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  Prologue




  ITHACA, NEW YORK




  November, 1992




  




  It was nearly seven p.m. and Dr. Levine had not eaten. Dr. Weinstein had cautioned him not to deprive himself for extended periods because of his diabetes, but he was nearly finished writing the chapter. He felt exhilarated as he approached the completion of this project, and gave no credence to the possibility of drifting into a coma as he had been warned. Physicians, in his assessment, had a flair for the dramatic. Perhaps he would reward himself with a bit of ice cream when he was through. Weinstein would be apoplectic over this idea.




  He massaged his burled fingers like he was lathering with a healing soap. They had grown angry. The substantial writing callous on the tip of his right middle finger was stained from packing Borkum Riff into his pipe. Yet another vice.




  He heard a brisk rapping on his apartment door and jolted in his chair. What the devil? Enduring a quick adrenaline wash, he stood and looked over the jaundiced legal-sized pad adorned with his scribbling. How Doris was able to transcribe his chicken scratching he would never understand. This chapter was a jewel entitled, “Statistical Impossibilities: Spontaneous Appearance of RNA, DNA and Complex Molecular Chains.”




  The rude tapping repeated. He shuffled over to spy into the telescoping lens that tunneled its way through the door. He saw the distorted image of a brown clad boy holding a package in one hand and a clipboard in the other, displaying them in front of the peep hole. His brow squeezed and he absently smoothed the whiskers at the corner of his mouth. He adjusted his tie and pulled the slack out of his thready cardigan, then turned the dead bolt. He opened the door and surveyed the young man.




  “Professor, uh, Levine?” he said as he studied his clipboard.




  “Yes.”




  The young man moved quickly, forcing Dr. Levine backward into the apartment. Another man who had been out of Levine’s line of sight swung in from the hallway and gently closed the door behind him.




  “Now just one minute …”




  “Be quiet,” the delivery boy said. The other man drew a gun with an extended barrel from beneath his coat. Dr. Levine supposed it was a silencer.




  “You can take whatever you want.” Levine felt his pulse begin to race.




  “Be quiet,” the delivery boy said again and the other man brought the gun up against the professor’s forehead. Levine breathed the metallic scent of oil. He raised his hands, which had begun to shake.




  “Just relax professor. Sit back down over here at your desk,” Delivery Boy said.




  He crept back to his desk, the gun leveled at his head as he inched his way into the chair. Delivery Boy laid his package and clipboard down on the floor and moved behind him. The man with the gun trained his gaze on the professor, unblinking, holding the old man’s red-rimmed eyes with his own. Levine’s trembling hands were still up at his shoulders. This seemed unsettling to Delivery Boy so he told him to put his hands in his lap. Levine did as he was told. He felt an urgent need to urinate.




  “One second here Professor and we’ll be out of your hair,” Delivery Boy said from behind him. His breath smelled like cigarettes daubed with spearmint. He pulled a distressed leather pouch from his back pocket and unzipped it. It contained a syringe and a vial of clear liquid.




  “I told you, you can take …”




  “Please don’t talk,” said the man with the gun, speaking for the first time.




  “Okay, here we go,” Delivery Boy spoke through clenched teeth, concentrating on his work. Professor Levine felt a quiet pinch at the bottom of his scalp as the injection was administered. “There. All done. That wasn’t so bad was it?”




  “I don’t understand.” Levine’s voice was quivering. He wet himself.




  Delivery Boy moved to face the professor and stood beside his partner who lowered his gun. Professor Levine sensed a gooseflesh tingling beginning to crawl across his lips and cheeks. He tried to question what was happening, but his mouth wouldn’t cooperate. His chest constricted and he realized he wasn’t breathing.




  What the devil did they do to me?




  He felt a stabbing pain at his breastbone and his vision flared white. He pitched forward in his chair and collapsed, his forehead striking the desk. He slouched over to his right and slowly slid off the chair and hit the floor, rolling onto his back. His hand clenched his chest and his mouth was agape. His eyes were glistening saucers.




  The man with the gun stooped down and pressed an index finger to the professor’s neck. After a moment he looked up at Delivery Boy and nodded. They made a quick survey of the room. Satisfied, Delivery Boy picked up his package and clipboard and they left the apartment.




  Joseph Levine, Professor Emeritus at Cornell University, one of the world’s most learned molecular biologists, was dead.




  Chapter One




  NORTHEAST MONTANA




  Present Day




  




  David Lambert’s arms were meaty slabs dangling on either side of his cot as he lay face down, exhausted in the heat. Sweat leaked from his neck and trickled across his back and rib cage in salty rivulets. He inhaled the yellow smell of his body. Sleep escaped him and chasing it was futile. He rolled onto his back and watched the top of the tent flap in the breeze. Mercifully, the air was stirring. Not enough to kick the dust into his mouth and eyes but enough to diminish the feeling of suffocation.




  He explored the ground next to his cot and gripped his water bottle. He took a careful swig without sitting up. Warm water ran down both sides of his face and neck and cut through the layer of grime he had accumulated during the morning dig. He poured the remainder over his face. Sitting up, he shook off the excess with a groan. He could hear the others outside, shuffling around the camp, distant laughter, clattering metal plates.




  He ducked through the opening and emerged squinting into the daylight. The sun had baked the red ground into a cracked, bloody brownie. The others went about their business, inattentive to him as he trudged toward the mess hall. He looked past the smattering of tents, a mixture of Army surplus olive and bright nylon, to the gaping canyon that opened to the north. Layered buttes crawled along the horizon with swollen creeks running below, and the deep reds of the canyons were spotted with green scrub. The Hell Creek Formation. It snaked through eastern Montana into the Dakotas. It was the premier North American stomping ground of the Cretaceous Period dinosaurs, for whose bones he was suffering through the summer in such Spartan conditions. He considered himself fortunate to be one of nine graduate students from the University of Kansas on the coveted summer dig. The hard work, disagreeable food, and lack of sleep were more than outweighed by the high-octane thrill of discovering remains of creatures that roamed here sixty-five million years ago.




  As he approached the mess tent the pungent aroma of vinegar and garlic nearly made his eyes water. It emanated from a five gallon Tupperware bucket of pickled eggs. They were spoilage-free nuggets of protein which supplemented their high carb diet of rice, beans, pasta and all things dehydrated. Scooping a pile of congealed macaroni and cheese from a pot on the portable stove, he grabbed a Gatorade from the cooler and sat at the folding table. Using his fork to separate the glob, he produced something that resembled food.




  “Hey Lambert, hot enough for ya?” Mike Lindstrom popped into the tent and pulled an egg from the bucket with a pair of long handled tongs. “We’re not in Kansas anymore, Toto.” Another grad student, Lindstrom had boundless energy and rarely stopped talking. David smirked, too spent to generate a clever response.




  “Better get your ass down there,” Mike said through purple egg yolk coated lips. “She’s looking for you.”




  “Oh, man.” Lambert closed his eyes. “Why me right now? I’m so freaking tired.”




  “Don’t be such a pussy. You’re her favorite, that’s why big boy. She found something huge.”




  




  The two men made their way down the canyon into the dig site. Lindstrom continued his incessant chatter as they crab-walked and butt-slid down the steep paths. Lambert heard the shaking of a rattlesnake off the trail to his left and kept moving carefully forward. If Lindstrom heard it, it didn’t faze him because his spewing verbiage didn’t cease. Ahead, Lambert saw the crew gathered at a wall of shale, looking up and chatting excitedly. As he approached, Dr. Shelly met his gaze.




  “David, good! I wanted you to see this.”




  She linked arms and guided him to a spot for optimal viewing. Lambert looked up just above eye level into the slab of rock. An opening had been exposed when a chunk fell away during the students’ chipping. There was a perfectly round, basketball-size knob protruding from a pocket in the wall.




  “What is it?” David said as he stared at the bulge.




  “What do you think?” Shelly grinned. She was obviously excited, so it must be something good.




  “Too smooth to be a skull. It’s amazing the shape is so intact and pieces didn’t come off with the rock.”




  “Yes, so? You’re very good with rocks, but you could be better with bones. What do you think it is, David?”




  Lambert squinted and arched onto his tip-toes.




  Shelly said, “It’s undoubtedly the femoral head from a T. Rex! It’s perfect!”




  Lambert’s face cracked into a smile. Her genuine excitement was infectious. Her zeal made her seem younger than her fifty-something years. She had a frizzy shock of shoulder-length brown hair that had just begun to gray. She wore round, wire-framed glasses that she was frequently pushing up her nose with a quick finger.




  “That’s cool,” David said.




  “Cool? Are you kidding, it’s fantastic! We haven’t found T. Rex specimens in this site for three years. With any luck, we’ll have the entire femur and hopefully more. It’s certainly a mature adult. You know it’s rare to find a femur since the thigh is the biggest part of the meal and would have been highly scavenged.” Shelly was frenetic. “We need to start working this rock to see what we have. David, you and the guys can get started with the big stuff. Be careful! Get it to about six inches, and we’ll bring it out onto the floor and the girls can chip away.” She bounded off.




  Lambert looked at Mike. “Great. Guys do the big stuff. Doesn’t seem too politically correct to me,” David said.




  “Quit whining, dude. This is awesome!” Lindstrom pumped his fist and grabbed a pick. He shimmied up the path to the top of the wall. They were going to have to dig about three feet down and clear out a lot of shale to get to the femur.




  “Well, what are you wimps waiting for?” Lindstrom shouted. “Let’s go, before it gets hot out here!”




  Lambert and the other three male grad students grabbed shovels and picks and joined Mike on the flat surface above their treasure. The men with the picks loosened the earth and the men with the shovels scooped it out. The work was tedious and guarded as they were careful not to damage anything resembling a fossil.




  By dusk, they had exposed a bulky crust which encased the bone. Shelly had given them the dimensions to work around, based on the size of the femoral head. The jutting slab was six feet long and about thirty inches wide. She instructed them to stop and call it a night. They would head back to camp, and do the fine work in the morning. They would be using their rock hammers to nibble off the shale, and then work down to the final brittle layer with dull Bowie knives, razors, and dental picks.




  David was ready for some pasta and cold beer.




  They had a quiet night, eating outside around a cozy fire drinking beer and sharing conversation in groups of two and three. The relentless heat gave way to temperatures in the forties at night. No one over-consumed the beer. A few had made this blunder the first week, caught up in a kids on vacation vibe. They quickly realized it was no vacation, and any semblance of a hang-over was far too punishing to be worth it. The whole camp was usually asleep by nine and up at first light to start digging again. There were only a few days left and although dig weary, the group was re-energized by the T. Rex find. Dr. Shelly grabbed a fresh beer and sat next to David. He had started to doze in his chair but popped his eyes open when she spoke.




  “I know you’re too far down the road to change your research topic now. Sorry you didn’t do something more biology related?”




  “Honestly at this point, I’m just ready to be done. Been a long haul.”




  She took a swig from her beer and nodded.




  “Have to say,” he continued, “this trip really has been a highlight, although I’m not sure my hands will ever recover.” He flexed his hands and looked at his palms.




  “No more city hands, huh David? Don’t worry, they’ll soon be limber and typing away at Seismic Stratigraphy and Its Impact on the Petroleum Industry,” his dissertation title. Her sarcasm was thick.




  




  Shelly was ambivalent about his research regarding the application of this technology in the petroleum industry. It had been utilized in this field for decades, although advances in computer technology had both broadened and refined its use. There was little written in hard science journals about its application however, so his paper would have a good chance of being published. She had argued that research regarding the technology’s use in other geosciences fields like paleontology or archeology would be more useful than publishing something that everyone already knew. But she was the “related field” member of his dissertation committee, so she really wasn’t in the position to have him change the focus of his study. Her role was to read his chapters, give him feedback and direction regarding his literature review, challenge his conclusions, and make sure he thoroughly explored alternative findings. She agreed to sit on his committee partly due to his enthusiasm, partly due to his talent, and partly because of her prejudice toward six-two, lean, muscular, square-jawed, chocolate-haired paradoxical science geeks.




  “Look, Dr. Shelly—”




  “Marcia,” she said.




  “Right, Marcia. You know I respect—”




  “I’m just giving you a hard time David. You’ve done excellent work; here, in the classroom, and in the library.”




  “Thanks, but I think you know—”




  “I do know. I also know that you had better get some sleep. Tomorrow is another big day. You’ll need your strength. I’m not funded well enough for a helicopter so we’re going to have to carry that femur out by hand. By the time we cover it in plaster it’s going to weigh three hundred pounds.” She hopped up and patted him on the head. Downing the last of her beer, she headed off to her tent.




  Lambert watched her walk away. “Terrific,” he said.




  




  




  David awoke rested but his neck was a metal post and his forearms felt like taut bunches of bailing wire. The aroma of strong coffee wafting through the camp assailed his nose and roused his brain. He took a moment to pull back on each finger, which had clenched into rigid claws. After a quick splash of the face and brush of the teeth, he grabbed some coffee from the mess tent. He was starving and took a few minutes to scarf down some powdered eggs cooked with canned green chilies. Not bad.




  When he arrived at the dig site Dr. Shelley was already in mid-afternoon form, shouting out orders with a smile. It appeared they had been busy for some time on the femur, as much of the rock had been chipped away. It was still up in the wall. Dr. Shelley had decided to work on it in place, and not risk moving it down to the flat area below until they had removed more of the stone cocoon. The four female grad students were kneeling on towels to protect their knees, scraping and tapping.




  A few of the men were up ahead, shoveling shale into a trench. Dr. Shelly had explained that federal permits require them to backfill every hole they dig. They were working their way backward to the current femur site. David grabbed his shovel and went ahead to help, praying that the activity would shake loose the stiffness in his neck and limbs. They were going to have to fill this trench, which was about thirty feet long and four feet deep, by the end of the day tomorrow. Shelly had explained to David that the dig site maps and logs in the mess tent were extraordinarily detailed, with GPS readings of longitude and latitude down to the hundredth of a second, so the next crew could find exactly where they left off when they took over the site.




  The women chipped away at the femur while the men filled in the trench for a better part of the day. By early afternoon, they had exposed the fossilized bone and ubiquitously painted it with Glyptol to protect it from the sun, except for the layer underneath where it was still attached to the rock base. David and Mike took a break from filling the trench to tote water and mix plaster for the cast they would wrap around the bone. They soaked strips of burlap in plaster and wrapped the exposed femur with the strips. Dr. Shelly bounced around the crew telling them to be careful, put a few more strips here, slather some extra plaster there. When they were finished Dr. Shelly called them all together for a water break while they let the plaster dry.




  “I want to thank you all for such a great summer,” she said. “You’ve been a fantastic crew, observant, intuitive, hard-working and fun to hang around the camp fire with. I hope you’ve learned something. I know I have. I’m very excited about the T. Rex,” Her voice hitched.




  All of them chortled “really,” “no way,” “we couldn’t tell” followed by laughter. She rolled her eyes, nodding “Okay, okay … so my heart’s on my sleeve. So much for being an intellectual.” She caught David’s eye and smiled. “Let’s get things wrapped up here. Give that plaster another thirty minutes, and then we’ll get our find back to camp. There are also the triceratops rib bones that need to get cast.” She clapped her hands, then picked up her notebook and worked on her charting.




  The students continued their work of plastering and back-filling. As the sun began to set, the plastered rib bones were being carefully stuffed long-wise into back-packs. The four men were charged with carrying the T. Rex femur. They took hammers and chisels and gave a few smacks at the base to finally release it from its resting place in the Cretaceous rock. With two men on each end they lifted it carefully. It was heavy, but probably not the three hundred pounds that Dr. Shelly had predicted.




  Dr. Shelly walked backward, watching them, telling them to take their time and be careful. She was making all of them nervous but none wanted to tell her so. There were some dangerously vertical spots on the path that they navigated by putting the plaster cast on a large blanket of burlap and pulling it sled-like up the trail. After these tough parts of the hike they resumed carrying the bone.




  As they came up to level ground with the campsite, the brush on the side of the trail rustled and rattled. One of the men opposite Mike and David reflexively jumped back and screamed at the sound of the snake, releasing his hold on the plaster cast. Their delicate balance was thrown off. The three men strained to compensate for the awkward shift in weight, but the femur finally slipped and dropped to the ground. Dr. Shelly had turned to face toward the camp as they had come over the rise, but she whipped around at the sound of the scream to see the package slip from their hands. It landed with a sickening crack on the sharp edge of a protruding rock, at mid-femur.




  “Oh hell,” David moaned as he looked down at the fractured plaster. Everyone was frozen in disbelief, staring at the two equal pieces laying on the trail. No one spoke. They turned to Dr. Shelly who was staring expressionless at her broken prize. After a few seconds, which seemed like an eternity to Lambert, Dr. Shelly actually cracked a smile. “It’s okay guys. It’s okay.” David knew it was certainly not “okay.” They all murmured apologies, and Russell Hamner the screamer, looked like he was about to cry.




  “Seriously, guys. You all know most of the bones we find are in pieces anyway, and we put them back together when we get home. This one will be easier than most.” She was being too gracious, David thought. He would have gone absolutely ape. She knelt down and examined the two pieces. She looked at the open cross-section and went stiff. She put her face closer to the cast bone and squinted. “What the…? Look at this! What the fuck is this?”




  The group exchanged curious glances as they had never heard her swear before, then closed in and huddled around her for a look. Dr. Shelly gently explored the round center of the cross section of bone with the tip of her pen. David could see spongy material respond to her probing. It was a rusty net-like glob that certainly should not be there. His first thought was that it wasn’t a T. Rex bone after all. But what else could it be? It was clearly an animal bone, clearly a femur with the ball that fit into a hip socket. Given the size and the angles of the bone he couldn’t imagine any other animal with this femur, let alone one that would have left it in a layer of Cretaceous age rock.




  “Somebody go get Hefty bags!” Marcia Shelly yelled. “Mike, haul ass up there and get some Hefty bags. Hurry! Russ, go grab some more plaster material. We’re going to need to seal this up. We’ll tie the bags on to keep the air out until we can seal it with plaster. Go, go, run!”




  The men raced up the trail. David huddled in close. “What is it, Marcia?”




  “I’m not sure. Maybe some bacterial growth?”




  “Inside a sixty-five million year old, fossilized bone?”




  “I know. It doesn’t make sense. It looks like soft tissue.” She looked at him with her eyebrows raised.




  “What do you mean?” he furrowed his brow.




  “You know what I mean. Soft tissue. Collagen, blood vessels.”




  “Bullshit.”




  “I know. It doesn’t make any more sense than bacterial growth, but here it is.” She pointed with her pen.




  “What the hell?” David whispered.




  “Yeah, exactly.” She shook her head. “We’ll soon find out. I don’t want this thing contaminated. We’re going to seal it up. I’ll have a team start working on this as soon as we get back.”




  Lambert continued to stare at the spongy material.




  “So what do you think now Mr. Lambert? More interesting than looking for oil fields?”




  His head was swimming and couldn’t think of anything to say. It didn’t matter; it was a rhetorical question.




  





  Chapter Two




  LAWRENCE, KANSAS




  




  David finished jogging the loop around Potter Lake, and headed toward Jayhawk Avenue. It was a frosty April morning and his breath puffed into brief clouds as he ran. Leaves had begun to squeeze their way out of the branches of the cherry, elm, ash and maple trees that lined the campus pathways. The sun was out and with it an abundance of students whose spring fever provoked peddling bikes, jogging, and skate-boarding throughout the campus. The University of Kansas had a beautiful campus with more than one hundred buildings, most of earthy stone topped with red roofs. The more recent structures tried too hard to look contemporary, and so seemed alien. Overall however, it exhibited a youthful exuberance that was typical of an American University.




  During his run, David had received a cell phone call from Marcia Shelly. She was in her office in the geology building and wanted him to stop by before his class. He was teaching Intro Geology in the cavernous “theater” in a few hours.




  David was on the downhill stretch of a long journey that would culminate in his Ph.D. at the end of May. He had successfully defended his dissertation, with the exception of his orals, and was actively interviewing with a number of companies. He had a section of Intro Geology and a Seismology 200 class to teach, and was serving as the graduate teaching assistant to his dissertation chair. He thought of it as coasting.




  It had been eight months since his summer internship yielded what one writer called “the most important paleontological discovery of our time.” During this period Marcia Shelly had become both hero and pariah. The discovery brought significant notoriety to the paleontology department and the University of Kansas as a whole. Not all of it was positive. Shelly had concluded that her find was in fact a T. Rex bone and that the material inside was soft-tissue, including branching blood vessels, connective tissue, and red blood cells. She performed a laundry list of chemical and microbiological tests to confirm that the material in the bone was organic. She had another array of proposed tests involving molecular genetics and protein sequencing which David really didn’t grasp. Marcia had told him that the tests would take time and tons of money, but could authenticate that her sample consisted of molecules from the original dinosaur. These analyses were well beyond the scope of her initial funding.




  Her department chair practically bludgeoned her into publishing an article in the prestigious journal Science. She received almost immediate private donations, university general funds, and opportunities to apply for grants to continue her research, but she also became the center of an academic storm.




  Of course, the popular media had latched onto her article and was writing about how Jurassic Park would soon become a reality, with living T. Rex dinosaurs to be re-created and roaming the earth again. Many well respected scientists, including paleontologists, organic chemists, and evolutionary biologists dog-piled on her research, questioning her methods and thoroughness. There were some that agreed with her conclusions; that there is much to learn about long-term tissue preservation and how the fossilization process works. One camp theorized that the combination of sediments served as a preservative. Since the finding was consistent with the dinosaur’s rapid entombment in an underwater grave, the low levels of oxygen in the water and a quick accumulation of sediment could have “vacuum-sealed” the specimen, resulting in the extraordinary level of preservation that was seen. Most of the scientific community, however, was not so agreeable.




  One of the more scathing critics, an organic geochemist from UC San Francisco, claimed that the tissue must be an outside contaminant. Soft tissue could not possibly survive millions of years. He stated in a most compelling way that even if the T. Rex had died in a colder, drier climate than Hell Creek, environmental radiation would have made such preservation impossible. Bones absorb uranium and thorium like a sponge, and such an internal dose of radiation would destroy any organic molecules. This theory was held by the majority of the scientists who were responding to Shelly’s Science article. The material must be bacterial slime growing in a matrix that imitated blood vessels and connective tissue. Not many scientists could accept the idea that they could be so utterly wrong about preservation and fossil timelines. In short, no reasonable scientist believed it was possible for soft tissue to remain intact after sixty-five million years.




  The tests that could dispel this “bacterial slime” theory were now underway, since Shelly’s additional funding had become available. After these tests were completed, she would need to have an independent program replicate her results. This phase could prove to be the most difficult of all since few researchers had the expertise in both molecular biology and paleontology, let alone the passion it would take to carry out this tedious work.




  Lambert veered off Jayhawk onto a path that cut through the greenbelt behind the geology building. He wondered what was on Dr. Shelly’s mind. He was in a hurry as he needed to get to his apartment and shower before he taught his class. He wished he could have been more involved with her on her T. Rex project. It was so cool. Unfortunately, he neither had the time nor the expertise to help her with what she was doing.




  Once in a while he got a creepy flirtatious vibe from Marcia. He could tell she found him attractive, lots of women did, but he saw her as a mother figure. She had never overtly come on to him, or lured him into a situation where something might happen. Nevertheless, he got an uneasy feeling every now and then. David wasn’t absolutely sure he was interpreting things correctly. He wasn’t so experienced in the subtleties of seduction. He hadn’t dated much. He realized that he was ever occupied with his studies and obsessed with getting A’s, no matter how trivial the test or project. He was a stereotypical over-achiever when it came to his academic performance.




  He was certainly interested in girls and was relatively accomplished from a sexual standpoint with the few he “dated” since he arrived in Kansas. The subtleties of seduction were still lost on him, as his dates usually ended with him being pushed down on the bed and his clothes ripped off. He had not really met a girl that had kept him interested enough to establish a relationship beyond occasional drinks and sexual interludes. It seemed the female students that were brilliant enough to maintain his interest were blatantly unattractive. The attractive ones were obnoxious, overly aggressive, or aloof. Maybe he was setting his sights too high. Mike Lindstrom told him he was overly analytic. “Who gives a shit,” he told David. “You get laid at will. I’d like a one hour relationship with Rebecca Peterson’s tits, that’s what relationship I’d like.”




  David made his way around the geology building and went in through the Naismith Drive entrance. He bounded up the stairs to the third floor and stopped in the hallway for a long draw from the water fountain. He turned the corner and tapped on the door marked three sixteen as he opened it. Shelly was finishing a phone conversation. She waved him in. Coming from the cold into the heated building triggered a flood of perspiration and he looked around for a towel or something to wipe the sweat from his face. Not seeing anything handy, he lifted the KU sweatshirt from the waist and rubbed his face, briefly exposing a neat stack of abdominal muscles. He noticed her quick glance at his stomach before returning her attention to the phone.




  “I’m sure we’ll talk more on the matter. Bye.” Marcia hung up. The cheer immediately dropped from her voice. “Hi, David.”




  “Hey, Marcia,” he looked at her with concern. “What’s wrong?”




  “Nothing’s wrong. I wanted to find out if you’d be willing to meet with a reporter tomorrow, to discuss the T. Rex find.”




  “Reporter?”




  “There is a reporter flying in tomorrow to interview me. An interview is also needed with someone from the dig project that doesn’t have a vested interest in the outcome, someone who is not in the paleontology department or who could benefit from related funding.”




  “What are you talking about?” David stared at her with a pinched brow.




  “Look, David, I’m sure they want someone who can validate that we actually found the bone where we said we did, that we didn’t tamper with it in any way. That we didn’t—”




  “Tamper with it? What’s going on, Marcia?”




  “David, I would like you to meet with this reporter and discuss the dig and answer any questions. Are you available tomorrow morning or not? Are you willing to do this for me?”




  “Well, sure … of course, but—”




  “Fine. I know you don’t have a lot of time right now. Neither do I, but I do need to bring you up to speed with where we are. Could you come by the house this evening? I’ll make dinner and we can discuss everything then.” Her look was desperate.




  “Okay,” he hesitated. “Around seven?”




  “Perfect.”




  This would have been the ideal opportunity for him to get one of those creepy feelings, being invited to her house for dinner, but there was no seduction happening here. She seemed angry, or maybe frightened.




  She stood up and gathered her things. “See you tonight,” she said as she made her way past him and out of the office. He stood there sweating and still breathing hard.




  




  After leaving Dr. Shelly’s office, David walked across campus to his unit at the Stouffer Place Apartments and showered. He threw on Levi’s, a navy polo shirt and grabbed his light brown sport coat. He slid his feet into Doc Marten’s and headed back to the geology building to teach the Intro Geology class.




  After the class, he took a stack of test papers for grading and walked across Naismith to the engineering library. It had warmed up into the low 60s. The sun’s energy penetrated him like juice into a rechargeable battery.




  He found an empty table in the mechanical engineering section of the library and plopped himself along with his papers. He sat staring through the window at the spring day for a long while. Distracted by his strange conversation with Marcia, he had a hard time attending to the tests. He had known and worked closely with Dr. Shelly for over a year, and considered her a friend as well as a mentor. Their relationship had always been as such. He couldn’t remember a single instance when she was terse with him. Even when they argued about his research or his writing she was warm and engaging. Something was up and he couldn’t place it.




  He went through the motions the rest of his day. Late in the afternoon, he wandered off campus to the West Coast Saloon to have a beer and kill some time before his dinner with Marcia. He nursed his beer and watched CNN on the flat screen behind the bar. The President was talking about our responsibility to help developing Third World countries who have suffered from our excessive carbon emissions. We need to dedicate money and resources and commit to reduced emissions to be a better global citizen. Other nations need to step up and share in this responsibility. To do nothing at this point was not an option.




  He reminded David of his old football coach who used to scream at the hulking defensive linemen, “Don’t just sit there…do something, even if it’s wrong!”




  As he finished his beer, David considered what the reporter’s agenda might be and wondered if Marcia was in some kind of trouble. Who could have suggested that their find wasn’t genuine, or had been tampered with? That was ridiculous. They had sectioned the bone in several locations and found the spongy material throughout.




  What did they think, that we somehow found a bunch of ancient, frozen animal bone marrow and shoved it into the T. Rex bone with a stick?




  He could certainly attest to the authenticity of the find.




  He paid the bartender and ambled back to his apartment. After brushing his teeth, he grabbed his car keys and hustled out, planning to stop for a bottle of wine to take to dinner.




  He climbed into his aging Mustang and drove south. He was pretty sure he remembered how to get there. She had hosted a student-faculty gathering a few months ago that he attended. He had come home with Rebecca Peterson that night, and had a one hour relationship with more than just her tits. The thought made him grin; Mike Lindstrom would shit his pants if David told him about it.





  Chapter Three




  




  Marcia answered the door wearing dark jeans and a cream-colored sweater covered by an apron. Her hair was in its normal state of shock, and her wire-framed glasses were anchored in the usual place. “David, come in. Wine, how nice!”




  She seemed to be out of her crappy mood. She scurried across the living room and into the kitchen, setting the Wild Horse Cabernet on the counter. Her house was a single-story, craftsman style home with two bedrooms. He entered into a sitting room with a fire blazing in the stone fireplace. There was an efficient kitchen adjacent to a small dining room. The house had hardwood throughout, with large area rugs covering most of the floor space. There were tasteful paintings on the walls, and the place was very tidy except for the books and folders piled on the dining room table.




  “Come in and open the wine. What is this stuff, anyway?”




  “From Paso Robles. Central Coast in California. A very nice cab.”




  “Wow, I’m impressed.”




  “Don’t be. It’s what the liquor store guy told me.”




  “Sounds great. Here’s an opener.”




  He started screwing into the cork. “What’s going on, Marcia?”




  “Help me finish with dinner and we’ll talk. I’m just making pasta, nothing fancy. We’ll go in by the fire and I’ll fill you in.”




  She filled two generous bowls with penne pasta and covered it with a cream sauce full of Italian sausage. After sprinkling some freshly chopped basil over the top, she placed a chunk of hot sourdough bread in each bowl. They grabbed their bowls and wine glasses and headed to the living room.




  They sat across from each other, David on the couch and Marcia in an overstuffed chair, with their pasta bowls in their laps and wine sitting on the coffee table between them. They ate quietly. After subtly being told to hold off, David was apprehensive about starting a conversation and waited for her to take the lead.




  “You know it’s strange,” she finally broke the silence. “It’s been over five years since Jonathan left. I don’t think I’ve been alone in this house with another man in all that time.”




  Uh-oh, David thought. Here it comes. He tried to not let the panic show on his face, but Marcia must have noticed because she started laughing.




  “Oh my God, David. I’m sorry. I’m not hitting on you. Oh that’s funny, you poor guy. Don’t worry, you didn’t come to Cougar Town.”




  He squirmed. “Marcia, I wasn’t thinking—”




  “Oh my God, David, it was all over your face.”




  “Seriously—”




  “Never mind. It’s funny that’s all. I’m sure the girls can’t resist you, but let me assure you, I’m no girl.”




  David took a deep swallow of his wine, and began to refill his glass.




  “Good idea,” Marcia held out her glass. “Look David, just relax. I need your help. If you must know, I certainly think you are very handsome, but I feel like you’re my adopted son. I’m very proud of you. You have a brilliant mind and you’re a good scientist. You stay objective and emotionally detached from your research. You’re old enough to have some wisdom, but young enough not to be entrenched and jaded.”




  Hearing that she thought of him as a son made him feel a bit more comfortable. In a way though, he was a little disappointed. Now isn’t that twisted? The male ego is completely dysfunctional. “Entrenched?” he said.




  “Here, give me your bowl.” She took the pasta bowls into the kitchen, and set them in the sink. She took off her apron and made her way back to her chair. She sat with her feet tucked underneath her and her wine glass in hand.




  “David, the tests we’ve been running on the bone have all been consistent, and indicate that the tissue is from the original dinosaur. I won’t go into all the technical protein sequencing and molecular analyses, but suffice it to say, there is no doubt.”




  “That’s awesome, right?”




  “Yes, but it makes for a very complicated situation. There’s a lot you don’t know about how academia works. Be thankful that you’re going into the private sector, although in some ways it seems a waste of a great scientific mind.”




  David blushed. “So what’s the problem? This is huge. You’ll be the most famous paleontologist of all time, have all the research money you need, go on a world-wide lecture tour. You’ll be a rock star. What’s so complicated? And what was your deal in the office this afternoon? Why couldn’t you tell me then?”




  “You don’t understand, David. I’m not the first person to find dinosaur soft tissue. There have been three other researchers who have documented seven separate finds over the past five years.”




  David blinked. “What? I’ve never heard of this.”




  “No, you haven’t. All of the finds were discredited, and no one was published in any respectable journal. The same criticisms that were used against our find were levied against these other researchers. Their samples were contaminated, there was bacteria growing, inconclusive tests were run, and so on. David, I know these people. They are excellent researchers. I’m certain that there was nothing erroneous in their methods or conclusions, but they’ve been blown out of the water. All three, at different universities, have been functionally banished from conducting any serious research. They have no access to any research funds. One has actually been fired, which is no small feat for a university administration. There are very involved administrative procedures and hearings—”




  “Wait a minute, this couldn’t happen to you. Your work is rock solid!”




  “So was theirs.”




  “But you’ve already published the article in Science.”




  “I’m surprised it went to print. I was bullied into publishing that article by the department chair, who wanted the notoriety for the university, but it really wasn’t ready. It slipped through. Honestly, I think Science may have published it because it was so premature, and thus it would be easy to discredit the findings later, and publicly. But I had to do it. I couldn’t continue without the funding. I had to run these tests. I had to be sure for myself, even though I know the tests will never be replicated and confirmed. Even though I know the correct conclusions will never be allowed to appear in any respected journal.”




  “What do you mean ‘not allowed’? Not allowed by whom?”




  “By whoever is involved in suppressing this information.” Marcia locked David’s eyes.




  David stared at her, then squinted. “What the hell are you talking about, Marcia?”




  “David, this tissue is from a dinosaur, a T. Rex. The protein sequencing proves that this tissue is from the same dinosaur as the bone.”




  “Yea, so … I believed that was true from day one.”




  “Do you also believe that blood vessels, collagen, blood cells, and bone cells can be preserved for sixty-five million years?”




  “Well, I didn’t—”




  “But now you do? David, you’re a geologist, a physicist, a chemist, and an engineer. Tell me that soft tissue can be preserved for sixty-five million years with a straight face. You have some idea how much time that is. You’re used to thinking about big numbers. Tell me how this could happen.”




  “Well, you concluded in your article that we must not fully understand tissue degradation and preservation, and that more research is needed. I mean, it’s highly unlikely, but given the right conditions…”




  “Highly unlikely? It’s completely impossible and you know it! How long before simple background radiation alone would destroy any organic molecules? What’s the absolute maximum you could possibly defend?”




  He sat back and rubbed a hand over his face. “Okay, well, I’d say thirty, forty thousand years max, but I’m not an expert, and given this find—”




  “So, assuming known degradation rates, which are measurable through actual observation and experimentation, not theoretical but actually scientifically provable, how old is this tissue?”




  He rolled his eyes, “Marcia, are you trying to tell me that you think this T. Rex is less than forty thousand years old? Ridiculous and impossible.”




  “Really? Which do you find more plausible, that this dinosaur was walking around thirty or forty thousand years ago, or that soft tissue can be preserved for sixty-five million years? You can’t have both.”




  David stood up and started pacing around the room as she watched him. He walked over and put another log on the fire. He shook his head. “It’s an anomaly. A fluke. Somehow this thing got locked in, and background radiation and other decay didn’t affect it.”




  “By definition, background radiation would have affected it no matter where or under what conditions it was preserved. Vacuum seal a chunk of ham in a zip-lock and bury it in a sub-zero freezer and it’s still a dirt clod in a pretty short amount of geological time. Plus, this ‘fluke’ you’re talking about has been discovered at least seven times that I know of. Certainly there are more.”




  David sat back down and picked up his wine. “So what are we talking about here, dinosaurs still living in the jungle somewhere, Young Earth Theory, Bigfoot?”




  She looked away and gazed into the fire.




  “Look, I’m sorry Marcia. I’m trying to take this all in. You’re talking about blowing away geological timelines, conspiracy theories involving university professors and journal publishers, newspaper reporters, a secret meeting at your house. Why are we meeting here anyway? Why were you acting so weird in your office this afternoon?”




  “Well, since you think I’m crazy anyway, I wanted to meet here because I don’t believe my office is completely private.”




  “What do you mean? You think your office is bugged?”




  She looked at him. Her slim finger jammed her glasses back up on her nose.




  “This is too much.” David grabbed the bottle of wine and emptied it into his glass. “Do you have any more wine? I think we’re going to need it.”




  Marcia looked back to the fire. “In the rack above the fridge. Don’t think I have any ‘Central Coast Cab,’ but I’m sure you can find something drinkable.”




  David headed into the kitchen, his heart pounding, feeling disoriented. Marcia had lost her mind and he was taking part in the meltdown. She seemed rational enough, not really under duress, but this stuff was from deep left field. She believed it too. He knew her well enough to know that she wasn’t messing around. The evening had started off strangely, appearing as if Marcia was going to put the moves on him. That was bad enough, but it went seriously downhill from there. He was now in the middle of her paranoid delusion. He found another bottle of cabernet in the wine rack and started opening it. He shouted into the living room, “If you didn’t believe it was possible, why did you conclude in your article that tissue preservation research was the next logical step?”




  He slinked around the corner with the open bottle of wine.




  “As much as I hated to do it, I needed to publish the article. The only way it was going to get in the journal would be to take the position that we must not completely understand the fossilization process. I needed funding; this is how things work. I was crucified enough, just for suggesting that it was genuine tissue. Imagine if I suggested it was recent. It wouldn’t have made it past the proof-reader.”




  “It seems like you’re kind of selling out, or worse, leading science down the wrong path, if you really believe what you’re telling me,” David said gingerly.




  “You bet your ass I sold out! It’s what I’ve been telling you. This is how things work. You have to play the game if you are going to stay in the game.”




  David felt like they were going in circles. Their conversation was fragmented and confusing. “Marcia, I’m lost here. I don’t know what you’re trying to tell me. Why did you invite me here?”




  She looked into his eyes, as hers began to moisten. “David, I trust you. I’m going to tell you everything, at least everything I know about what’s going on. The big picture. But you have to listen with an open mind. I know it’s hard. You’ve been programmed since the third grade to see the world a certain way, through certain filters. All of us have. Promise you’ll try to put your preconceived notions about the world aside and listen, really listen to what I’m going to tell you. I’m not crazy or paranoid or menopausal or anything like that, okay?”




  He smiled. “Okay, Marcia, I’ll do my best.”




  





  Chapter Four




  




  Two years prior, Shelly had been contacted by Brent Matthews, a paleontology professor at the University of North Carolina, regarding a find he had made at Hell Creek. He asked her to act as an independent consultant on his project. He had also made a soft tissue find and knew others with similar dinosaur samples. The others had been ostracized for their methods, and particularly for suggesting that the prevailing theory of the geological column may need to be re-evaluated. Matthews wanted to proceed carefully with his project, and fly under the radar as long as possible, carefully documenting his techniques and having outside labs conduct blind tests to confirm his results. Fortunately, he had a close personal friend who was willing to privately fund some of the testing. Matthews began networking with other geoscientists and found a number of individuals who were in similar situations. They had produced geological and paleontological findings that were clearly inconsistent with the accepted earth timeline. There was a professor in this developing group that sent two Allosaurus bones to the University of Arizona for blind Carbon 14 dating. Since C14 dating is limited to about 60,000 years, the samples should have been un-testable, or yielded an age at the top of the limit. The ages were reported at 9,800 years and 16,200 years, plus or minus sixty to 220 years.
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