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Introduction

 

Wilding is connected to my Reviver series, as are nearly all of my dinosaur short stories. But Wilding is also written for a reader I am pleased to call a friend. Dave has turned up in many of my short stories, but this is his first outing with Luci and the dinosaurs!
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1

 

The call came during a routine prisoner transfer, although everyone in the small convoy of three up-armoured SUVs agreed there was nothing routine about the location or the prisoner. Of course, they weren’t supposed to call her a prisoner, either. The official ShanuTek position was that palaeontologist Lucille ‘Luci’ Hampton was a consulting specialist employed by the rapidly expanding tech company as they took over the daily operations and staggering costs of the so-called Reviver Project. Luci was an investment, and as was revealed in one of the rare quotes a reporter persuaded the company’s media representative – a young man whose internship was suddenly and quietly terminated – ShanuTek aggressively protects all its investments. Some of the contractors with the Rhodium private military company under ShanuTek contract wondered at the need for Luci to wear body armour and plasticuffs while under their protection, but had been encouraged not to discuss such matters with a staggering amount of Non-disclosure agreements to be signed and a healthy bonus, one of the older contractors attached to Luci’s protection detail but riding in another vehicle suggested would be needed to pay for physiotherapy to fix his wrist after signing all the NDAs. 

“It’s a good job you’re left-handed, Ray,” was the driver’s response, talking on the team channel as he drove the lead SUV past the seafood restaurant on the corner where Vanowen Street crossed Kester Avenue.

The classic quip was followed by the expected fuck you that brought a smile to the faces of the heavily armed and armoured Rhodium team squeezed in on all sides of Luci. The young palaeontologist with the unruly blonde hair, for her part, said nothing and avoided catching the eye of the Rhodium men seated around her. The transfer from the secret ShanuTek facility hidden in plain sight in the Van Nuys neighbourhood of the central San Fernando Valley region of Los Angeles, California, was just one more of many such transfers. If she believed the company line, then they took the protection of their consultants very seriously indeed, keeping Luci constantly on the move while they figured out what to do with her. Another Rhodium team had transported her from the Libyan desert to the States, after a timeless period of interrogation in another secret facility that Luci revisited only in her darkest moments, when trying to recall just what she had said and to whom when they quizzed her about the location of Fahd Najjar, the Libyan tracker Luci had fallen in love with.

“See,” said the operator seated directly in front of Luci when he noticed the slim smile on the palaeontologist’s lips. “Even Rose thinks it’s funny.”

They called her Rose for lack of a real name, as ShanuTek kept the name of their highly coveted consultant a secret and Luci didn’t talk. The English Rose was something of an enigma among the operators attached to her detail. And, NDAs be damned, a topic they discussed regularly, including the vulgar comments the six men and one woman swapped when discussing the fun they might have with Rose if she was up for it, and even if she wasn’t.

“Knock it off, Smitty.”

The leader of the protection team, Jeremiah Schott – forty-six, a veteran of too many small wars than he cared to remember, and the seventh man on Luci’s detail – turned in the passenger seat beside the driver to look in the back. He saw the smile linger on Luci’s lips, but preferred not to speculate upon what he thought might have put it there, but doubted very much it had anything to do with Ray’s limp wrist. Schott swapped a glance with Mark Hooper – called Big Eel for reasons no one cared to explain – and gave the younger white man the nod to keep the even younger black man seated opposite Luci in check. Unlike the rest of his team, Schott had read Luci’s file, the parts he was cleared for, anyway, and knew that when the English Rose smiled it had nothing to do with what Rhodium or ShanuTek personnel might say or do in her presence and was usually a precursor to a disaster on some scale or another. 

Which was when the call came in, diverting the Rhodium team to a local school gymnasium currently the venue for the Van Nuys Stamp Exhibition, boasting, according to the many flyers and posters plastered to the store windows and bus stops in the area, the First Day Covers of celebrated artist David ‘Dave’ Bennett. Schott had no idea who Dave might be but knew enough to know that his day and the day of those celebrating his FDCs at the exhibition, was about to change dramatically, and most likely not in a good way.

Rhodium never diverted Luci’s detail. 

Unless, of course, the risk of not diverting them would result in a far greater disaster than the young palaeontologist’s escape. 

Schott grabbed the radio handset from the dash to confirm the order, before pushing the despatcher to get someone more senior on the line, just in case a junior officer at the PMC’s headquarters had a sudden brain fart and decided they could play God with Rhodium’s assets. He caught Luci’s eye in the second rear-view mirror installed for that very purpose and paused when he didn’t like what he saw.

She’s thinking about it.

The English Rose was a cold and calculating young woman – according to the non-redacted sections of her file – and Schott didn’t doubt she would use any and every opportunity to affect an escape if she had the chance.

Whatever thought she might have been smiling at before was gone, wiped from her lips, replaced with an intense gaze which she turned on Jeremiah Schott, giving him the impression that the next decision he made might just be his last.
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