Like only my fault.”
 
   “Well, that’s biologically impossible.”
 
   “Mr. O’Brien is going to hate me.”
 
   “He won’t hate either of you. Though I wouldn’t want to be Ted right now.”
 
   “I don’t want to be me.”
 
   “Try not to worry. It’s a done deal. We’ll all cope, including you.”
 
   “By the time we get back to the real world, it’ll be too late for an abortion.”
 
   “Is that what you’d have done? If it happened six months ago?”
 
   “Absolutely. I don’t want some kid dragging me down. I have places to go. A life to lead.” She frowned. “Or I thought I did.”
 
   When the women emerged from the trees, the men were all dressed. Everyone but Ted was standing. Ted was cross-legged on the ground, his head hanging. Bob had finished with whatever lecture he’d been giving. Good. Hannah didn’t particularly want to be witness to that.
 
   She and Dixie caught up with the others. Hannah looked around and saw a very awkward group of people, most of them unwilling to meet each other’s eyes.
 
   Nari said, “Can we time jump?”
 
   Rex said, “What do you mean?”
 
   “I mean, what if it hurts the baby?”
 
   Claire said, “I hadn’t even thought of that. You’re right. I mean, what if it triggers a miscarriage?”
 
   Dixie said nothing, so Hannah said, “It doesn’t. Or didn’t.”
 
   Claire turned to her, obviously confused.
 
   “She’s more than four weeks pregnant, so she jumped once already.” Ted flinched at the word “pregnant.” 
 
   Claire said, “So what medical concerns do you have?”
 
   Hannah said, “My main concern is that I don’t know diddly about pregnancy. She seems healthy. She isn’t having morning sickness, which is great. Otherwise, I’d be worried about her starving. I think we’ll have to rely on Dixie to tell us if she’s tired or can’t run or whatever.”
 
   Nari said, “If she can’t run, something might catch her.” She was still limping from the dog attack, but she had refused to ride on the travois on the way down to the river.
 
   Hannah said, “So if she can’t do things, we’ll just have three of you that need to stay in camp. Nari, Dixie, and Bob. Zach’s wrist is almost mended, right?”
 
   Zach nodded.
 
   Rex said, “Those three and whoever gets hurt next.”
 
   “Let’s not any of us get hurt again,” Hannah said. “Or pregnant. Okay?”
 
   “I feel fine,” Dixie said. “I can hunt. I can run. I can carry a pack.”
 
   Hannah was a little surprised she didn’t take the opportunity to bow out of extra work. Maybe she felt she had something to prove now. Or something to atone for.
 
   Laina appeared then.
 
   Claire said, “Where have you been?”
 
   “Right here. But you were yelling. Is the yelling done?”
 
   Claire sighed. “Yeah, I think the yelling is all done. Let’s get going. Guys, everyone, load up, please.”
 
   They walked for an hour and took a break. They walked slowly enough that both Bob and Nari were able to keep up until they had to leave the stream at a place it was barely deep enough to fill the water bottles.
 
   They were going to stay overnight there, fill the bottles in the morning, and make it back to the woods where they’d first found the chestnuts for the final night in this epoch. Hannah checked Nari’s dressings. “You’re limping pretty badly. I think you should ride most of tomorrow.”
 
   “I’ll be okay after a rest.”
 
   “You might be. Or it might feel tighter and worse after a rest. You’ve had that happen, right? With doing some kind of new exercise, and the morning after you feel like you can barely move.” She finished rewrapping Nari’s knee and ankle.
 
   “It helps that the worst bites were on different legs. I don’t know which leg to limp on.”
 
   “Your body does,” Hannah said. “It doesn’t want you putting full weight on that knee.”
 
   She moved on to check in with Bob. “You holding up okay?”
 
   “I had plenty of extra adrenaline to keep me going.” He shot a glance in Ted’s direction.
 
   “I’m not sure that’s a good thing,” Hannah said. “And being angry at Ted won’t change the situation.”
 
   “It makes me feel better.” Bob lowered his voice. “I’m angry with myself too. Clearly I didn’t impress enough on these boys what I meant.”
 
   “Well, you can’t control them. They’re not boys any more. They’re men.”
 
   “I’m sure their parents would say differently.”
 
   “Not if they got to know them—this new version of them.”
 
   Bob sighed. “I’m sure I’m the only teacher in our district to have this happen on a field trip.”
 
   Hannah couldn’t help but laugh. “Is there a form to fill out? For injuries and so on?”
 
   “Yeah.”
 
   “Then you just cross off ‘broken bone’ and pencil in ‘conception.’”
 
   “I’m not seeing the humor.”
 
   “Gee, I thought I was being funny, but no, it’s not funny,” Hannah said. “But it’s done. We have to accept it and move on.”
 
   The second day, Nari agreed to being pulled on the travois. Rex pulled her for the first hour and Ted for the second. Ted’s natural optimism and energy had not yet rebounded, and he hadn’t said two dozen words since Dixie’s pregnancy had been revealed.
 
   As far as she could see, the two of them hadn’t said a single word to each other. 
 
   The healthy members of the group gathered all the nuts they could find off two chestnut trees, and they roasted them. They ate smoked fish and a few nuts for supper but stowed most of the chestnuts for the jump into a cold world.
 
   Laina stuck close to the group during the hike, but she still needed her distance at night. Hannah worried what that would mean for the next four weeks. In a cold world—and Laina had guaranteed it would be cold where they were headed—they should sleep close together for the warmth. Laina had survived it before alone, she knew, but that didn’t reassure Hannah much.
 
   The last morning they hiked back to the slope where the timegate would appear. Nari was in pretty bad shape by now, and the travois was impossible to pull on its wheels through the ravine. Instead, they had to carry her on it. One person took the front, and two were at the back where the wheels were. Even Zach took a turn at the rear position, using his good arm. They went so slowly that Bob had no problem keeping up.
 
   Laina didn’t allow a rest. “I want to be in position when it comes.”
 
   Hannah looked up at the steep slope and wondered aloud how they’d carry Nari up there.
 
   “I’m walking,” said Nari stubbornly.
 
   “Someone stay with her,” Hannah said. “Ted. You have the best balance. Walk behind her and don’t let her fall, please.”
 
   He nodded. Everyone waited until the two of them were halfway up before following. Laina went next. It was a hard climb, as they were loaded down by more gear than before. More than one of them slid back down several feet before stopping themselves, and Hannah stumbled and fell to her knees once. After making sure she wasn’t bleeding—or at least not bleeding badly—she got up and climbed on up. 
 
   At the top, Laina and Ted were moving rocks around to create a sort of platform. Hannah was still climbing when she heard Laina say, “We don’t want someone slipping downhill at the last second and missing the gate.”
 
   They had forty more minutes to wait. They sat or stood, saying little. 
 
   Finally, Laina stood, said, “It’s coming.”
 
   “I don’t see it,” Zach said.
 
   “I can. It’s like a ripple. Like heat over a highway,” Laina said.
 
   Hannah stood from the rock where she had been perched and triple-checked her gear, making sure everything was well-secured. 
 
   They couldn’t form a line, not in the small space they had, but they knew their spots in the order. Hannah was following Ted, who was following Nari.
 
   Then the gate was there. The multiple colors, heavy on purple in this light, shimmering in the air, stretching right down to the ground. Hannah wondered if it went further down. And how far. She sent out a quick prayer that they wouldn’t land in the middle of rocks, or in a cave without an entrance. And then Nari walked through. Ted stepped up, hesitated only a moment, and he was through.
 
   Hannah glanced behind her. Zach and Jodi were ready. Rex was coming last. She moved forward, felt the tingle of the energy field. And then, once again, she was falling.
 
   
  
 

The End
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Chapter 1
 
    
 
   The midmorning sun lit her way as Coral pulled in near the cave’s entrance. She parked, climbed out of the cab of the motor home, and looked around the small clearing. An evergreen forest stretched down the slope ahead of her and back up to the distant mountain ridges. The woods were eerily still, not a bird singing or insect buzzing. 
 
   She shook off a vague sense of unease as she walked over a pad of fallen pine needles to the cave’s entrance. She could see inside to curved walls marked by horizontal striations, carved patterns of water cutting through the rock in centuries past. Beyond the first few feet, the darkness of the cave beckoned. 
 
   Returning to her brother’s aging 20-foot motor home, which he kept for hunting getaways and had reluctantly let her borrow for this trip, Coral found a flashlight in the glove box, shoving it into the daypack she always kept ready on the passenger seat for spontaneous hikes. Hauling the pack with her, she crawled back between the bucket seats to the living area. In the propane-powered mini refrigerator were two one-liter bottles of cold water. She made sure the cap of one was tight and tossed it in the pack, then, thinking better of it, grabbed the other, too. From the closet, she pulled her gray sweatshirt off a hook and tied it around her waist. 
 
   She had nowhere to be and no one to report to until July 1, when her summer job started. Over the past ten days, she had lost track of days and calendar dates, a loss she found made her nearly giddy with relief after the past year of a rigid and packed freshman schedule at the University of Michigan. She was pre-med, and the classes were tough. This month was her well-deserved reward for a freshman year spent working while most of her friends had spent theirs partying.
 
   At the cave’s low entrance she stooped to peer inside. The floor was flattened by time and wear. She hesitated. She wasn’t afraid of the dark, or of small spaces. And the website had said it was a safe beginner’s cave, right? But caving alone, she knew, was a risk. Maybe she should leave a note on the windshield of the motor home, with the date and time she went in.
 
   Then something—not a sound, but some other sense—made her look up into the sky.
 
   A dense black cloud was boiling up in the southeastern sky. It rose high and fast, like a time-lapse movie of the birth of a thunderhead. But it was no rain cloud. Deadly black, it reached up and loomed over her, blocking out the sun.
 
   What the—? She stood and gaped. The menacing cloud was nothing like any Coral had ever seen before. Nothing natural. Four mule deer crashed through the clearing, running to the west. They disappeared, and Coral stood alone again, staring at the coming blackness.
 
   She had no idea what it was. It looked like some Renaissance vision of the world’s end. It looked like death itself coming, silent and swift. And damned fast, she realized. Coral’s shock turned to fear. Logical thought fled. She stooped and dove into the cave’s maw.
 
   The sky outside went dark. Blackness covered all the world around her. A hissing wind whipped through the clearing, whistling at the cave entrance.
 
   She dropped to the ground, covering her head with her arms. Her bare arms were stung by tiny pricks as pebbles rained down outside and bounced inside. Coral scrambled away from the barrage and farther back into the cave, scuttling like a beetle. She escaped the rain of rocks and curled into a tight ball, her eyes shut, hoping desperately she was having a bad dream.
 
   Her panic may have lasted only a minute. It might have been as long as ten. When she forced herself to raise her head and look around, the world to her right was a bit lighter than to her left. The cave’s entrance was barely visible.
 
   Groping to the sides, she touched a rock wall, rough and cool to her fingertips. That reassured her. Anything solid—anything normal—was reassuring. The outside world had just gone crazy, or maybe she had just gone crazy, but rock walls in a cave were a comforting link to the real world.
 
   She dug out her flashlight, flipped the switch, and a thin beam of LED light came out, enough to illuminate the ground before her feet, to see the sloping ceiling. She crept toward the entrance, shining the beam outside. The flashlight beam reflected back at her, like headlights bouncing off fog. 
 
   Black, menacing fog.
 
   What was going on out there? A memory pushed its way forward—a television show on Mt. St. Helens erupting in 1980, clouds of ash, a downwind town turned to twilight at midday.
 
   Was that what this cloud was? A volcano had erupted to the southeast? Something dark and solid was falling in the sky—hanging there and falling both. Not rain. Not hail. So ash?
 
   But the Cascades, the only collection of volcanoes in the lower forty-eight states, were far to her west. What, then, was this black cloud that had come from the southeast? Yellowstone was due east of her, so it couldn’t be that. Her mental map of the country didn’t have any volcanoes in the right direction. But couldn’t new volcanoes pop up? Maybe, but she didn’t think they popped up like this. Not in an instant, without warning, and not this vast.
 
   ...to keep reading, click here.
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