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CHAPTER ONE


[image: image]


The jungle rushed up to meet Erik as he fell face first into its tangled undergrowth. His breath came ragged, sweat stung his eyes, and his heart thundered in his ears. The sickening sweet rot of decay invaded his lungs, choking him. He held his breath for a moment, listening past the pounding in his ears.

An eerie silence held the forest in its spell.

Struggling to his feet on trembling legs, he heard a low growl behind him. Looking back, he saw two orbs of yellow. For an infinite moment, neither he nor the cat moved, then it crouched and snarled. The hairs on the back of Erik’s neck raised in unison with the animal's cry. He could no longer run.

His body went cold, accepting the inevitability of death, then something sparked and new resolve filled him. Hot anger washed cold fear from him and strength returned to his legs. His breath grew low and controlled and his senses peaked, tuned to every nuance of the jaguar's movement. A low growl issued from deep within his own body, his legs bent, and he braced himself for the cat's onslaught.

Man and animal snarled and launched themselves at each other, claws extended, teeth bared, fist meeting fur, flesh meeting fang as Erik and the black jaguar embraced in a savage ballet of death.

The moment languished and Erik had the sensation of floating outside of himself until his awareness shifted and he became one with the cat, sharing its perceptions.

Fully aware, he held on to consciousness, drifting with the jaguar as though tethered like a helium balloon. The world, filtered through the heightened perceptions of his host came to him with a richness and immediacy he had never thought possible.

His surroundings shifted, then came into focus with astounding clarity. Sunshine turned into darkness. Gone were the heavy scents of rotting plants, the palpable humidity, and the riotous jungle growth. The cool night air and rocky terrain he knew from his backpacking trips with Phineas flooded his senses.

The High Sierras.

Together, he and the jaguar loped through pine-scented wilderness sniffing the air in search of prey. Though fully aware of his environment, the cat's instincts enslaved Erik, forcing him to participate in the experience as a passive observer.

Together they moved through the night, stopping every few minutes to listen and sniff before resuming the hunt. A light breeze kicked up, carrying with it smells and sounds. Voices. They moved swiftly through the darkness. Except for nocturnal species too small and too terrified to remain within range of a lethal hunter, their passage went undetected.

The voices came louder. Two of them. And the smells.  Stronger. A man and a woman.

"Oh," she moaned. "Honey. Uhh." She sucked in her breath with a hiss. "Feels so good."

The man didn't answer, but his grunts rumbled clear and audible. And the smell... Musky. Tangy.

Erik smelled and felt it along with the jaguar and fought to resist, but the beast's excitement drew him helplessly along until they came to a huge boulder overlooking a small clearing.

A moonless, star-filled sky hung over the mountain like a pin-pricked shroud. A small fire had burned down to coals. At the corner of the clearing a tent moved with the sounds and smells of uninhibited sex. The acrid smell of the dying campfire drifted up to them, paling in comparison to the thrill of the carnal scents from the tent.

"Ooh, ooh, ooh." The woman moaned in unison with the man's grunts. The flesh of their bodies slapped together, adding to the rhythm, now frantic.

The cat leaped off the boulder and landed without a sound in the middle of the clearing.  Crouching low, it crept toward the tent on its belly. Its hunting lust filled Erik with savage excitement. He knew what was about to happen and wanted to stop, but the overflow of sensory input held him suspended like a fly in the web of a spider.

"Oh, baby," the man said, his voice low and breathless. "It's—it's coming."

The jaguar paused at the side of the tent.

When the woman's moans turned into a high mewl of pleasure, the cat's ears stood up, then it leaped and snarled, slashing the side of the tent with its claws. Screams filled the night as the jaguar bit and clawed at the tattered, shaking ball of nylon.

Removed, yet part of the scene, Erik witnessed the attack with fascinated horror. Helpless to act, equally helpless to turn away, he felt as though something forced him to witness the carnage. Dying, agonized screams filled him with icy fear while the smell of fresh blood and ebbing life paralyzed him with a lust he had never imagined possible.

Blood soaked through the canvas. Tiny droplets spattered with each swipe of the cat's massive paw. An arm poked through a tear in the tent. The jaguar bit into it and ripped it from its socket. Shredded flesh and bare bone glistened through a gaping hole in the canvas.  

The high-pitched screams continued.

Erik groaned and shut his eyes, trying to make the horror go away until his mind filled with bright red and something shook him.
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CHAPTER TWO


[image: image]


"Erik!"

His Dad's voice.

"Wake up, you're having another nightmare!"

His eyes snapped open. Twisted sheets pinned his arm to his sweat-soaked body. His heart fluttered and his head hurt. He squinted into bright light and saw the concerned face of his father swim into view.

"You all right?"

Erik took a deep breath and let it out slowly. "Yeah. I'm okay. Thanks for waking me."

"The jaguar again?"

"Yeah, only different. I was closer and I wasn't in the jungle. I was in the Sierras. I watched it find its prey.  People. I saw it—felt it rip them apart.  I couldn't do anything."

Phineas leaned forward and ruffled Erik's hair. "It was only a dream."

"It felt like I became the jaguar, but I wasn't. I watched him and I was inside him, but I was outside him at the same time. You know what I mean?"

"I think I do. Dreams can be like that sometimes." Phineas glanced at his watch. "It's time to get up anyway," he said, giving Erik's shoulder a gentle squeeze. "We can talk about this over coffee." He patted him on the back and left the room.

Erik kicked back the covers and noticed tiny spots of blood on the sheets. Looking down, he saw that one of the claws on his amber and claw amulet had scratched him. Clawed by a jaguar, he thought. After all these years. It never scratched me before.

He climbed out of bed and stretched his sinewy body to its full six feet before heading for the bathroom, moving and flowing with a natural grace. Blond hair, intense blue eyes and an angular frame gave him the look of an athletic, Southern California surfer, but what went on behind his eyes told another story.

His early childhood until the time Phineas found him remained a blank; something he had dealt with every day of his life with increasing frustration. His dreams during the last few weeks seemed to take him to the edge of a precipice that separated him from his past, but they always ended abruptly, leaving him alone with his darkness, longing for the truth.

After dressing for work, he went downstairs, made coffee and sat in the study waiting for his father. The large oak paneled room had two walls of books, most of them on zoology and anthropology, many written by Phineas himself. Indian pottery filled the shelves and corners. Spears, blowguns, baskets, ceremonial masks, pipes, and other pieces of native art hung on one wall. A large map of the world covered the remaining wall.

Erik felt more at home here than anywhere else in the house. The artifacts gave him an inexplicable sense of comfort. He often sat for hours studying them with a vague longing, as if one of them might hold the key to his nonexistent past.

"Okay, now?"

His father's baritone, with its Scottish accent broke his reverie. Phineas came in from the kitchen, coffee in hand, looking the part of the distinguished professor, right down to the tweed jacket, wire rimmed glasses, and elbow patches. A wreath of thinning salt and pepper hair crowned his head, but his neatly trimmed beard seemed to make up for the loss above. Thick eyebrows and a prominent forehead accented his probing hazel eyes.

"You've been dreaming a lot more lately,” Phineas said, sitting in the wing back chair across from Erik. “Maybe it's time we did some digging." He set his coffee down on the table and leaned forward, forearms on his knees. "Needless to say, I'm as curious as you. You're a gifted and unusual young man."

Erik felt his cheeks flush. "You're the one who deserves the credit."

The old man winked. "You and I both know that you possess some kind of intuitive knowledge that goes beyond book learning.  You have a way with animals, boy."

Erik didn't think of himself as gifted or unusual. The credit belonged to his father, who had tutored him. Erik had devoured books almost as fast as Phineas supplied them, quickly catching and passing other kids his age. Naturally, when it came to the choice of careers, Erik followed in his father's footsteps. As a result of Phineas’s patient tutoring, Erik had recently received his PhD in biology from the University of California, San Diego, and seemed destined for a brilliant career.

"Whether you like it or not," Phineas continued, "at the rate you're going, I can see you becoming one of the most sought after authorities on animal behavior in the states, maybe even the world."

Erik drained the last of his coffee, then stood and let the empty cup dangle from his finger. "That's the part that bothers me, Dad. I know so much about animals. I can tell you about the life of any animal from gestation to mating to death, but I don't know a damn thing about myself." He shook his head. "It's maddening. You'd think after all these years..."

Phineas rose from his chair and walked into the kitchen with his arm draped over Erik's shoulders. "Tell you what," he said quietly. "I'm sure there's something to these dreams. I've been giving them a lot of thought..."

"Not the shrinks again. I've had enough of those psychoanalyzing Freudian freaks poking at me."

Phineas held up his hand. “An old colleague of mine runs the psychology department at school. He’ll talk to you."

Erik shook his head.

"Humor an old man. At least listen to him, if not for yourself, then for me. If you don't like it, you can end it. It can't hurt."

"Dr. Carella?"

Phineas nodded. “Perhaps he’ll consent to hypnotizing and regressing you. Your intensified dreams may be a sign that you're remembering."

Erik sighed. "At this point anything's worth a shot."

Phineas patted him on the back. "That's my boy."
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CHAPTER THREE
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Erik took an elevator to the third floor of the biology building in the Muir College section of the UCSD campus where he and Phineas shared an office on the east side of the building. He walked past labs and bulletin boards, breathing the familiar scents of formaldehyde and alcohol, puzzling over the vividness of his dream. Here in the scientific world with all of its procedures and classifications, life seemed structured and ordered, but when he tried to fathom his own life, the scientific method no longer applied.

He stepped into a corner office at the end of the hall. A partition divided the small area, Phineas working on one side, Erik the other. Animal horns, a tortoise shell, and some bones adorned the top of filing cabinets lining one wall. On another hung a bulletin board peppered with study results, messages, and student reports. Posters detailing animal skeletal structures and nervous systems covered the remaining walls. On his side of the partition, Erik had a PC and printer hooked up to UCSD's supercomputer.

After grabbing a cup of coffee, he logged on and tried to work on a database, but flashes of his nightmare kept him from concentrating. The dream had something to do with his past. He secretly hoped Phineas remembered to talk to Doctor Carella. Maybe the doc had something up his sleeve that would help him remember.

He recognized his father's footsteps coming down the hall. "Good news,” Phineas said, coming through the door. “I've just come from the psychology department." He took off his jacket and hung it on a rack by the door. "You have an appointment with Doctor Carella this afternoon at two."

Erik felt as if a weight lifted from his shoulders. "That's great..." He stopped. "Oh no, I just remembered..." 

"Don't worry about it. I'll teach the class for you."

"Thanks."

He left his office at quarter to two that afternoon and headed for the psychology building. While walking across campus he thought of his teen years and all the time spent with psychiatrists trying to unravel his blank past. To date no one had succeeded. It felt like he had not existed for the first half of his life. After countless psychotherapy sessions, hypnosis, and past life regressions that he didn’t believe in, he and Phineas finally gave up in frustration.

Now his dreams came stronger, with greater immediacy. Maybe the time had come. He dreamed of being chased by jaguars for years, but none of them had been as lucid and surreal as this last nightmare. Its vividness made the undercurrents of his mind shift and swirl like silt in the bottom of a stream. He sensed something about to break loose and dreaded what he might discover, but anything was better than not knowing.

He found himself looking up at the psychology building, a small three story structure connected to the linguistics department. The directory had two Carellas listed as clinical researchers. Nicholas and Nicole on the second floor, Room 2050.

His father said that Dr. Carella worked with his daughter. Erik hadn’t realized she was a professor. He shrugged. She probably wore coke-bottle bottom glasses and looked like an entomology specimen.

After hustling up the stairs, he found the office, put his hand on the doorknob and froze. Apprehension gripped him and his thoughts took flight like birds. He took a long breath and let it out.

Nothing's going to happen he told himself, trying to push past his apprehension. “Hell with it,” he muttered. “Too many years of not knowing. I’m too damned close to chicken out.”

His sweaty hand slipped on the knob as he twisted, then the door swung open. He stepped inside, aware of the thumping of his heart.

The tiny outer office had two uncomfortable looking plastic chairs against one wall alongside a small table full of magazines. Though the walls had the same dull gray cement of most of UCSD's buildings, these came to life with oil paintings of pastel colored flowers and a scene he recognized as La Jolla cove at dusk; rose colored with tiny lights winking on the horizon and white crested breakers crashing on the shore.  

"Dad painted those."

He jumped at the feminine voice and spun around to see a beautiful woman with long, silken black hair, soft brown eyes, and a small, delicate nose accented by high cheekbones and full lips.

"Sorry. I didn't mean to sneak up on you like that." Her warm, velvety voice put him at ease.  She wore a gold watch and necklace, a powder blue blazer, and a matching skirt. Her frilly white blouse had the top button open, an image that seemed both sexy and conservative.

Erik caught himself gawking. "Um... Hi. I'm... I'm Erik, Erik Simpson. I had a two o'clock appointment with Doctor Carella." 

She glanced at her watch. "You're right on time."

"You're Nicole?"

She looked down at herself. "Last time I checked."

Put your tongue back in your mouth, he thought. "My Dad's a good friend of your father."

She held out her hand. Erik took it, catching a whiff of her perfume. She gave his hand a gentle squeeze that melted his fear.

"Dad's tied up with some last minute grant paperwork. If you don't mind, I'll be working with you."

"Well, um, actually I was expecting your father."

"I'm the next best thing."

"I'm sure you are."

She crossed her arms. "You're uneasy because I'm a woman, right?"

"Nothing personal, but—well, I'd feel better talking to a man." 

"Please, come into the office," she said. "Have a seat. Relax."

She turned and he followed her lingering scent, unable to keep his eyes from the curve of her hips and the shape of her calves. He felt guilty looking at her this way, but he couldn't stop himself. Every part of her seemed right.

Larger than the outer room, the inner office had more paintings done in the same colors and bold strokes that made them jump out from the lackluster gray wall. Psychology books lined a second wall. The third had prints of travel posters from Paris, Rio de Janeiro, and Vienna, and in the fourth, windows that looked out over the campus. A vase of fresh cut flowers adorned a small table in the corner. She closed the door and motioned toward a chair, then sat behind the desk.

Erik found himself looking for a ring, wondering if she had any romantic involvements. No ring.

When he glanced up, her gaze locked on his. "Tell me about yourself."

"Like what?"

"Some background. Why you're here."

"Didn't my Dad?"

"I want to hear it from you. You live with your father, right?"

He felt embarrassed about not living on his own. "We share a two-story house in La Jolla. Eighteen years ago he found me unconscious during an expedition in South America. A week after he adopted me his wife died."

"Sorry to hear that."

"Drunk driver.”

Empathy flickered briefly in her eyes, but she said nothing.

“He spent all his time raising and teaching me," Erik said, hurrying the words along to spare her from discomfort. “He did a hell of a job too. He swears I have an understanding of animals and life processes that goes way beyond anyone he’s ever met.”

“Why do you think he says that?” She ventured. “I mean, what do you think?”

He sighed. “At the risk of sounding egotistical, I can feel it,” he said, sure of himself, yet unable to find the words to express it. “It’s a knowing.” He tapped his chest with his finger. “Inside of me.”

She leaned back in her chair, crossed her arms and studied him. “Would you call it insight?”

“Intuition,” he answered without hesitation. “I can feel their inner lives as if what’s missing in mine is made up for in what I know of theirs. Like the way a blind man’s other senses grow sharper with the loss of the one...” He stopped, feeling he had said too much.

An awkward silence hung between them, Erik not volunteering more, Nicole not pushing. Her brow furrowed, then her features softened. She leaned forward, her soft brown eyes questioning. “Can you trust me to try and help you find what’s missing?” she whispered.

Erik felt a swell of emotion. In that moment he wanted to abandon himself to her like a child loving its mother.

“I have to know,” he said evenly. “The whole first half of my life is a blank. I don’t remember a thing. Now the dreams are getting more real. They’re part of it. I know...”

“You have an unusual case of amnesia,” she said nodding slowly. “It's uncommon to have a complete erasure of your past, particularly for such a long period of time. Uncovering whatever’s buried may not be pleasant."

"I know, but all these years of not knowing. I can't take it anymore. I have to know."

"I think you've come to the point where you're strong enough to deal with it. Have you ever been hypnotized?"

"I never seem to go under."

"Are you willing to try again?"

"I never felt comfortable with the other doctors. I don't trust them."

A smile played across her full lips.

"I think that's enough for now," she said, rising abruptly.

Erik didn't want it to end.

"Let me talk this over with my Dad," she said. "Then I'd like to try hypnosis.” She handed him a business card. The address was on Mango Drive in Del Mar. "Can you make it tomorrow afternoon, say at four?"

He tucked the card into his pocket. "Sure."

"We'll see if we can uncover whatever’s below the surface of this trauma. Amnesia is usually short term. There's something more here. If we get to what’s holding you back, it could be overwhelming. You sure you're prepared to deal with it?"

Erik looked up at her, gaze steady. "Are you?"

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

CHAPTER FOUR
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Erik studied the tangle of undergrowth where he had fallen. His heart pounded his ribs and his breath came short and hard.  The heaviness of the jungle's humid air pressed on his chest. 

Thin shafts of sunlight pierced the dense canopy above, streaming down through heavy mists, diffusing their light to shadows of silver and gray. Huge ferns hung low, bowed in silent witness to their oppressive surroundings. A bright green insect fanned its wings in front of him, watched by the single unblinking eye of a lizard until the predator’s tongue lashed out in a blur of movement. Erik shuddered, knowing how it felt to be the prey.

The thought of staying where he fell flitted through his mind with the tenuous hope that his pursuer might pass him by, but he knew better.

The jaguar was a skilled hunter.

Even now it stalked him, creeping silently, ready to pounce.

He pushed a clump of long blond hair away from his sweaty forehead and tried to remember how he came to be the prey. A haze clouded his thoughts as though the dense, early morning mist had seeped into his mind, obscuring his memory. He didn't know where he was, who he was, or where he came from. He knew only fear and the instinct to survive.

The mournful cry of a jungle bird jolted him. Sensing the nearness of his pursuer, he rose and stumbled through the dense undergrowth. Dizziness washed through him and vines whipped his face. Startled birds flew from their nests. He slipped on a rock and fell again at the base of a tree.

A large python slithered toward him from above. He crawled, then stood on wobbly legs and wiped stinging sweat from his eyes. Looking down, he saw blood smeared with sweat on his hands, then the amulet around his neck. Amber with two teeth and two claws.  What did it mean? Another rush of dizziness swayed him. He tried hard to think.

He spotted an orange glow at the same moment he sensed predatory eyes behind him. A shiver coursed down his spine, then wracked his whole body. His head inched slowly in the direction of the jungle behind him, freezing when his eyes locked with the gaze of a black jaguar.

Close to seven feet long with short, massive limbs and a large head, the cat bared its fangs, hissed and crouched lower, preparing to leap.

Erik braced himself for the inevitable frenzy of claws and fangs, then turned back toward the orange glow. Fire. Men. Could he reach them? Probably not, but better to die trying.

His own savage animal scream erupted from inside him as he bolted toward the orange. He heard the jaguar close behind, cutting the distance quickly. He imagined claws raking his back, hot animal breath on his neck and teeth sinking into his flesh as they found the base of his skull, cracking his spine like a twig.

The cat snarled and leaped. Its shadow hovered, blocking out the forest for an eternal moment before hitting with an explosive crack that drove him forward under its weight. A bright flash filled him.

Erik sat up straight in bed, heart dancing to a staccato beat, chest tight with fear. Sweat soaked his body.

The dream. Third time this month. Same dream.

He glanced at the digital clock on the nightstand. Eleven-thirty. Might as well get up. He wouldn’t be able to sleep for awhile now. Not after the dream.

He went downstairs and sat in the study, trying to sort out his thoughts and emotions. Phineas appeared in the doorway a few minutes later in slippers and a red flannel bathrobe.

"Private party or can anyone join?"

"Couldn't sleep."

Phineas dropped into a chair across from him. "Another dream?"

"Feels like I'm on the verge of something. Can you tell me the story again?"

Phineas settled back, crossed his legs and studied his son.  "You think it might help?"

"It's been awhile since you told it."

Phineas hesitated, as if collecting his thoughts, then launched into a monologue as though addressing a class. "It was a joint zoological expedition for UCSD and the zoo in the Darien Gap; two hundred and fifty roadless miles of rain forest that separate Colombia from Panama. Probably ten or twelve miles east of a Tukano village."

Erik studied the wall map and focused on the part of South America his father described.

"It was early morning and the sun had only been up a short while. We were cooking breakfast when I heard the most ungodly shriek." Phineas’s eyes took on a faraway look.

"I grabbed my rifle and there you came, running out of the jungle, screaming like a banshee, looking wilder than any animal I'd ever seen. I'll never forget the expression on your face." He shook his head.

Even now, the memory still covered Erik with goose bumps.

"I started to put my rifle down when I saw the jag. All black. Surprised the hell out of me. I had never heard of one going after someone so close to a camp full of people. Something had to be wrong with it.” His voice dropped and he continued, seemingly more to himself than to Erik. “Its behavior was totally out of character."

Phineas looked up and his eyes came back into focus. "Its front paws were inches from your heels. I had to act quickly or you were a goner, but he was so close I feared hitting you. I figured you were dead anyway, so I took the shot just as it leaped. The two of you went down. I wasn't sure I hit it until it went limp. I felt bad about killing the beast, but I had no choice.”

"You never like to see anything killed," Erik mused. "Not even bugs."

His father smiled wistfully. "It was a beautiful specimen."  He shook his head. "Such a waste. Anyway, I thought you were both dead until I rolled the jag away and saw you unconscious but breathing. A sorry sight if I ever saw one. A white boy, maybe ten years old, wearing nothing but an Indian loin cloth and your jaguar tooth and claw amulet. Your body was painted like a Tukano shaman and your hair was a rat's nest. I brought you into camp, cleaned you up and watched over you 'til you regained consciousness."

"Other than my dream, that's the first moment I've been able to remember, even after all these years," Erik said.

“That’s been your birthday for eighteen years now.”

"As far as I know, my life began the second I woke up and saw you leaning over me."  

"Until you started having these dreams."

"It's the only glimpse I've had from the time before you found me."

Phineas nodded. "Looks like your meeting with Nicholas's daughter might've stirred something up."

Erik smiled. "Got to be honest with you, Dad. Meeting her stirred up a few somethings."

Phineas arched his eyebrows. "Oh?"

"You ever see her?"

"No, but I spoke to her on the phone. Sounds like a charming young lady."

“How ‘bout gorgeous.”

"Don't set yourself up for a disappointment. She’s a psychologist. Getting involved with subjects is taboo.”

“But not unheard of.”

“Even if she were attracted, I don't think she'd get involved. She’s very serious about her research."

“You always told me to keep an open mind.”

Phineas smiled and stood. "I'm going to go get a cup of hot chocolate. Care to join me?"

"Why not?" Erik followed him into the kitchen. Talking things over had settled his mind. Nobody knew him better and nobody meant as much to him as Phineas. At times like this he felt his deepest love and respect for him.

In spite of his father's warning, Erik couldn't wait to see Nicole again. He would respect her wishes if she wanted to keep her distance, but his feelings toward her were strong.

When he finally went to bed, it wasn't the swelling of emotion for his Dad that kept him from sleep and it wasn't his preoccupation with his problems, or his nightmares. 

Nicole filled his thoughts.
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CHAPTER FIVE
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Phineas and Erik had a set of offices at the San Diego Zoo where they oversaw research and ensured that the animals were kept healthy. While flamingos greeted visitors at the front gate and double-decker buses carried tourists and excited children around the grounds, Phineas and Erik worked on the top floor of an unmarked two story wooden building overlooking a long single-story stuccoed complex that served as an animal holding quarters in the southeast corner of the zoo, behind the Wegeforth Bowl.

Downstairs, they had a fully equipped treatment room and a console filled with television screens that monitored the animals in the complex. Although Phineas and Erik were competent veterinarians, they relegated major surgery to their colleague, Dr. Hoffelder.

The complex had a quarantine area for new arrivals and an observation section for animals recovering from sickness or surgery. More often than not the cages held animals on loan from other zoos and animals being prepared for loans from the San Diego Zoo.

Phineas had an antique roll top desk overflowing with papers. His working light came from an old green banker's lamp. On top of a worn blotter sat a laptop computer and a jumble of pens and pencils sticking out of a mason jar. Diagrams of reproductive cycles and genetic structures covered the walls of Phineas's domain, computer flow charts and directories to databases covered Erik's.

After spending the morning recounting Erik's “birth”, the two sat working at their respective desks. Erik filled in the last lines of a grant proposal and leaned back from the screen, rubbing his eyes. “Feel like Mexican, Dad? I was thinking we could stop for lunch at El Indio's on the way to UCSD."

"Sounds good. We can sit outside."

"All right.  I'll let you..." Erik’s heart swelled with what felt like great emotion. He'd felt this way before, but never this strong. Physical and emotional, connecting his heart and mind.

"Let me what?" Phineas called back.

"Something's wrong with that tiger that came in yesterday."

"What the devil are you talking about?"

"A feeling. Something's wrong."

"Oh, that feeling."

Erik heard the chair pushing away from his father's desk, then Phineas poked his head around the partition. "Well, then we'd better go take a look, hadn't we?"

They rushed downstairs and did a quick scan of the bank of displays. On monitor six a Bengal Tiger rolled on the floor of its cage, writhing and hissing.

"Quickly!" Phineas said.

His father's voice came from far away. Bizarre emotional impressions bombarded his mind. Pain blossomed at the base of his skull.

"Quickly!" Phineas said again, jolting him back to the moment. "Grab the noose and a tranq gun."

Erik ran to the storeroom, grabbed the noose and gun from the wall and ran after his father. The agonized roars of the tiger came to him through the door when Phineas opened it. Erik hustled in behind him, breathing in the familiar, musky animal smells.

Chattering, birdcalls, howls, and other sounds of animal panic filled the building until Erik came through the door. The moment he entered, the noises ceased. The eerie silence sent a chill dancing down his spine, until he heard the growl of the big cat. As he neared the cage, the pain at the base of his skull increased. The tiger rolled around on its back, jaws clenched in an agonized vocalization that fell somewhere between a roar and a hiss.

"It's pressing on his brain," Erik said. "I think it’s a tumor. We'd better tranq him."

Phineas looked sideways at his son, then took the gun and leveled it at the writhing tiger.

The big cat pawed the air. Flecks of foam flew from its muzzle as it thrashed from side to side and its tail beat the ground.

Erik rubbed the back of his head. "We don't have a lot of time."

Phineas studied his son a moment longer. "You haven't been wrong yet." He squeezed off a shot. The dart found its mark in the cat's flank. The tiger bellowed, rolled onto its side and tried to pull itself forward, dragging lifeless rear legs behind.

"It's at the base of his skull,” Erik said through the pain. “I can feel it pressing against the nerves of his spine."

The cat pulled itself along for another step or two, then stopped and studied them with glazed eyes before its head lolled to the side and went limp.

Freed from the pain, Erik started for their offices, calling over his shoulder as he left. "I'll get hold of Dr. Hoffelder and bring the gurney so we can get the cat prepped."

He heard his father unlocking the cage door as he went out.

––––––––
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The smell of disinfectant and alcohol filled the air where Erik held two flaps of loose, shaved skin on the tiger's neck together under the bright lights of their operating room.  Phineas monitored the cat's vital signs and anesthesia as Dr. Hoffelder put in the last few stitches. A baseball-sized tumor lay in a stainless steel tray on a cart littered with bloodied instruments. Hoffelder applied a bandage and gave the tiger another shot in the flank.

"That ought to keep him settled for awhile." The doctor removed his cap, gloves, and mask, revealing bushy eyebrows, and a bulbous nose. Though short and heavy, his hands were thin and nimble. "Keep him on IV's and give him a shot every six hours,” Hoffelder said with a German accent. “I'll be back to check on him in a few days." He wiped a film of sweat from his forehead.

Erik and Phineas removed their surgical gowns and followed the doctor out of the operating room into their outer office.

Phineas made a beeline for the coffee maker. "Coffee Fritz?"

"That would be nice. It got a little touchy in there."

Phineas nodded. "Six hours."

Erik rolled a chair from behind a desk, sat backward on it and faced the two older men.
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