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	Prologue | The Visitor


	 


	They lay in the still of the valley, huddled in groups against the freezing cold. A late Cretaceous dusk had fallen, forcing a respite from their grueling march south; now the hadrosaurs slept—the clouds of their breath like pulsing gray ghosts.


	An animal cried out from somewhere behind them. Seeker raised her head; to her—youngest of all the calves—the call sounded like another duckbill. She looked about, blinking. The snow had stopped. The moon shone; all was silent. She lay her head down.


	The call sounded again, closer, followed by a dry rustling and breaking of branches. Seeker mewed and rose with a start. She shuffled around, her back to the herd, and stared into the night with her cow-brown eyes.


	Moonlight lay pale and cold across the life-giving cattail marsh; nothing moved. She reared up on her hind-legs for a better view. Still nothing. She dropped onto all fours. Then the lost animal cried out from the trees on the far side of the water—but this time, its voice sounded strained, almost sickly.


	Seeker hesitated. She glanced at the herd, then back to the trees. (Something was urging her to investigate: perhaps just the herding instinct intrinsic to all her kind, perhaps just curiosity—her own particular quirk.) Head bobbing, she waddled forward.


	She splashed through the shallow water, its ice broken earlier by the thirsty bills of the herd, and entered the trees, dripping. The moon was swallowed by a canopy of needles. Pausing in the darkness, she sniffed the crisp air; the calf detected nothing but the pine’s bitter fragrance. She mewed nervously.


	There was a fleet-footed thud-thud-thud-thud, which blew through the trees and was gone. It was followed by a series of gentle clicks and splashes, as if pine-cones had shaken free of the branches, falling onto the ice and into the water. But there was no wind, and all was still.


	Seeker whimpered. Water coalesced along her underbelly, pattering against the ground. She shifted her meaty bulk and turned toward the herd, began walking ...


	And froze.


	Her path was blocked by a lithe, pale shape—alone in the moonlight at the center of the marsh. It stood poised on two powerful hind-legs, its knees and ankles flexed like a bird’s. Its neck curved in an S from the razor-toothed head to its upper body, which lay nearly horizontal, and its tail was held high and rigid as a lance. The forelimbs were bent as if held up in prayer, and from them dangled smart little hands, long delicate fingers, curved talons. The thing was four feet tall from its long wolfish snout to its narrow feet, and each of those feet bore a unique and wicked killing tool: a glinting, sickled, triple-sized claw.


	It was a bird of prey in no need of wings. (Sixty-five-million years later, men would rightly call it, Velociraptor: the “Speedy Hunter.”)


	Seeker had no name for it, only a profound, instinctual terror, and backed away farther among the trees.


	The raptor crept toward her across the ice, moon-glow flashing off its killer spurs and ashen hide, its black stripes, its red eyes.


	Seeker turned—and bolted. Her heart thumped as she raced through the shadows. Listening, she heard the raptor bounding after her, gaining fast. Its hot breath fell on her shoulders—and was gone, suddenly.


	She broke from blackness into a moonlit glade, which she cut across without pause. Breathing heavily, she began to falter. Her mouth hung wide; her tongue lolled out streaming ropy strands of saliva. Finally she could maintain the sprint no more, and galloped to a halt in the middle of the glade.


	Panting and drooling, she looked behind her; the raptor had come to a stop, as well. It stood perched on one leg at the edge of the glade, balanced like a flamingo, its tail straight out.


	The tortured call came again, now from the dark woods opposite the glade. Seeker faced forward and bleated a response.


	Nothing came back. She shifted her feet and looked to the raptor. It remained poised, its raised leg folded beneath its belly.


	At last the invisible hadrosaur answered, and Seeker turned.


	This time the cry did not end, but quavered like moonlight on water. She tilted her head, and her brown eyes rolled. Dim recognition warmed her walnut-sized brain. It was another juvenile.


	She hooted back, making a baying sound which rolled over the trees and was gone. Then she started trotting toward the northern edge of the glade, toward the sound’s origin, pausing once to glance at the raptor.


	Its blood-red eyes appraised her: huge, round, cold. It didn’t follow.


	The sickly call grew stronger as Seeker neared the trees, and something stirred deep in the shadows. Eagerly, the calf moved toward it.


	Abruptly, the strange cry stopped. There was another blurred thudding among the trees.


	Seeker took a single step past the tree-line ... and paused. She tested the air; there was no hint of her own—


	A horrible screech rang out, and she whirled. The raptor was right behind her—trying to shake a weasel from its foot! (In sneaking up on her, it had accidently stepped into the fiery mammal’s burrow.) Killing it promptly, the raptor flicked the animal into its gullet and turned to face her, swallowing.


	Seeker yelped, scrambling west, but spied more raptors blocking her path. Terrified, she froze. The predators—both the one nearest her and the new ones—began making noise, squawking and clicking their sickle-claws.


	Her heart pounded. Looking north to the nearby forest, she recalled a bad place devoid of smells and knew she could not flee there. That left east, from which the phantom animal cried out again.


	She scanned the darkened trees in that direction. Had it moved? Seeker did not know. But without further hesitation, she galloped toward the sound.


	The squawking and clicking of claws stopped. Glancing back, she saw the raptors converge and file after her; but they did not try to overtake her. The reason became clear when she reached the end of the glade, and the mysterious animal emerged into moonlight.


	It was another raptor—still mimicking the voice of its prey.


	Seeker cried out, skidded, and cut sideways. Too late. The snarling predators—now of sufficient number—fell upon her, the closest one leaping onto her back, raking the flesh with its sickle-claws.


	She moaned and rolled her eyes, saw another sweep up beside her. It struck at her underbelly and she swerved, knocking it off its feet. It squealed beneath her elephantine pads and disappeared behind them. She pushed ahead—blood dotting the snow—aiming for the forest on the south side of the glade.


	Suddenly one of the killers closed its jaws about her tail, and she screamed. Another put on a burst of speed and bit into her neck. Still another struck at her left hind-leg, severing the tendons with its clawed hand. Her hind quarters collapsed in the snow and plumes of white billowed. The calf trumpeted woefully, crawling without direction, the predators consuming her like disease.


	And then the head of a new, bigger animal darted into the fray—and the raptor at her throat was itself bitten about the neck. The wounded calf saw its assailant lifted from the snow, its legs kicking wildly, and borne away, squealing. At the same instant, there was a howl of pain from behind her. Craning her neck, she saw the raptor on her tail plucked similarly away, caught between the jaws of an animal twice its size. The darkness echoed with wet, crunching sounds as the remaining raptors fled.


	Seeker started to crawl away. She’d managed to drag herself only a few feet before something fell into the snow beside her.


	It was a raptor head.


	She yelped—and began crawling faster. A dim shadow fell across the moonlit snow before her. It was joined by another. And another. She struggled to raise her head, saw a pair of large, bird-like feet planted firmly in the snow. (They had three splayed toes each, and were the color of blood.) Six more pairs were moving into position, three to each side. An animal snorted.


	Seeker mewed, forlornly—and fell onto her side. She was so tired now. So very—


	Everything went black, suddenly. She turned her head in the snow, gazing skyward, and saw that something had blotted out the moon.


	A shape.


	The killers saw it, too. Breaking formation, they milled about beneath the intruder and began to howl.


	The huge shape did not respond. It merely floated there, silently. Its lines were such as could not be found in nature.


	Its presence was terrifying to Seeker. She cried out, trembling, and tried to crawl away. She could not. Bleeding, she cowered in the snow.


	In contrast, the predators went into a frenzy, jumping on and off boulders, snapping at the sky.


	The shape began to move: a perfect, black slab turning low above the glade. It hummed with an unearthly cadence—and opened.


	White light flooded the world. The killers yowled.


	God had come to the Cretaceous.


	 


	 




	



	 


	I | The Present


	 


	The rock façade slid aside, revealing a stainless-steel ramp which gleamed with real sunlight. The ramp was clean and polished and scarred by Brillo pads. It banged as something crashed against it. Shadows fell down its length and distant sounds echoed above. A gruff-toned man barked orders.


	Others responded, chains rattled. Dark blood rolled down the ramp.


	“She’s away!” someone called. Metal bucked and flexed and there was a thunderous tumbling sound. A black mass hit the marshy floor of the habitat, splashed. Water swirled around blood-caked hooves. The rock façade slid shut.


	Shadows passed over the steer’s carcass, patterned by elongated hind limbs which were muscular and yet gracile. They were flexed at the knees and ankles. Feet that might have belonged to some monster bird splashed through the water. An animal snorted.


	The bloody lump beneath the sunlamps twitched as Napoleon passed it by.


	Jan shook her head, watching. Her animal had never declined a carcass before, in spite of Nimson’s assertion that a Nano-T would refuse “cold” meat (even, he’d said, if the creature had taken well to captivity, like Napoleon). But as with most behaviorists, he’d neglected to consider the individual creature. He had changed his mind after watching Napoleon devour a dead goat, horns and all, and then literally ask for seconds.


	But something was eating her specimen, because not only was he ignoring his food, but his color was changing, fading from gray to beige, beige to yellow, yellow to green. Only his stripes remained the same—black and jagged like a tiger’s. They moved over his muscles like war paint as he crossed the length of his habitat, sniffing at the two-inch-thick glass. If not for the fresh steer, Dr. Jan Vasquez would have thought he was stalking something.


	She sat down at the interaction console and punched up the icons for, “Good afternoon, Napoleon.” They were a yellow happy-face, a sun which was three quarters shaded, and a black representation of an Albertosaurus Lancensis, also known as “Nanotyrannus,” or “Nano-T.” The “Pygmy Tyrant.”


	Bells sounded as the three icons lit up on Napoleon’s board. Dong ... dong ... dong! It was the same noise the Institute’s elevator made when it reached the lab every day.


	The Nano-T stopped and swung its sleek head toward the display. Jan watched him through the shiny glass, her fingertips wavering over the symbols on the keyboard (a standard IBM inputter converted to an icon alphabet). She bit her lower lip, expectantly. Getting him to interact wasn’t always easy. The slightest little noise could—


	There was the faintest draft, and the door to her office swung shut. The dinosaur crouched and turned, splaying its fore-claws. Its eyes rolled back in its skull. Jan had seen the gesture before, on countless occasions. It was Napoleon’s attack posture.


	She looked at the room’s reflection in her monitor, and saw Nimson coming in through the door behind her. Napoleon crept the length of the glass, snarling. He appeared to be looking beyond Dr. Nimson to the hallway, which was empty except for the janitor’s cart.


	Jan shook her head and pushed back in her chair, swiveling around to face him. She exhaled as though giving up. “Somewhere between kindergarten and Yale you learned how to read—am I right?”


	Nimson froze in mid-step, jokingly. “Meaning?”


	“The sign,” She indicated the doorway with a movement of her head.


	“There was a sign?” he said. “I’m so sorry. Did I interrupt something? Does it have you check-mated?”


	She glared at him, unamused. The Nano-T moved past the window behind her. Its stiff tail bobbed as the animal walked, reminding Nimson of a cement truck’s sluice. Of the animal’s total 18-foot length, the tail comprised half.


	“Something’s wrong,” she said. “He’s not eating.”


	Nimson walked up to the glass. The Nano-T was already at the far end of the habitat, past the exhibition-window’s edge. Nimson leaned close, his breath fogging the pane, and waited for the therapod to pace back their direction. “Feed it a live animal,” he said.


	“No,” Jan snapped. She added with calm conviction: “I won’t be a party to that again.”


	“Well,” he grumbled, scratching at his beard. “It’s your specimen.”


	Jan took off her glasses, exhaling slowly. He’d scarcely been here a month, and they’d already been through this a thousand times. “I’m sorry if the brass has hurt your feelings, Ben. I really am. But I brought you aboard as a biologist, not a psychiatrist. I shouldn’t have to remind you it’s my research they’re funding.”


	“But they want—”


	“They want findings on this animal’s cognitive abilities. They want language. They’re not interested in his hunting skills.”


	The T suddenly reappeared, and Nimson jumped. Its head was right in front of him, only inches from the glass. The snout was long, narrow, and deep—sort of a cross between a wolf’s muzzle and an eagle’s beak. The eyes were huge and owlish. “I can assure you,” Nimson mumbled, “Your subject is interested in little else.”


	The carnosaur moved off slowly, its face brushing the glass. Nimson used the opportunity to examine its teeth, the crowns of which were all the same height, or close to it. They were packed snugly together, and the jaw muscles for working them bulged. They were yellow-brown with grime. “It needs its teeth cleaned,” he said. “We’ll have to put it down for a while, maybe next week some time.”


	“I can’t spare him,” Jan said. “We’re making too much progress—”


	Nimson ran his finger along the glass, over the T’s teeth. “See these serrations?”


	Jan nodded.


	“Only three types of animals have them,” he said. “Sharks, monitor lizards—and therapod dinosaurs. Incredible at rending flesh. Very unpleasant. But problematic for more reasons than one. Because you see, tiny scraps of meat get lodged in-between them, infecting the mouth. That means if the animal ever bites someone—you, for example, and could you blame it?—the victim will become infected. And trust me, if the hemorrhaging doesn’t kill you, this type of infection will.”


	He turned to face her, smiling. “It’s all very handy for the predator. Even if it only manages to graze you, it can still come back and eat you later. You, on the other hand, will get sick and die in very short order—perhaps only days. Let me summarize: It needs its teeth cleaned.”


	“No time,” Jan repeated.


	“There’s always time for dental hygiene!” he shouted in good humor, giving up. He watched the T move away, adding: “Damn gorgeous animal.”


	On that, at least, they could agree. As with its legs, the creature’s S-curved neck was muscular and yet gracile—like a cobra poised to strike. Its body was lean and elliptical and lay nearly horizontal. Jan couldn’t remember where she’d heard it, but someone had once described therapods as “teeter-totters with one end that could bite you.”


	“What’s that in its hand?” Nimson asked.


	Jan looked. “It’s a two-by-four shaving,” she said. “Isn’t that amazing? He uses it to scratch those ‘touch to reach’ spots.”


	Unlike its cousin, T. Rex, this animal had agile arms and hands; Jan had seen it pick scraps from its teeth on more than one occasion.


	“Interesting,” Nimson said. “But hardly amazing. Tool use is common among birds. Shorebirds have been observed opening mussel shells by dropping them against rocks. Bowerbirds build elaborate love-nests to attract mates—they’ve even been known to adorn them with car keys. And this ...” He gestured at the T. “Parrots do it all the time. You know that.”


	He turned away from her.


	Jan shook her head. “You behaviorists ... You’ll break a square trying to fit it into a circular box—instead of finding a bigger square box.” She swept her long black hair back. “We’re not talking about a bird. Napoleon’s no more a bird than a baboon is human. He’s a completely different ...”


	As she talked, her back to the habitat, Napoleon lifted a long leg slowly off the floor (he’d folded his forelimbs against his chest like a mantis, and the stick was now in his jaws). Balancing himself on one foot, he used it to pry at the copper band—his nametag—which was shackled around his left ankle.


	Jan continued: “About which we know very little ...”


	The stick splintered under the strain. Dropping it, the animal lowered its foot.


	“... can’t just stick him into pre-existing categories. It’s that behaviorist tunnel-vision which lost you your funding.”


	Nimson turned around.


	“We always look for bigger boxes,” he said, offended. “When there are none we sand the edges of our square. We don’t invent new boxes. That’s the main difference between you and me.” He added: “Except, of course, genitalia.”


	He jaw tightened and she pursed her lips.


	Somewhere outside, a two-stroke engine whined to life; it was Levi firing up the riding lawnmower. The Nano-T jumped, its tail thumping the glass, and darted for the far wall. Above that wall and to the north lie the front lawn of the Institute, separated from the habitat by three feet of concrete.


	“Congratulations, legs,” Nimson said. “You’ve got it chasing the mailman.” He sounded disgusted.


	Jan bit her lip, thinking. There it was again, that stalking behavior. The animal was hunting something. She slid on her glasses and scooted up to the keyboard, then typed: “Napoleon eat.”


	A pair of back-lit plastic rectangles lit up inside the habitat: the picture of the Nano-T, and an outline in the pattern of a drumstick. Two bells sounded softly. Dong ... dong!


	“I’ll buy a vowel,” Nimson said.


	Jan ignored him; she was watching Napoleon. The dinosaur turned its head, hesitating. Jan typed the message again: “Napoleon eat.” Dong ... dong!


	Napoleon looked at her. The animal’s eyes blinked, gleaming moistly beneath the sunlamps. Nimson threw up his arms and turned to leave. Eyeing his reflection, Jan said: “Stick around, it’s about to get interesting.”


	She worked the keyboard. “Napoleon good. Eat good.” Four bells chimed.


	The carnosaur looked to “his” icon-board, which ran floor to ceiling and wall to wall on the west side of the habitat. It was entirely black to human eyes, except for the four icons comprising the message (Napoleon needed no such illumination to see the patterns; they’d learned that early in the project). The dinosaur took a few tentative steps toward it.


	Nimson cleared his throat. He could hear singing in the distance; the Grace Baptist choir in the church nearby was warming up for Sunday. It was funny, he thought, how the sound carried.


	Plastic keys rattled. Jan was typing again, repeating the message over and over. Dong ... dong ... dong ... dong ...!


	The T stepped up to the board.


	After a moment, it pecked a darkened rectangle with its snout. Instantly, the corresponding icon flashed on Jan’s monitor. It was a picture of an open door. It meant “Out.”


	Jan saw Nimson inching up behind her, peering over her shoulder. She typed: “No out. Eat. Then out.” The expressions “No” and “Then” were represented by symbols of a lightning bolt (meaning electricity, either from a shock prod or a fence), and a clock. Gazing through the glass, she saw Napoleon cock his head. His forked claws, so oddly human in their usage, opened and closed repeatedly—a kind of prehistoric hand wringing, she supposed. Except for the lawnmower’s distant drone and the unearthly singing from the church, the lab was utterly silent.


	“Maybe I should hum the Jeopardy tune,” Nimson whispered.


	“Shhh, watch.”


	The dinosaur pecked at an icon. On Jan’s screen, a picture of a palm tree blinked several times. She shouted and clapped her hands.


	Nimson touched her shoulder. “What’s that mean?”


	“It means he understood,” she said, beaming. “Don’t you see? In response to my telling him ‘eat,’ he entered ‘out,’ meaning he would prefer to run than eat. Then, when I told him to eat first, then go outside, he responded with the palm tree, meaning ‘habitat,’ or ‘inside.’” She swiped off her glasses for emphasis. “He’s confirming the message!”


	“Whoa-whoa-whoa,” Nimson interjected, laughing and moving away from her. “You can’t say that just because you want to say that. See? That’s the problem with you cognitive ethnologists, you’re all too happy to pull things out of the air.”


	He approached the window, and turned to face her. “I’ll tell you what I think,” he began, posturing as though he was standing before a chalkboard in a lecture hall, “I think your specimen has heard a tantalizing sound, and wants to investigate. It’s had it up to its auditory meatus with your stale bovine, and it intends to run something down, slash open its loins, and eat it while it’s still squirming. That’s my theory, and I can prove that theory because the hard data is right in front of us. Where’s your empirical data? Where’s your—”


	Dong ... dong ... dong! Three more icons lit up on Jan’s screen. They were the open door, the drumstick, and the palm tree.


	“Out Eat Habitat?” Jan translated. “This doesn’t make any sense. He’s contradicting himself. Maybe he’s regressed.”


	“Regressed!” Nimson objected, placing a hand on his forehead.


	Ignoring him, she put her glasses back on and typed: “Hungry Yes?” The icons were that of a stripped leg bone and an upward pointing arrow. She looked at Napoleon.


	Slowly, the Nano-T turned to face her. Its little claws opened and closed. Its tail moved from side to side. It turned back to the board and pecked: “Hungry Out Out.”


	“This doesn’t mean anything,” Nimson mumbled. “He’s been conditioned to all the icons he uses. It’s no different than a mouse pushing a lever to get his dinner.”


	“Yes, yes, it is,” Jan whispered, nodding her head. “Because he’s obviously confusing or interchanging the icons. He wants out, and yet he’s expressing the exact opposite by entering the palm tree, which was meant to signify the fake ferns of his habitat, and thus: ‘in.’ Clearly, he’s comparing a memory of the trees outside with what he perceives on the icon board. He’s matching reality with an icon—that’s a form of abstract thinking. Fantastic.”


	Nimson looked at her with something like pity. “That’s wishful thinking, honey,” he said. “For one thing, fir trees look nothing like palms.”


	Jan didn’t say anything; it was as if he didn’t exist. Eyeing Napoleon intently, she typed: “Eat In.”


	Napoleon reiterated: “Out Out Eat Habitat.” Or: door, door, drumstick, palm tree.


	Jan typed: “No No.” The lightning bolt icon flashed twice. Dong...dong!


	The Nano-T suddenly snapped around to face her, snarling, its color changing to a blood red. Then it turned away and began pecking the same series of icons again and again and again. Jan leaned forward, staring at the screen. The symbols being hit were the lightning bolt, the drumstick, and an entirely new one: a simplified representation of a female, like the kind which marked the women’s restroom.


	Project Napoleon was highly classified. Its staff was minimal. Jan was the only woman. Translated, the message could only read:


	“No. Eat You. No. Eat You. No. Eat You ...”


	It stopped, abruptly. Jan scooted her chair back. “Jesus,” she whispered, staring straight ahead. “He’s threatening me.”


	Nimson lost it. He splayed his fingers and shook his hands drastically. “It’s an animal, for Christ’s sake! A genetically programmed mechanism!” He turned toward the window. “It doesn’t hold grudge—”


	Napoleon was right there. He was glaring through the glass.


	Nimson froze.


	“Nonetheless,” he mumbled after a moment, “has the glass ever been tested?”


	Jan shook her head.


	The animal stared at them for several moments. Then it touched its nose to the glass, cocked its head, and began licking the pane.


	Nimson started laughing.


	Jan was confused; had the T merely been throwing a fit? Or had she been that wrong about his motives? Sighing, she held a hand to the window. Napoleon’s tongue lapped at it on the other side of the pane, smearing the glass with grime. She noticed his tail was swaying back and forth. She heard the door to the lab swing open.


	Levi, the janitor, called: “Dr. Nimson?”


	Napoleon struck at the window, cracking the glass. Jan and Nimson jumped. The animal turned and stalked along the window, bristling. Its eyes never left the door.


	Jan threw up her arms.


	Nimson turned around. “Yes?”
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