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	“Well, that’s it.” Tara stepped back from the craft, hands on her hips.

	“Really?” August stared, hopeful but afraid.

	“Yep. Just one more thing.” She grinned. “Now we have to test it.”	He almost shuddered at the thought of traveling through time again. It had been a year since he was thrown out of the Institute and in that time his whole life had been focused on building a time machine. His grin mirrored Tara’s. “Then let’s go.”

	He pulled the key from under his shirt. August wore it on a chain around his neck now. Much harder to lose that way. The door clicked open and he stepped inside with Tara right behind him. He took the pilot’s seat and she took the one next to him. Copilot. Yes. If she was half as good as driving this thing as she had been building it, she’d be more than a match for him.

	“Where should we go first?” Tara asked. “Well, I should probably ask when, right? I still can’t believe this thing goes through time.”

	“If you were able to build it to the specifications in the plans—” He held up a hand to stall her protest. “Then yes, we can go through time. And technically space, since we’re not tied to this exact position on Earth.”

	She rubbed hands. “I can’t wait to see this baby work.”

	“Me either.” August ran his hands over the smooth controls. The buttons weren’t exactly the same as the ones on his old ship. The Institute’s ship, he had to remind himself. It had never been his. This one was. His and Tara’s. “Where should we go? You pick.”

	She cupped her chin in her hand, a common gesture when she was thinking. “Hmm … Oh! I’ve always wanted to see dinosaurs. How about that?”

	“I know exactly where to go for that.” He punched coordinates into the computer, setting their destination from memory. Just one very slight adjustment, moving the date a bit further on. “Buckle up,” he told her.

	The temporal drive hummed to life and August’s mouth went dry with excitement. “Here we go.” A flick of a switch, and the garage wall outside the windows wavered. In another moment, they were looking at the swirling colors of the non-space between times.

	“It’s working!” Tara leaned forward in her seat.

	August’s heart hammered in his chest, pure thrill. He glanced at the monitor, then back at the observation windows, waiting for the feeling of them nudging off-course. It was this intuition that earned him the job of piloting the Institute’s time machine. Only one course correction, and then the kaleidoscope of colors gave way to the bright green of a Cretaceous jungle.

	Tara leaned even farther, straining against the seat belt. “Wow. Did we make it? Are we here?”

	The smile on August’s face was so wide it hurt. He unfastened his restraints. “Come on.”

	He opened the door and breathed in the smell of the ancient jungle. Wet, hot, and after a few trips … familiar.

	Tara stepped out after him, her eyes wide and her mouth hanging open. “I built a time machine,” she said softly. Then with a jump, she shouted, “I built a time machine!”

	She bounded toward him with her arms out, and he didn’t hesitate to wrap her in a hug. They both laughed, squeezing each other tight. A year’s worth of work, using the plans August had inadvertently stolen on the thumb drive.

	Tara had been a miracle find, a brilliant technician and engineer who couldn’t hold down a job. August had approached her cautiously, knowing he was taking a huge risk. She could have thought he was nuts, or reported him, but she’d done neither. The moment he’d mentioned a time machine, her eyes lit up. Seeing the plans had hooked her, and she’d worked tirelessly for the last year to make those drawings and specifications a reality.

	Now they were here. “Alice!” August called. “Alice!”

	“What are you doing?” Tara asked.

	“Calling a friend.” He grinned. It took a few minutes, while Tara watched him skeptically, but eventually a crunching in the underbrush announced her arrival.

	A young triceratops pushed its way through the leaves. She was older and bigger than when he’d first found her, but several trips had reinforced their friendship. The creature gave a happy squeal and hurried up to him. August gave her warm noise an affectionate pat.

	“This is Alice. We ran into each other a while back, and we’ve been friends ever since.”

	“You made friends with a dinosaur?” Tara gaped.

	“Want to pet her?”

	Tara’s disbelief vanished as excitement took over. She crouched down next to the triceratops and cautiously reached a hand out. “A dinosaur. I’m petting a real dinosaur.”

	After a bit, she asked, “So this is what you did before? Traveled through time and made friends with dinosaurs?”

	“Some of the time.” He hadn’t told Tara much about his time with the Institute or how he came to possess the plans for a working time machine. It had been tempting, with her being practically the only person he talked to in the last year. He’d been worried about scaring her off if he revealed the wrong thing.

	“And you lost it because you broke the rules.” She scratched under Alice’s chin, just like a dog. “No wonder you were so desperate to get this back.”

	Whether she meant the time machine or the freedom, the response was the same. “Yeah.”

	Tara walked over to a broad leafed plant and knelt to examine it. “I could spend days here, just looking at everything. I don’t even know what plant this is. We should bring books next time.”

	“You want to study?”

	She shrugged. “Why not? At least a little. No one has ever see this before. Ever,” she emphasized. “Just me and you.”

	“And Felix. He was here once.” August glanced around, remembering there were dinosaurs a lot bigger and a lot more dangerous than Alice around.

	“Your friend? The one who drops by once in a while and makes you nervous?” She was looking at the bark on a tree now.

	“I didn’t want him to know what we were up to. Felix doesn’t approve of my … adventures.”

	“Seems kind of uptight. I guess he wouldn’t.”

	He rubbed Alice between the horns and stood. “Want to do a little exploring?”

	Tara smiled. “Of course.”

	They wandered around longer than the hour needed for the temporal drive to cool down, Alice at their heels. They made their way back to the ship and Tara said, “I guess there’s one more test we need to do.”

	“What’s that?”

	“We need to get back home.” She nudged him playfully. “This place is great, but I wouldn’t want to get stuck here.”

	August shivered a little. He’d almost gotten stuck in the Viking age.

	They said goodbye to Alice and he fired up the ship. They made the return trip with no problems, August making the slight adjustments that were always necessary. When they got back, Tara left the garage and walked around the house.

	“Yep. Neighborhood’s still here. I’m here. You’re here. Guess we made it back. Now there’s one thing left.”

	He frowned. “What?”

	“To celebrate!”

***

	There was no alcohol in his fridge or cabinets. He’d cleaned them out months ago. Down in the basement, in a back corner, he found an unopened bottle of rum. In a short while, both he and Tara were well past tipsy, laughing, joking …

	And back inside the time machine.

	“Where are we going?” Tara asked.

	August fiddled with the controls. “Don’t know. That’s the fun.” Except he’d never done this while in a good mood. He’d thought about Mandy a few times in the last year, how she’d left him, how that made him feel. Wondered what she was doing now, if she was dating someone else (very likely). But he didn’t obsess like he used to. It didn’t hurt like it used to.

	He’d been far more concerned with building the time machine and the desperate hope that it would work.

	It’ll be different with you, girl, he told the time machine, fingers caressing the buttons and dials. I’ll be happy.

	August took another drink and handed the bottle to Tara.

	“You’re totally crazy, you know that?” She took a deep swallow.

	“So I’ve been told.” He fired up the drive.

	“We won’t get lost or something, right?”

	“Don’t worry. Done this before.” He flashed a smile. “Lots of times.”

	“Drinking and traveling through time?”

	“Yep.”

	She stared at him for a moment before flopping back in her seat, laughing. “You’re crazier than I thought.”

	He flipped the last switch, and they were off.

	Swirling colors and shifting darkness. The vast, dizzying sense of possibility. All of it through a pleasant haze of liquor. He reached out for the bottle and took a swallow, the smooth, spicy burn going down his throat.

	The ship landed. Arrived, whatever. Outside the observation windows, chaos gave way to a view of ships and docks. The hum of the temporal drive wound down.

	Tara leaned forward, squinting. “Those look like old ships.”

	“Eighteenth century, I think.”

	“Definitely not dinosaur times,” she said.

	“Let’s go find out where we are.” He wobbled a little when he stood up. “Oh, almost forgot.” He bent over the controls and turned on the cloaking. “Don’t want a mess like last time.”

	“What happened last time?”

	He considered. “I … I’ll tell you later.” He passed her the bottle and went to the door.

	The sharp smell of the ocean hit him, and the almost equally sharp smell of human waste. The docks stretched on as far as he could see, full of ships and goods. Few people though, and he hoped no one had seen them arrive. Wondering why there were so few people in an obviously well-populated place, he stepped outside. The heat hit him like a breaking wave. The heat, the humidity, and the ocean allowed him to make an educated guess they were in the tropics. The sun blazed down, almost directly overhead.

	So maybe everyone was off having lunch and escaping the noon heat. Tara came out, bottle still in hand, and August locked the door behind them.

	“So where are we?” she asked.

	“Haven’t figured it out yet. Let’s go into town and investigate.”

	“Dressed like this?” she swept a hand down, indicating her clothes.

	He laughed. “You sound like Felix. Come on.” He turned away from the docks, further inland. Cobbled streets and buildings of various sizes and shapes spread along a slight incline. Passing the almost empty bottle back and forth, they made their way up the street.

	“Do we just ask someone what year it is?”

	August made a face. “Like a cliché in all those time travel movies? No way. Besides, the exact date doesn’t matter. Just need the general … era.” He waved a hand in a loose circle. “To say we’ve been here. That’s all.”

	Tara made a face and then shrugged. “Okay.” A little further up the road, she pointed out a sign. “Hey, look.”

	The Shark’s Fin Tavern

	“I bet there’s people there,” she said. Laughter drifted down the street and got louder as they drew closer. The doors and windows were open wide to catch the breeze from the ocean. It seemed like the whole population of the town was crammed into the tavern.

	“Great place to start.” He pulled Tara close. “Remember, ask questions but don’t be stupid about it.” He considered the bottle of rum and finished it off with a few deep swallows.

	Within a few minutes, Tara had wandered off one way and he’d wandered off in another. The tavern was filled with rowdy sailors and merchants. August squeezed onto a bench at a crowded table and introduced himself. The current occupants seemed less than pleased at first, but after a few jokes and amusing anecdotes, they accepted him into the group.

	They were sailors on leave, enjoying their pay. They seemed to have quite a lot of money, and even bought August a few drinks. He learned this was Tortuga and he started narrowing down the time period. Seventeenth century, probably around the middle. He’d guessed wrong about the age of the ships in the harbor.

	The sailors were quite friendly now, buying him another drink, and another. Things got rather fuzzy, and then things got rather black.

***

	“Wake up sleepy,” a gruff voice said. This was followed by two kicks to his ribs.

	August groaned and opened his eyes. In the dim lighting, a bearded man leaned over him. August smelled the ocean and unwashed bodies. “Huh?” His mouth was dry and tasted awful.

	“Tell us where you’re from and who we need to send the ransom note to,” the man said.

	“Wait, what?” August sat up, the pounding in his head telling him that was a mistake.

	“We know you’re rich. The quality of your clothes, those fancy shoes. I’ve
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