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  CROCKATIEL


  Prologue


  2004


  The heat surrounded Eddie Dodd like a second skin. It drew the moisture out of him, and the mosquitoes to him with relentless indifference, lending weight to the heavy silence. That silence was what tipped him off, just in time, to pull back into the trees and off the path. The jungle was never silent, and when it was, there was a reason.


  Nature has a pecking order. Big eats small, fast eats slow. When the small, large, fast and slow are all quiet, it's a matter of survival. Despite the rifle slung over his back and the 9mm strapped to his hip, Eddie chose that moment to become one with nature… and he waited.


  He had only two more days to get through, half-a-dozen samples to collect, and he could hop a jet back home and chill for a few weeks. The others would be returning to camp, and he knew he should do the same, but something held him still. Not many things could quiet a jungle. In fact, he didn't know of any, though he'd seen a prowling tiger silence a much smaller area, to a much smaller degree. He had never heard so little sound. His breath sounded like a fireplace bellows, and his heart pounded like a drum.


  The ground beneath him shivered… and grew still. Then it shook, and moments later he heard the crashing, rending sound of trees being pushed aside. Almost simultaneously, birds burst into flight. Animals erupted around him, a wave of baying, barking, howling life. Eddie stood still as stone.


  The tree at his back was thick and old. He was completely concealed behind it, and despite the crashing sounds, he thought anything less than a bulldozer was going to have a hard time shaking it, let alone knocking it down. He considered closing his eyes and just waiting until the jungle returned to its normal cacophony, but couldn't quite bring himself to do it. He was frightened, but he was also curious.


  On the far side of the tree something was moving hard and fast on the trail, something heavy enough to shake the ground. He caught the scent of the river – rotting vegetation and mud – but he had no time to dwell on this. A scream broke the silence with the force of a rushing train. Eddie clapped his hands to his ears, bent double, and pressed back into the tree so hard he felt as if he might leave an impression in the bark.


  He couldn't think. He'd never experienced terror of such magnitude. He'd heard things described as blood-chilling, but had never understood, had never realized, just how real that biting cold could be until it paralyzed him in that forest, thousands of miles from home.


  He heard hot, heaving breath. Whatever it was, it was big. Very big. He sensed it pausing on the path, and this time he did hold his breath. He wanted to look. He knew it was the worst thing he could do, the thing that could end him, and yet, he needed to know what was out there, what could make a sound like he'd heard. He stood immobile, fighting his instincts; then the tiger screamed.


  It was a primal sound, a warning, and a challenge. There was a second, smaller crashing through the brush, and then an answering roar. Eddie heard a great shifting. Something slammed into the trees to his left, and an answering roar rose. He couldn't stand it.


  Keeping very low, hugging the tree tightly, he leaned around the edge.


  What met his gaze defied belief. A tiger, claws digging in deep, clung to the long, scaled neck of – what? A dinosaur? It looked something like a crocodile, but so much bigger that any comparison was comical. The neck ended in a long snout and jaws lined with vicious, curved teeth.


  "Holy shit," Eddie said.


  The tiger was not giving ground. It clung tightly, driving its fangs deep into flesh and digging at the thing's neck and shoulders with its huge back claws. The beast whipped its head back and forth like a trapped serpent, but the big cat had it and was not letting go.


  Rearing up, the creature lurched, driving back into the trees, trying to rip the tiger loose. At first it seemed as if it wouldn't work, and then, sensing that it was about to be slammed into a thick trunk, the big cat released and sprang free. It launched from the giant reptile's back with a great driving kick and disappeared into the shadows.


  Unable to right itself in time, the creature slammed into the jungle. Its tail whipped around and crashed into the solid trunk of the tree behind which Eddie stood, petrified. It missed him by less than a foot, sending a spray of blood and scales and bark down to shower over him. He let it all come, covering him in bark and leaves and gore, and did not move.


  Then the thing was up, shaking its snout in rage and pain. It screamed again, and Eddie couldn't even find the strength to cover his ears. He pressed back into the tree, dripping with blood, dirt and sweat, half afraid he'd wet his pants and not caring.


  It turned, then. Without a glance in his direction, it crashed off through the brush, ignoring the path, bending large trees out of its way and clambering over and around others… and it was gone.


  Eddie listened, but there was nothing. That – thing – and the tiger, were gone. He still couldn't move. He was having difficulty breathing."What the hell," he said softly, using the sound of his voice to return himself to reality, "was that?"


  He crept around the tree and stared at the trail. There were huge gouges in the dirt where the creature's claws had gripped, branches and leaves littered the ground, and all of it was splattered liberally with blood. He stepped into the open and stopped to listen. He heard nothing. The silence did not comfort him. Silence was what had ushered the thing into his reality in the first place.


  He made a quick circuit of the cleared space, and found that several large strips of skin had been torn from the injured beast's wounds. It was scaled. He dropped to one knee and looked more closely. It wasn't like anything 'he'd seen before, exactly, but his first impression was still the strongest. It had looked like the biggest damned crocodile in the world. Then, unable to reconcile the images, he shook his head.


  He knew what he'd seen. The beast hadn't walked upright, exactly, but it had been able to rise up, to move on only its hind legs. He tried to focus his memory on the image of it, the shape, the way it had moved, but found his thoughts were muddied. He could only remember snapshots – the tiger, the scream – they were clear.


  He glanced down at the slice of skin and made his decision. He wasn't coming back to this jungle again, and he needed a crocodile sample to get out. Damned if he cared if it was some mutant crocodile that ran around on its back feet fighting tigers, he was going home. He knew he couldn't tell anyone what he'd found. No one would believe him, and if they did believe, then they would want to come back – try to find the creature, to hunt it. They would want him along as guide, and, though he'd never considered himself a coward, he knew he'd never be able to do it. The creature's scream still echoed in the back of his mind.


  He retrieved his pack and set to work. Moments later, samples secured, he rose and started back down the path. At first, he tried to be stealthy, but every sound, every movement brought back images of the creature, and of the tiger, and before he'd gone twenty yards he'd broken into a trot, and then a flat run. He didn't stop until he'd reached his small boat and pointed it out and away from the bank. He only hoped he could calm himself before he reached camp, turn in his samples, and avoid questions. He doubted if he'd sleep until he was on a plane, and out of Brazil, but it would only be one more day. He had enough samples, as long as the others had been as successful. 'They'd break camp in the morning, and be back in civilization a few hours later.


  As he pulled away from the bank, he heard a sound in the distance. He couldn't be certain, but he thought it was an impossibly loud, wailing scream. He gunned the engine and did not look back.


  PART ONE


  Old Mill, NC – 2004


  Chapter One


  "There's something weird as hell about this sample, Sammy."


  Samuel turned, glaring across the small laboratory in irritation. He was a busy man, and he hated interruptions. His work was important, and he was on a timetable. His funding wasn't going to last forever, and he had no intention of returning to his former position as a lab assistant.


  Just short of thirty years, thin and beak-nosed, Samuel Montgomery did not cut an imposing figure. To top it off, he drank so much coffee that he was twitchy. His gaze shifted around the room so quickly at times that people said he reminded them of a squirrel on crack. All of this was heightened when he became annoyed.


  "What could possibly," he said slowly, "be weird about a DNA sample from a simple crocodile?" he said. "We have vials of similar cells. I could run a slide projector and display them on the walls like a psychedelic 1960s dance party, and none of them – not one – would be in any way remarkable without the accompanying LSD."


  Beatrice dropped her glasses to the end of her nose and glared back at him. She was tall, slender but a little more muscular than she was pretty, with wide shoulders and stringy blonde hair tied off in tight pig-tails. For a horrifying second, despite the imminent danger of contaminating the specimen she was working with, Samuel thought she would pop her gum. She did not.


  "You know," she said, "I've seen all of those samples. Before you could set up a slide projector, I could draw the damn things on the wall. I know what crocodile DNA looks like."


  Samuel waited.


  "This," she said at last, flipping her thumb over to point at the bench to her right, "is weird. It think it's crocodile DNA, but I also think there's something wrong with it. What I'm seeing makes no sense, so, if you could haul your skinny butt over here and look at it, I'd be most appreciative."


  Samuel slid off his stool and stepped back carefully from his microscope. His own sample would remain viable for another thirty minutes, and he was nearly finished. He stepped up to his bench, carefully annotated his last actions, then turned and crossed to Beatrice's workstation. As his irritation faded, his curiosity took over. She was an odd duck, keeping strange hours and only working with him because she couldn't handle "steppin' and carryin' for the man," in a bigger lab, but she was sharp. Weird was a word she used indiscriminately, though, and could mean anything from a small contamination to a completely new species without enough inflection in her voice to provide a warning.


  She slid aside, and Samuel bent to the microscope. He adjusted the focus and stared. Then, very slowly and carefully, he adjusted it again. He didn't move for a long moment, and when he did, it was very slowly.


  "What the hell," he said, "is that?"


  "You tell me, Einstein. It came in that last cooler from South America. It's marked 'crocodile,' and, as I'm sure you noticed, it's sort of like a crocodile, but…"


  "But it's not," he finished. "Damn. I know I've seen something similar to that, but I can't for the life of me remember where. It's like, a mutation, or …"


  "Don't go all Jurassic Park on me, Sammy." Beatrice said, grinning.


  Samuel glanced at her and caught the expression. He noted, not for the first time, that it transformed her normally cynical, scowling features into something much more intriguing.


  "Don't call me Sammy. Sammy sounds like some down-and-out beatnik or a kid with a paper route."


  Beatrice didn't reply. She also didn't look apologetic.


  "So?" she prodded.


  Samuel pressed his eye back to the microscope and tried to clear his thoughts. He didn't have a photographic memory, but he was close to it. What he had was more like a mental filing cabinet. He could access things given peace – and a little time. This was harder, because he knew Beatrice was watching, and he loved it when he managed to surprise her. Most of the time, he knew, he was a crabby, boring-as-hell academic.


  Also, there was this sample. Something about it itched at his memory like a stuck record. He had seen something like it before…


  Then he stood, pushed back from the bench, and shook his head.


  "What?" she asked. When he didn't immediately answer she repeated it, smacking him on the shoulder. "What?"


  "I think…" he hesitated, and then blurted it out, "I'm afraid I can't do as you ask," he said. "I'm afraid I am going to have to go 'Jurassic' on you…or at least, 'Cretaceous'. I have seen this before. It's a crocodile all right, a very old one. I knew it was familiar, but now I remember from where. It was a simulation of Sarcosuchus DNA."


  "Sarco what?" Beatrice asked, frowning. "What the hell are you babbling about?"


  "Dinosaurs," he said. "Sarcosuchus was an ancestor of the modern croc… sort of like a smaller version of a T-Rex with a long snout, built low to the ground."


  Beatrice stared at him.


  "So," she said slowly, "you saw a simulation of something very old, and now, after a couple of moments of contemplation, you've decided that the DNA sample under my microscope is, what, a few million years old?"


  "No, of course not," Samuel said, distracted. "At least 100 million, probably a bit more. Early Cretaceous Period, if memory serves… it pretty much always does."


  "And so," Beatrice continued, "somewhere down in Brazil, there's a dinosaur running around loose? That's what you think?"


  "It has nothing at all to do with what I think, does it?" he snapped. "It's not like I slipped it to you, or made it in my basement. It's right there on the slide, and I'm telling you, I know what it is. Remains of Sarcosuchus have been found in Africa, and in parts of South America."


  "Let me guess," Beatrice sighed. "Brazil?"


  Samuel nodded.


  They both stared at the microscope as if it might hop off the bench and chase them around the room.


  "Well, hell," Beatrice said at last. "I guess we won't be using that sample."


  Samuel turned and stared at her. Then, very slowly, his irritation drained away and he actually smiled. Then, softly at first, growing rapidly in strength, Samuel Montgomery began to laugh. Unable to stop herself, Beatrice joined him. It was a long time before they regained enough control to store the sample and separate the rest of the batch it had come from.


  "So who do we tell?" Beatrice asked, as they sealed the refrigerator. "I mean, holy crap, who finds dinosaur cells? Where did they come from? Is there one of these things out there still alive, or is this just some odd genetic throwback – some big king croc that had cells he should not be carrying embedded in his code?"


  "All good questions," Samuel said. "The answer to the first, and most important, is no one. If we hand this over to anyone – if we even let it slip that we might have come in contact with it – it will disappear so quickly we'll hardly remember it existed. This is our ticket. We have to guard it, study it – and most importantly, we have to prove it is what I say it is."


  "How?" Beatrice asked.


  When she saw his grin, she shook her head. "No," she said. "No way. I've seen the movies. You can't be serious…"


  "Oh, I am," Samuel said. "Not a fully formed creature, but the cells…they are still fresh. We can grow cultures, study them and learn. We'll have all we need to write the paper that will put us on the map. No more sexing pet birds or tracing the lineage of the local Pekingese."


  "Jesus," Beatrice said. "You're serious."


  "I am," he said, and nodded. "Very."


  "I'm not doing this now," she said. "Not today. I think I need a drink. A very strong drink."


  "If you don't mind," Samuel said, still smiling, "I believe I will join you. Tomorrow will be soon enough. We're going to have to knock off the regular work rather quickly to make the time…"


  "Enough," she said. "No more. Drinks. Sleep."


  Samuel nodded absently, lost in thought.


  "I think," he said, "I'm going to be having bourbon. Lots of it."


  "I'll see that and make it double," Beatrice said. "Let's lock up and get the hell out of here."


  Chapter Two


  "Will you please do something about those damned birds? My god, do they ever shut up?"


  Neal smiled, but was careful to conceal the expression behind a cough. Katrina was pissed, and he didn't want to fuel the fire. In the next room, Tiki and Gypsy, their Cockatiels, were screeching and wolf whistling, making sounds like ray guns and cartoon spaceships, and had been doing so for about twenty minutes straight. It was nothing new, but sometimes the pair got out of control, and they were loud. He thanked the gods a last time they hadn't decided on a cockatoo. Those birds could be heard for up to two miles.


  "I'll take care of them," he said. He rose and grabbed his guitar, heading into the other room. When he got inside, he closed the door behind him, then opened the cage. The two birds chirped a last couple of times, but all they had wanted was a chance to get out and stretch their wings. Neal bent down, took each on one of his fingers, and transferred them to his shoulders.


  Then he sat down at his desk and drew the guitar into his lap. He liked to combine time with the birds and his music. It was a hobby – at one time it might have been more, but he'd chosen other trails. Now he played and sang because he enjoyed it, not really caring what anyone thought.


  Gypsy, the more curious of the birds, hopped carefully down his arm and shuffled toward the neck of the guitar.


  "No you don't," he said. He took her on his finger again and moved her to the desk, where she began contentedly shredding the top page of the manuscript he'd been editing. It didn't matter. He had it all on the computer. He left the paper out for the dual purposes of keeping the bird busy and providing a shield against droppings. Anyone who has spent any time with birds knows, shit happens. A lot.


  Tiki Kowalski, the bigger, bolder bird stayed put. He was happy to perch on Neal's shoulder, and would stay there until he either got bored and took flight to the top of his cage for a snack, or was put away. The only thing he liked better than sitting on Neal's shoulder was courting Gypsy… which was the problem.


  Tiki had a very distinctive mating song. The votes were not in yet on whether Gypsy was even a female. They'd searched websites and found inconsistent "rules" for sexing birds, but nothing conclusive. They'd even taken a feather that came loose when Gypsy took a wild flight around the house, escaping her room and panicking in the larger space beyond. She'd hit a wall, and Neal had caught her, like a basket catch by Willie Mays. The feather, collateral damage, he'd snagged and bagged. He already had a similar feather from Tiki, just in case his mating virtuosity was that of a female seeking a mate.


  The


  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  
OEBPS/Images/image2.jpg





OEBPS/Images/CoverDesign.jpg
<
.‘ ‘
£
4
e
Z 3 %4
- -
& $
£ ;
3 £ 3
3 %
- S
&£

An 0.C.L.T. Novel

e ¥ T






OEBPS/Images/image3.jpg





OEBPS/Images/image0.jpg





OEBPS/Images/image1.jpg





