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155,000,000 BCE




The rising sun revealed a thick layer of gray ash coating the ocean’s surface, which threatened marine life for kilometers in every direction. Swallowing too much of the substance was lethal. Getting it stuck in a nose or gills meant strangulation. A five-meter reptilian head displaced the soot as it emerged from below. This was a Liopleurodon, the dominant predator in these waters. His triangular skull bore resemblance to a crocodile’s, his three-meter jaws opened as he growled in frustration from the dirt and subsequent hunger. The nostrils on top of the Liopleurodon’s head widened and snorted, blowing away ash that impeded the tracking device.

The Liopleurodon was amidst a journey north in search of new hunting grounds, leaving behind his territory in the location where the British Isles would eventually form. His ecosystem had undergone a radical change. The soot provided a clue. Pangea, the super-continent that comprised Earth’s entire landmass, had broken apart. This shift of tectonic plates triggered a series of volcanic eruptions under the North Sea, preventing the Equator’s warm water from reaching the North Pole. Temperatures dropped and the resulting ice age forced local marine life to migrate to warmer waters. The Liopleurodon followed. He initially moved south in his search for food before detecting a prey-item to the north. He was desperate, having not eaten for months.

He spent several minutes treading the water, relaxed. Then his jaws opened and he inhaled air before submerging. A couple of thrusts with his four flippers, each four meters long, freed the beast from the dirt’s clutches. The ocean’s current removed residue soot, revealing the reptile’s tri-colored skin. A black back allowed the Liopleurodon to stalk prey from below; his white underbelly blended with sunlight and camouflaged the predator when attacking from above. Vertical red stripes on the Liopleurodon’s back and sides were meant to intimidate other large males and attract females. He had a history of vanquishing rivals, as the many scars around his jaws, neck, torso, and flippers attested. This process began with his own siblings, which he eliminated within his mother’s womb. Mom was exhausted and needed calories after giving birth. She quickly transitioned from parent to hunter. The Liopleurodon escaped and exacted his revenge by preying on her after reaching maturity. He repeated the process with dozens of territorial rivals, only sparing females during mating season. He had not faced a challenger in years, having his pick of prey until the ice age’s interruption.

The Liopleurodon did his best to track his victim for the next hour, his front and rear flippers moving in opposite, synchronized motions, propelling his 150-ton mass with speed and agility. The ash wasn’t the only obstacle to his olfactory guidance. Rotting flesh from a Leedsichthys—a 27-meter fish—the Liopleurodon’s previous kill, still clung between his meter long fangs. The Liopleurodon’s nostrils picked up these fish pieces, compounding the challenge. Exhausted, he returned to the surface, rising above the soot-layer, and rested. He took a deep breath after a few minutes and swam to the seabed to wait.

His target registered 20 minutes later, incoming. The Liopleurodon’s hunger tempted him to emerge prematurely, but experience told him to wait until making visual contact. He had transformed hunting into an art form; a master of his craft, he was the Shakespeare or Beethoven of preying on reptiles and fish within Jurassic waters. A five-meter long Ophthalmosaurus came into view. The Ophthalmosaurus looked like a dolphin with bluish-white coloring. Her long snout was ideal for catching squid. The Liopleurodon pushed himself off the seabed with his flippers. He gained acceleration as he attacked from below. The Ophthalmosaurus smelled the rotting flesh between the Liopleurodon’s teeth and looked down, her large eyes identifying her attacker. She turned and dodged the Liopleurodon, who exploded from the ocean’s surface and bit a mouthful of air. The master’s hunger made him sloppy.

The enormous carnivore crashed back into the sea. He dove beneath the ash layer and saw the Ophthalmosaurus retreating. The Liopleurodon gave chase, desperate for food. He couldn’t keep pace—the smaller reptile was too agile. Time, dirt, and cold temperatures drained prey and predator of energy. The Ophthalmosaurus slowed down, allowing the Liopleurodon to close the distance. She peered back, saw her attacker, and used what little strength she had left to swipe her tail to and fro. The Liopleurodon lacked the energy to catch up again. The Ophthalmosaurus escaped his grasp as the water surrounding both reptiles became colder and colder.

The soot hid an iceberg, a product of the glacial period. The cold-blooded marine reptiles, whose stamina was impacted by external temperatures, became motionless. The Liopleurodon, larger in size and with greater surface area, was particularly vulnerable and paralyzed from moving his flippers. The current pushed him toward the iceberg until he collided with the mass. A large chunk of ice broke off and landed on the beast. Water surrounding the Liopleurodon froze for the next several hours. He panicked but was too weak to do anything but watch, for once the powerless party. He was frozen by nightfall and entered suspended animation. Ash accumulated on the iceberg’s flanks over the next year, causing it to sink below the ocean’s surface. The ash coating and water pressure preserved the iceberg for millennia after the ice age ended.

History’s greatest carnivore was preserved with it.
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February 14, 1911

Alice winced as the carriage rolled over a chunk of ice, disrupting her breathing and hurting her throat. She coughed and peered from behind the curtain to increase the air circulation. She blinked multiple times, frustrated and jittery from keeping still in a confined environment for so long, glancing at the brick and brimstone architecture that reflected older Queen Anne and Richardson Romanesque styles along with newer Georgian Revival ones. Massachusetts Avenue was grand by DC standards and less reflective of the patchwork look found elsewhere.

She opened her purse, eyeing her garden snake, coiled and passive, among her other items. Alice was careful not to touch the snake as she retrieved a cigarette and match. She lit the match on the carriage’s interior wall. Her eyes closed as she inhaled the smoke and relaxed. The smoke stayed within the carriage when she exhaled.

“Must you smoke in here?” Theodore asked, sitting beside her.

“I’ll do as I like, Father.”

Theodore snorted and considered opening his curtain. “Still the same girl who smoked on the White House roof. My same bunny.”

“Please don’t call me that. I’m a married woman.”

“And?” Theodore asked as he glanced at her. “That doesn’t change the fact that I’ll always be the big bear to my bunnies. Including you.”

The carriage shook again.

“Blasted ice,” Alice muttered. She squeezed her purse tighter so as to keep her snake still and calm.

“Be grateful we’ve come in the winter and the snow and ice are with us,” Theodore said. “Summer brings horrid humidity to this city. Why President Washington opted to place the capital in a swamp makes me question the great man’s judgment.”

“I just wish we could have walked. I understand we’d be mobbed, but nonetheless. I would think you would feel similarly, Father, given your near-death experience when the Pittsfield streetcar—”

“On the contrary, I relish such brushes with—”

“Ah, yes. How could I forget?”

“Why are you in a mood? Surely, this can’t just be about the weather?”

“Of course it isn’t.”

“Then what?”

“You know my feelings about Senator Lodge. He’s a snob.”

“No, he isn’t. He’s a warm boy.”

“That opinion is unique to you.”

“Then you needn’t speak to him for more than a few moments.”

“What does that mean?”

“You’ll spend time with Constance when we get there.”

“I will not! I’ll sit in on the meeting!”

“You’ll do no such thing.”

“Then why am I here? I could have spent the day with Nicholas.”

“You’re excellent at social occasions. You know that.”

“Then allow me to give you my opinion,” Alice declared as she looked her father in the eye. “I know you’ve decided to challenge the President next year.” Theodore did not respond. “I don’t believe you’ll achieve your desired outcome. You’ll upset the party bosses and poison your chance to win the nomination in less controversial circumstances in ‘16.”

“Nonsense,” Theodore said. “I was the most popular President since Lincoln. And Lincoln had the war helping him. Think of the reception we received upon my return from the African safari last summer. The acclaim.”

“And then you were held responsible for the Republican defeat in the midterms,” Alice replied. Theodore’s jaw clenched and he broke eye contact. “Your political fortunes are at a low ebb, Father.”

“What will Nicholas do?” he asked softly.

“He’ll play it safe—”

The carriage shook more violently than before. Alice gripped her purse and her seat as she briefly feared they might tip over.

“All right, back there?” James Amos, their African American valet, shouted from the driver’s seat.

“We’re fine, James!” Theodore replied. He looked to Alice, turning his head 90-degrees. His left eye was blind from a boxing match as President. “You were saying?”

“Nicholas will play it safe, like usual. Mr. Taft is his political mentor,” Alice said. “He’ll stand with him.”

“And what will you do?”

“I’ll do as I believe. Even if it costs me my marriage.”

“It would come to that?”

“He already tells me to ‘shut up’ for defending you.”

“You believe in me that much?”

“Of course I do, Father.” Alice smiled. “Besides, how could I side with the family who banned me from the White House?”

“Did you ever receive an explanation for that action?”

Alice’s grin grew wider. “They must have discovered the voodoo doll I buried of the First Lady.”

“Alice…”

Alice smirked. Theodore sighed and thought of the estrangement between his family and the Tafts. Why hadn’t Taft, or a member of the President’s staff, greeted him upon his emergence from Khartoum in Africa? Theodore’s friends and the press did. That was just one of a series of escalating events that built awkwardness and eventually—

The carriage stopped. The curtain on Alice’s side opened after a moment.

“Ma’am?” Amos asked, offering his hand.

“Thank you, James,” she replied as she took his hand and climbed out.

“I’ll come get you in a moment, Colonel.”

“That’s quite all right!” Theodore announced. “I’m as fit as a bull moose!” He opened his curtain and climbed out. Despite his assertions, the former President was no longer as tan or fit as he’d been upon returning from Africa, having put on weight and appearing chubby. He glanced at the clouds, which were thicker than the ice clumps on DC’s streets and sidewalks.

Lodge’s home bore a Victorian style and was built of red brick with Greek columns holding up a balcony on the second floor. It was one of the nicer houses on the street. Theodore struck the door knocker. A glass knob turned, after a moment, and the black door opened. An African American servant was there to meet them.

“Greetings, Colonel!”

“Bully to see you, Mr. Marshall!”

Constance, Lodge’s daughter, stood behind Marshall.

“Please come in, Colonel, Alice. Let us take your coats.”

“You’re most generous,” Theodore replied before removing his winter gear. Roosevelt’s characteristic energy returned to him as he moved like a big child to his favorite corridor of the mansion. A Spanish royal ensign was draped over the hallway and a display case contained a Spanish saber, a Puerto Rican machete, and a Spanish ship’s porthole, among other things. Roosevelt analyzed them with glee.

“Admiring Bay’s loot, I see.”

Roosevelt turned to see Lodge standing behind him.

“Cabot!”

“Good to see you, Colonel!”

They embraced and then returned to looking at the trophies.

“Thank you again for writing that lovely introduction to his poetry collection,” Lodge said.

“The honor was mine.”

A tinge of melancholy set in.

“Do you still plan to vacation in Cape Cod this summer?” Roosevelt asked.

“I haven’t decided,” Lodge replied. “I’m not sure I can go without Bay.”

“It would be good for you. You can sit outside and read.”

“True. Shall we go to my study?”

“Let’s.” Roosevelt turned to Alice and Constance, who waited at the end of the corridor. “Ladies, please excuse us. We have important matters to discuss.”

“Come, Alice,” Constance said, “let me show you our latest renovations.” Alice looked to her father to signal her unhappiness but he paid it no mind and followed Lodge to his study.

The study led to Lodge’s library, one of the mansion’s main features. Two cups of cocoa waited for them.

“You’re so thoughtful,” Roosevelt said. He glanced at the volumes placed in the library’s forefront—Don Quixote, Homer, and Lodge’s favorite, the complete works of Sir Walter Scott. Roosevelt took the seat closer to the door while Lodge sat across a glossy table, deeper in the room.

“I’ve been depressed by your absence,” Lodge said.

“It’s good to be back in Washington. The capital is a big, pleasant village. In New York, everything throbs with the chase for the almighty dollar.” Lodge could tell that Roosevelt’s anxiety was on the brink of boiling over.

“Shall we turn to the purpose of your visit?” Lodge asked. Roosevelt nodded. “So? What have you decided regarding next year’s election?”

“I have a duty, Cabot.”

“I see.” Lodge glanced at notes he’d prepared on a yellow lined pad. “I assume this is primarily due to the Pinchot issue?”

“It is—in large part—though that’s really just a symptom of a larger trend.”

“Such as?”

“Cabot, you know as well as I that Taft betrayed our cause,” Roosevelt said. “He’s surrounded himself with corporate lawyers and was co-opted by the oligarchy.”

“You’re overreacting. He’s had progressive accomplishments. Historic tariff reduction. Breaking up more trusts in two years than you did in seven.”

“He and Ballinger returned one-and-a-half million acres in the Midwest to the public domain. How many millions have General Electric, Guggenheim, and Amalgamated Copper already made at the expense of our national treasures?”

“The executive order that you wrote with Mr. Pinchot stretched executive power to its limit,” Lodge said.

“The Constitution doesn’t prohibit it. The President is the only thing standing between the people and the capitalists.” Roosevelt’s hand swung before him like a karate chop to animate his action. “What we did was necessary.”

“President Taft has a narrower interpretation of executive power. He’s not alone in thinking your action required Congressional approval.”

Roosevelt waved his hand dismissively. “I shouldn’t dream of asking Congress’ permission on the issue. It’s in our national interest.”

“The Interior Department hadn’t even conducted a survey of the region.”

“That’s just an excuse to undo our action. Taft was meant to carry on my policies and he betrayed the progressive cause. Everyone in the movement knows this and says so.” Roosevelt sighed after taking a sip of cocoa. “I didn’t want this. He’d been my right hand when I was President. But he’s been bought. Should have backed Mr. Hughes instead.”

“Even if I were to grant you all of this, which I don’t, but if I did, that still leaves the issue of actually beating him,” Lodge said. “Taft controls the Republican leadership.”

“Do you remember when George Cortelyou replaced Mark Hanna as party chairman in ‘04? That happened because I requested it. The party needs me more than I it.”

“But then Parker accused Cortelyou of blackmailing corporations and you of corruption.”

Roosevelt snorted. “Fine, but who remembers that detail? My point stands.”

“What people remember is that the party holds you responsible for the disaster in November. We lost the House for the first time since the ‘90s and almost lost the Senate. Plus dozens of state-level races. I won my runoff last month by a mere five votes.”

“I only led our party’s efforts in New York! It’s poppycock to blame me for what happened across the country.”

“Nonetheless, that was the public’s perception and what you have to work with, Theodore.” Lodge placed down his cocoa and leaned forward in his seat, resting his elbows on his knees. “You’ve never been so politically vulnerable and are in no position to challenge the President.”

“I disagree, Cabot,” Roosevelt asserted, taking a gulp. “My New Nationalism speech struck a chord with progressives across the country. The struggle for freedom for this generation demands a fight for popular rule against the special interests. That includes direct primaries and outlawing corporate contributions for candidates. Regulations for working women and children. Vocational training. And so on. Such a platform will generate far greater excitement than Taft’s milquetoast conservatism.”

“You should add Negro voting rights to the list,” Lodge said.

“That will hurt me in the South.”

“It’s the right thing to do. You didn’t mention your call for public referendums on judicial decisions. Did the midterm disaster change your mind?”

“Certainly not.”

“It must, unless you wish to terrify most of the country and fade into irrelevance.”

“Why should a five-to-four court decision shape whether progressive legislation is constitutional?” Roosevelt asked, his arms folded. “It is only right that public majorities should be able to recall such holdings.”

“That would be a court of the crowd, Theodore.” Lodge picked up his drink. “You would be destroying representative government for the whims of the populace.”

“Wall Street has bought four dozen Senators as though they were yachts. Is that representative government?”

“You did not used to be this radical,” Lodge said. “You used to call for balance between capital and labor.”

“I still stand for the Square Deal, but it’s now clear to me that fair play under the present rules of the game isn’t enough. They must be changed if we are to achieve true equal opportunity for all Americans.”

“You’ll have to turn down your rhetoric if you want a chance of winning. You’ll terrify the Eastern Establishment.”

“I don’t need them if they lack farsightedness.”

“Casuistry,” Lodge muttered. “Only six states allow for direct primaries.”

“Then perhaps I’ll run third party,” Roosevelt spat back, “if the party leadership is going to rig the contest.”

“And give the election to Bryan or whoever else leads the Robespierre wing of the Democratic Party?” Lodge asked in exacerbation.

“I suspect they’ll back Woodrow Wilson. He just won the New Jersey gubernatorial race in a landslide. Conservative Democrats will back Champ Clark, since he’ll likely replace Cannon as Speaker of the House in March.”

Lodge broke eye contact and took a minute to think. “I suppose you couldn’t simply ask Taft to step aside next year?”

“Not since he’s been corrupted.”

“And you wouldn’t be interested in being Vice President in his second term? You would be set to run in ‘16 and shape his administration from within.”

“I’ll never hold that waste of an office again,” Roosevelt said. “It ought to be abolished.”

Lodge chuckled. “Do you remember when the Party leadership chose you to be McKinley’s running mate in 1900? Henry and I had to lift your spirits.” He referred to Henry Adams, grandson of John Quincy Adams. “He told stories of Washington in yesteryear. Of dinner parties where General Sherman would reenact his March to the Sea by pushing his silverware off the table with his spoon.”

Roosevelt nodded despondently, losing focus as his insecurities set in.

“What’s the matter, Theodore?” Lodge asked. “Not in the mood for trips down memory lane?”

Roosevelt resisted looking desperate as he restored eye contact with his friend. “How will history remember me?”

“As a great President.”

“Will it?”

“Yes!” Lodge declared. “You confronted the excess of the industrial age. Established our nation as a great power in the world.”

“But no one would rank me on par with George Washington or Abraham Lincoln.”

“Well,” Lodge said, framing his words delicately. “That’s a very high bar.”

“One I’m convinced I could meet if I was in office under the right circumstances.”

“What do you mean?”

“Washington and Lincoln were great because they led the country during a once-in-a-century existential war. They successfully navigated those crises and that’s why they’re ranked at the top. It’s not my fault that my administration lacked a major crisis. I’m proud of what I accomplished, particularly the canal in Panama, but that’s not comparable to founding the republic or abolishing slavery.”

“All of that is true, but it’s beyond your control,” Lodge said.

“Not if I win next year.”

“And what does that mean?”

“Look at the situation in Europe,” Roosevelt said. “The century of peace that Metternich built following Waterloo is ending. Bismarck destabilized the balance of power by replacing the German confederation of states with a Prussian-led giant, and hisremoval by the Kaiser has resulted in Europe devolving into rival blocks. Britain, France, and Russia are allied against Germany and Austria-Hungary. The situation is unstable, particularly because of German aggression. A war more terrible than that of religion or of Napoleon is inevitable within the coming years. That’s before mentioning the Japanese threat in the East and the decay of Russian society that will surely end in a bloodshed that makes the French Revolution look tame by comparison—”

“And you wish to be President during that war?”

“Can you picture Taft leading the country during a cataclysm of that scale?”

“No,” Lodge said softly, conceding the point. “Is this duty or legacy?”

Roosevelt hesitated. “Duty,” he said unconvincingly as he pushed his subconscious desires back in the box. “I seek to live a straight life and do good. I am not in the least concerned with my place in history.”

Lodge sighed and took the last gulp of his cocoa, which was now cool. He consciously injected himself with more energy. “Enough talk of politics! Are you interested in a ride?”

“Is the path near the stable clear of ice?” Roosevelt asked.

“Yes.”

“I would love to.”




…




The plump man clutched his copy of The Times with his beady fingers, the paper covering all but his balding scalp. His black, Edwardian wool hat sat atop the decorative cane that leaned against the table beside him. He briefly glanced at a story announcing that Neville Chamberlain, a manufacturer of metal ship births and former bachelor turned aspiring member of Parliament, was engaged to heiress Anne Cole before turning his focus to an article on a suffragette rally in Independence Square that provoked his scoffing. He was oblivious to the surrounding environment, which comprised a wall of half wooden panels and half flowery wallpaper, a large painting of formally dressed people enjoying their meal at a restaurant like this one, and secondary paintings. A dimly lit golden chandelier with several candelabras hung from the white ceiling, which had raised lines shaped like curved flower petals between the dim sky lights. The tables were set with white linen tablecloths, romantic lights, and comfortable upholstered seats.

The sound of approaching footsteps penetrated the man’s bubble. He lowered The Times, revealing bespectacled eyes. A blonde couple stood on the other side of the table, the man in his late thirties and over a decade older than the lady, both pairs of eyes sharing a look of life’s toll that sought to build energy for their social outing. The plump man rose to his feet and extended his right hand.

“Miss Painter,” the man said in a Mid-Atlantic accent before taking the woman’s hand and kissing it.

“‘Kelsey’ is fine.”

The man nodded and hesitated before turning to shake hands with the blonde man.

“Dr. Ryan,” he said.

“Dr. Ross.”

“Please, sit,” Ross invited, gesturing to the chairs closest to the couple. Ryan sat down before preparing Kelsey’s seat. Ross monitored the action. Ryan sat in the middle and noted that Ross had already ordered five glasses of Merlot for the table, each next to a place setting.

“Appreciated,” Ryan muttered. “I can’t remember which is further back in time—my previous visit to Delmonico’s or our last meeting.”

“For which I apologize,” Ross said. “It’s a long walk to your office down the hall.”

A brief flash of anger was the first, truest emotion to rise in Ryan’s eyes, but he pushed it back down. “Careful, Benjamin. Let’s be on our good behavior tonight.” Ross gave a small nod, signaling his agreement without apologizing. “What do we know about Will’s protégé?”

“All I know is that he wants to be a marine reptile specialist,” Ross said. “A bit young for such a significant career decision, but that’s kids these days, I suppose. Perhaps he’s interested in my new article in Science. Other than that, I only know that Professor Harris claims that he’ll be the star of his generation and is desperate to meet us.”

“I suppose that’s one word for it.”

They exchanged an awkward laugh and broke eye contact. Kelsey flashed a brief smile.

Ryan glanced at The Times. “What’s happening in the world?”

Ross shrugged. “The lady agitators are in Independence Square again.” He chuckled. “This doesn’t seem complicated to me. The husband is the public representative of the family, but the wife still has input.” He used hand gestures to make his point and looked to Kelsey. “Is that unreasonable?”

“I think the suffrage issue is in line with—”

“What if husband and wife disagree politically?” Ryan asked. “What if he’s cruel? Should she not have her own say?”

“In that case, she should honor her husband’s wishes. That’s our heritage.” Ross turned to Kelsey again. “How are your studies going at Cornell?”

“Lovely.”

“Wonderful to hear,” Ross said. “It’s nice they have a program for women to enter the field. Have you started your thesis?”

“Yes, I have.”

“What about?”

“Humanity’s role in the mammoth’s decline during the Pliocene,” Kelsey said.

“I take it you think it had an impact?”

“I do.”

“More so than other factors? Like the increase in global temperatures? Or what of other carnivores? Smilodon. The cave lion. Arctodus. Why humanity and not any of those options?”

“I have sections on all of those, and more, as contributing factors, but humanity was key because we had a radical impact on the mammoth’s ecosystem. We were more organized, more intelligent. We used weapons and tactics.”

“Surely, Smilodon had those.”

“Yes, but they aren’t comparable,” Kelsey said. “It would be like pitting Alexander or Caesar against Sitting Bull.” Ross smiled, impressed with Kelsey’s defense. Kelsey relaxed and asked, “Who are we meeting again?”

“Will Harris is an old colleague of ours,” Ryan explained, “but he had the wisdom to leave the museum system for the university. Less competitive. Less stressful.”

“And less potential,” Ross added.

“Will accomplished enough to satisfy the average man,” Ryan said.

“Average. Yes.”

“That’s not very nice, Dr. Ross,” Kelsey said.

“‘Nice.’ Excuse me, I forgot that people’s feelings are in vogue these days. I suppose something is needed to pacify mediocrity.”

Ryan glared at Ross. “I see why you’re the only one to arrive on his own this evening.”

Ross paused, an insecurity touched. “I’m more than enough company for myself.”

Kelsey acted before an awkward silence set in. “You mentioned you published an article in Science?”

“Yes,” Ross replied, seizing the lifeline. “Earlier this month.”

“Congratulations.”

“Thank you, dear.”

“What’s the topic?” Kelsey asked.

“I tried to make an evolutionary link between mosasaurs and snakes,” Ross said. “You’re familiar with mosasaurs, are you not?”

“I’m afraid to admit they’re outside my specialty.”

“Quite alright. They were the apex predator of the Cretaceous ocean. They peaked around 90 million years ago.”

“What’s your basis for their link to snakes?” Kelsey asked.

“Both had expandable jaws for swallowing their prey whole.”

“How does that—lovely dinner conversation, by the way,” Kelsey said. Ross laughed. “How does that prove a link?”

Ryan spoke before Ross could answer. “Perhaps mosasaurs developed that ability through a special need and passed it onto their descendants?”

“I will not debate this point with you again,” Ross asserted. “Natural selection dictates—”

“Greetings!” an approaching man exclaimed. “Lady, gentleman, Dr. Ross.” Ryan laughed. The man shook hands with the couple. “Kelsey, Sean, good to see you both.” He sat beside Kelsey and noted the Merlot by his place setting. “I see the best part of the evening is already here. No offense, Kelsey. I hope we’re not late. Fifth Avenue was packed.” He took a sip.

“Good to see you, Will,” Ryan said.

A younger man followed Harris to the table. He moved slower than the high-energy professor. He had let his hair grow out further than the professional men and had a stubble goatee. He wore a sports jacket and a sloppy bowtie. He locked his eyes onto Ross, who arched his eyebrow in confusion. The student must have been intimidated, or perhaps excited. He sat between Ross and Harris.

Harris took another sip and raised his glass.

“A toast to the happy couple.” Ryan and Kelsey took a moment to respond. Everyone raised their glasses. “Do I hear wedding bells in the offing?”

Ryan was flustered. Kelsey glanced at him and then looked at the others. “What about you gentlemen?” she asked. “Hmm? Dr. Ross? Professor Harris?”

Ross broke eye contact. He sank into his seat before restoring his posture. “I don’t need distractions from my work.”

“And you, Professor Harris?” Kelsey asked.

Harris smiled. “Too restricting.”

“From your ladies of the night?” Ross asked. Harris gave a playful shrug and finished his Merlot. He grabbed his student’s glass and pulled it closer. Ross’ eyebrow arched again. This college student was over 18, wasn’t he? Ross noticed the student was still staring at him.

“I’m afraid I didn’t catch your name, young man,” Ross said. He placed his right elbow on the table and put his weight onto it. “Can you give it to me again?”

“Luke.”

“Thank you. I hear you’re interested in marine reptiles.”

“That’s right.”

“Did you read my article in Science?”

“Yes.”

“What are your thoughts?”

“It was fine.”

Harris, Ryan, and Kelsey all exchanged a glance.

Ross smiled. “A master of flattery, I see.”

“Luke tends to be a bit shy,” Harris explained.

“As are many bright young men at his age,” Ross said. “Marine reptiles are an excellent specialty, though I advise you to keep an open mind. Paleontology is a booming field. A man—or woman—” Ross paused and glanced at Kelsey, “—could spend a career cleaning up the sloppy research that Marsh and Cope inflicted upon us with their juvenile race to identify as many species as possible. Misidentify is more like it. Or you can spend your career in the West, if you’re unsure if you want a family.”

“Is that a choice he would have to make at this point?” Ryan asked. “The railroad gives easier access to the West than in previous generations.”

“Either way,” Ross continued, “there have been major breakthroughs in that region in recent years. Majestic beasts like Allosaurus, Stegosaurus, and Triceratops will become household names before too long. It’s so wonderful a man at your age has decided to enter the field. The opportunities are all around you. Reach out and seize them!”

Luke did not respond, as though he hadn’t heard a word. He ran his fingers through the long pieces of hair near his neck.

Ross hesitated. “What does your father do?”

“You killed him.”

Ryan and Kelsey exchanged a glance and then turned to Harris, who was mortified. All three turned to Ross. Ross took a breath and asserted control over his emotions before reestablishing eye contact with Luke.

“That’s quite a claim, young man.”

“I’m so sorry, Ben,” Harris said. “I don’t know what—mind expanding on that, Luke?”

“Gladly,” Luke said, eyes locked on Ross. “Your career was launched by destroying my father’s.”

“I haven’t a clue what—” Ross froze, blinking several times. “What was your name again?”

“Luke.”

“Luke—what?”

“Luke Jones.”

“Jones?” Ross asked, his voice louder than at any time since arriving at Delmonico’s. He connected the dots. “Andrew Jones was your father?”

“Correct.”

“You’re the son of And—” Ross turned to Harris. “Why didn’t you tell me that’s who this is?”

“I thought you knew!” Harris exclaimed.

Ross waived his hand dismissively. “Of all the asinine—” He noticed Ryan smiling. “Did you know?” Ryan nodded and cracked up. “Why didn’t you tell me he was Professor Harris’ protégé?”

“And miss this?” Ryan asked between laughs. Kelsey looked disgusted.

Ross turned back to Luke. “So what, this was an ambush?” he asked. “That’s how you intend to enter the field? By ambushing its leader with absurd accusations?”

“Can someone provide context to what’s happening?” Kelsey asked. “I’m lost.”

“Happily,” Ross spat. “Andrew Jones worked under the great Henri Émile Sauvage. He was on Monsieur Sauvage’s expedition that discovered Liopleurodon ferox, a small pliosaur.”

“A what?”

“A pliosaur is a short-necked plesiosaur,” Ross said. “Head like a crocodile. Body like a turtle without the shell. They discovered Liopleurodon in the Boulogne region of France. Mr. Jones was a graduate student at the time. A few years later, he was on a dig that discovered an ichthyosaur, another marine reptile, that had been bitten in half. I don’t remember the ichthyosaur’s length. Let’s say it was six to nine meters long.”

“It was 11 meters,” Luke said.

“Eleven meters. Excuse me!” Ross raised his hands to look like he was surrendering to the police before replacing his elbow on the table. “Anyway, the teeth marks on the ichthyosaur matched those of Liopleurodon and Mr. Jones extrapolated that pliosaurs, which have only been shown to be six or seven meters long, could grow to two or three times that size.”

“Wow,” Kelsey said.

“Don’t be impressed,” Ross replied. “It was nonsense then and it’s nonsense now. He just made the claim to advance his career.”

“It isn’t—” Luke began.

“Save it!” Ross said.

“Well, wait,” Kelsey said, “what else would explain how an 11-meter animal was bitten in half?”

Ross took a deep breath. “There are other explanations. It could have been a high-velocity impact, for instance. But Mr. Jones made an extraordinary claim without the extraordinary evidence to back it up. And yes, my first published article debunked his ‘theory.’” Ross used air quotes.

“Debunked?” Ryan asked. “You eviscerated him.”

“Which was deserved,” Ross declared.

“What happened next?” Kelsey asked Luke. He took a moment to respond.

“My father’s career was over,” Luke said. “He fell into alcoholism and committed suicide when I was nine.”

“I’m sorry.”

“Thank you,” Luke replied, “but you’re not the one I want an apology from.”

“Then keep waiting!” Ross said. “Don’t expect it from me! Your father proposed an absurd theory and got what he deserved. It was even worse than Dr. Ryan’s belief in Neo-Lamarckism.”

“That’s unnecessary,” Ryan said.

Ross ignored him, his attention on Luke. “Your father humiliated his own university. They revoked his degree.”

“Because of you,” Luke said. “He only proposed a theory.”

“It was groundless. I’m interested in science, not mythical creatures.”

“It’s not groundless. I can prove it.”

Ross chuckled. “Well, I am a man of science. Go ahead. This ought to be good.”

“The six-meter pliosaur specimens were adolescents,” Luke said. “The growth rings prove it.”

Ross formed a small smile. “Okay, that’s fair. So, maybe they grew to eight or nine meters. Maybe ten, if they lived a long life. That still doesn’t mean they were 15 meters or more.”

“What about pliosaur teeth that are a third-of-a-meter long?” Luke asked. “Large theropods, like Tyrannosaurus, grew to 12 meters and had teeth half that size. That implies that, proportionally—”

“There’s not a direct correlation between tooth length and body length,” Ross said. “And there are tyrannosaur teeth just shy of a third-of-a-meter. Ask your professor or Dr. Ryan. They would know.”

Luke turned to Harris, who said, “Ben’s right, Luke.” Luke turned back to Ross, who had a smug smile.

“Anything else?”

Luke thought for a moment. “My father and I are marine reptile specialists and—”

“Your credentialism doesn’t impress me,” Ross said. “Do you know what does? Science. You’re—” Luke broke eye contact and looked at his lap. “Look at me. You’ll learn something. You’re making the same mistake your father made. You’ve found a conclusion that you like and you’re forcing the evidence to support it. But your evidence isn’t stable.”

“You say the same thing about Neo-Lamarckism,” Ryan joked.

“Don’t get me started on that again,” Ross said. He looked to Luke. “Anything else?”

Luke looked like he was ready to vomit as his face flashed green. “My father was a great man. He had a mind like Copernicus and he worshiped my mother.”

“He was a crackpot, as you’ll no doubt be, and he left your mother a widow.”

“That’s uncalled for,” Harris said.

“He called me a murderer!” Ross said.

Luke grit his teeth and his right hand became a fist. Ross saw it and scoffed.

“You wouldn’t dare,” Ross said.

Harris grabbed Luke’s left elbow. “That’s it!” Harris declared. “Change of topic!”

Luke tried to calm himself. He’d been denied the victory he’d built up in his head, unable to force reality to bend to his will. He leaned back in his chair, stared at his lap, and his mind shut down.

“You’ll have to forgive Luke,” Harris said to Ross. “He has a vulnerable heart.”

Ross did not respond for a moment. Then his face flashed red.

“I’m not done!” he declared, looking at Luke. “You should spare us all the trouble and not bother entering this field. Go be a joke elsewhere. Perhaps law.”

“That’s enough, Dr. Ross,” Harris said.

“Fine,” Ross said, crossing his arms. “I’m done.” He finished what was left of his Merlot. “How dare he speak that way to the next Darwin?”

“With the self-image of the next Bonaparte,” Ryan said.

“It isn’t arrogance if it’s accurate.”

An awkward silence set in. A trio of waiters watched the table, unsure if they should approach to take orders.

Ross looked to the others. “Should we bother breaking bread?”

“I think we can get the evening back on track,” Kelsey said.

“Lead the way,” Ryan replied.

“Does anyone have any upcoming plans?”

The table became quiet as their thinking transitioned away from the argument.

“I have something,” Ross said.

“Yes?” Kelsey asked.

“I’m going to Newport at the end of the week. The Navy wants to ask me some questions.”

“That’s exciting,” Kelsey said. “What about?”

“They haven’t said,” Ross replied. “The government occasionally finds fossils they need identified. Or they’ll try to get the museum to take them off their hands. It’s not common but it does happen.” He paused. “You’re welcome to join me.” Ryan looked confused. “That’s extended to all of you.” Ross glanced at Luke.

Luke appeared lifeless, devoid of the energy needed to think. He started raising his head, but Harris spoke first. “We’d be honored to attend.” Luke looked to his professor in horror. Harris nodded, telling him to take the opportunity. Luke shrunk further into his seat.

“Will the Navy be okay with you inviting all of us along?” Ryan asked.

Ross shrugged. “They did a background check on me. I doubt they’ll care. We’re a bunch of professionals looking at fossils.”

Ryan and Kelsey exchanged a glance. Ryan hesitated and said they also wanted to go.

“I’ll just need to notify my academic advisor,” Kelsey said. “It shouldn’t be a problem.”

“Wonderful,” Ross replied. “Now, let’s order an appetizer. It will reduce the effect of the Merlot.”




…




February 17, 1911

Ba-dump, Ba-dump, Ba-dump.

Luke’s body was compressed, the backs of his shoes placed at the edge of his seat, a notebook on his thighs. He’d kept calm during the train ride by drawing a picture of a pliosaur attacking a Cryptoclidus, a seven-meter long plesiosaur. The pliosaur’s jaws were the piece’s defining feature; they surrounded their victim and would bring death in an instant. The rest of the predator’s body did not fit on the page. Marine reptiles, such as pliosaurs and mosasaurs, were his passion; their power over their enemies excited him. This one conformed to his image of the gargantuan carnivore, the mightiest beast to ever swim in the sea.

“Luke,” Harris said, “we’ve stopped.” Luke hadn’t noticed, comfortable in his bubble. He filled with dread as he returned to reality, throwing his notebook in his bag and following Harris off the train. He stretched without thinking once he had the space; the ride from New York had taken six hours. “Careful not to slip.” Luke nodded and stared at the icy concrete as he followed Harris out of the station.

They found Ross, Kelsey, and Ryan waiting for them outside. All wore coats and Ross balanced himself with his cane. Luke avoided eye contact. Kelsey amused herself by exhaling air made visible through condensation. She turned to Ryan.

“Sean, look, I can see my breath.”

“Uh-huh.”

Harris noticed Kelsey’s disappointment. “Yeah, it’s neat!” he exclaimed. She smiled, appreciating the attempt.

“Good to see you again, Professor Harris,” Ross said.

“Likewise, Ben.”

Ross turned and waved to a naval officer standing a short distance away. The officer had been hugging himself due to the cold and snapped back into a professional stance. He approached the paleontologists.

“Is this everyone?” he asked.

“Yes,” Ross replied.

“Great. Welcome to Naval Station Newport. I’m Lieutenant Black. Can I get your names?” The paleontologists introduced themselves. “Terrific. I’ll lead you to your destination.”

“Do we have a ride?” Ross asked.

“It’s within walking distance.”

Ross grimaced but fell into line as Black guided them into the base. Evergreens sprinkled with snow that led to various gray and tan buildings with dark blue roofs flanked them. The paleontologists asked questions, as though on a tour.

“Can you give us any hints on what we’ll be looking at?” Harris asked.

“I’d rather not disclose anything until we reach the mess hall,” Black said.

“The mess hall?” Ryan asked.

“Yes. I ask that you reserve your judgment until we get there.”

“What do you do in the Navy?” Kelsey asked.

“Mostly administrative work these days,” Black said.

“Do you enjoy it?”

Black shrugged. “Can’t complain.”

“I didn’t stop complaining during my tour,” Harris said. The others looked at him in surprise.

“You were in the Navy?” Black asked.

“Years ago. Terrible fit.”

“I’m sorry to hear that.”

“Don’t take it personally,” Harris said. “You could have the best peach tree in the world and there will be people who hate peaches.”

“A healthy attitude,” Black said.

“What’s that building?” Ryan asked.

Luke ignored the conversation, captured by his emotions. He’d failed. Failed to avenge his father’s destruction. He’d built up what was going to happen in his mind for months—no, years. Dr. Ross had destroyed his father’s career—and his life—to launch his own. Luke meant to return the favor. He’d wanted to humiliate Ross in front of his mentor and Ross’ own colleagues at the Natural History Museum and reset the Jones family as a redeemed dynasty within the field. Now, it wasn’t clear if Luke even had a future in the field. Ross had put him in time out—destroyed Luke’s reputation—destroyed it. Before it had even been built in order to be destroyed. The last 12 years of his life—don’t step on that ice—the last 12 years of his life had led to that dinner. No, more than that. Ross’ article was 14 years old. Andrew Jones’ psyche unraveled over the subsequent two years until his suicide, leaving Pamella, Luke’s mother, alone to raise her son and abandon her career as a music tutor to make her way in the industrial world at an age past when most women entered the work force. Luke’s meaning in life—destroying Ross and becoming a giant in paleontology—vindicating his father’s memory—all gone because he’d suffered the same fate. For the same issue. By the same man. Now what? What was there for Luke to do? The last 12 years were about this. Only this. He’d hardly thought of anything else. And that mission was destroyed in an evening. The humiliation. It was just—God. Now what? What would he do with his life? His career as a paleontologist was over. Should he change his college courses? Enter a different profession? Why? Why bother? Why bother having a career? To make money? What kind of life purpose was that? In what field? What field could possibly hold the same meaning to him that paleontology did? It was his whole life. His father captured his imagination with the incredible creatures of centuries past when he was four. It was all he wanted. All he ever wanted. What was he going to become? A lawyer, like his mother wanted? Why bother? A doctor? Eh. A writer? Hmm. Maybe he could write about—no, it wasn’t the same. He wanted to be a paleontologist. What would he be if not a paleontologist who had secured his father’s legacy? Would he just exist? Why? Why bother? What was special about that? Avenging his father gave him purpose. And he had failed. So why bother? Why bother going on? If he couldn’t avenge his father—why exist? Frankly, slipping on ice and breaking his skull open would be an escape. Yeah. That’s right. An escape from the horrible existence that Ross forced upon him. God. Ross. Ben Ross. And his arrogance. Just because he had status. Thinking he was better than everyone else. Because he could sell himself and sound smart. But he wasn’t smart. A bag of hot air. He didn’t know better than hundreds of others who wanted to be the lead researcher at the Natural History Museum. He didn’t deserve it. So mad. Just wanted to hit him. And Harris. Harris was okay. Luke knew in the back of his mind that the professor meant well. But he kept telling Luke what to do. “Write your papers the way I want.” “Do your citations like this.” “Meet so-and-so.” “Tuck in your shirt.” God! Why was he so bossy? And that word he always used. Professional. Harris was always telling Luke to be more “professional.” At least once a week. Was Harris even that professional? Really? He drank. A lot. And he made jokes. Why was Harris allowed to make jokes and Luke couldn’t? Because Harris had power and Luke didn’t? Was that fair? Because he could get away with it? Nonsense. Such nonsense. It just went to show that everyone was a snake. Even Harris. A snake. Like everyone else. Everyone only cared about themselves and fulfilling their core, animalistic desires. That was the point of existence—what everyone pursued. What society existed to provide. Society. Ha. What a joke. The powerful—like Ross and Harris—told everyone else what to do. Setting standards for everyone. So they could do as they pleased. Luke was different. He didn’t care about those things. He was pure. An avenger of his father’s death. Yes. That was it. He sought to redeem his family while—really should have worn a heavier coat—while everyone else only cared about self-gratification. And yet, they were in charge. Why? Age? That was part of it. They were also better at the things in life which bored Luke to tears—that bored him so much he didn’t even know they bored him. They didn’t register as boredom. That’s how boring they were. A whirlpool that devoured his energy and ability to focus. Like schmoozing with professors or listening to other people’s ideas and experiences. God. Who cared? Why did he have to listen to them? Just let him do his thing. Just let him read what he wanted to read. Write what he wanted to write. Otherwise, leave him alone. Unless it had to do with avenging his father. And now that was ruined. His entire life trajectory—in pieces. God. Why did that happen? What was his purpose now? Why exist? His family was doomed to be a footnote in paleontology’s history. An embarrassment. Because Luke failed. He’d spent his life—no—if it was over, which it was, then that was it. Luke was done. Had it. He wanted a way out. He wasn’t going to be a nobody. Wasn’t going to leave his father unavenged. Wasn’t going to be as powerless as others—

“We’re here!” Black exclaimed. Luke blinked several times and returned to reality. He’d missed the entire trip through the base while the others saw housing units, a track field with a red band which highlighted the lanes against the snowy ground, and the road adjacent to the water. They approached Building 82, before which stood an officer with clumps of snow built up on his shoulders and on the rim of his hat and a large, snow-covered dolly which sat a few feet from the door.

“Thank you, Lieutenant,” the officer said to Black. He turned to the paleontologists. “My name is Captain McIver. I’m the senior officer on base. I thank you for taking the day to come down here and help us out.” The group entered Building 82, where McIver’s aide handed the paleontologists nondisclosure agreements after everyone brushed snow off their clothes. “We could only conduct a brief background check on you all, given the time constraints, but we’re not worried. You’re all professionals.”

The paleontologists scanned the agreements, signed them, and followed McIver to the meat locker. A skinny man in his late twenties sat in a chair by the locker’s door. He had red hair and green eyes and stood as the party approached. Luke’s face scrunched when he saw him. Then he lit up.

“Are you—” he muttered, “—who I think you are?”

The man blushed.

“I see you’re already familiar with Mr. Noodie,” McIver said.

“Call me ‘Nathan,’” Noodie said as he shook Luke’s hand. “Always nice to meet a fan.”

“That’s how old I am,” Ross whispered to Harris. “I don’t know who’s famous anymore.” Harris chuckled.

“Mr. Noodie is a ‘professional adventurer,’” McIver explained. “He discovered what you’re about to see.” McIver’s aide grabbed the locker’s handle and turned it 90 degrees. “I have two questions when you see it—What is it? And is it alive?”

The paleontologists exchanged a glance. The aide opened the door and they entered the locker. Inside was the frozen Liopleurodon, trapped within its block of ice. The paleontologists were astonished. They ignored the drop of temperature and each circled the animal several times, carefully treading through the extra snow that the Navy had placed with the creature to keep it frozen. The Liopleurodon was mostly black with some hints of red. It had a crocodilian head and four flippers. Luke, in particular, couldn’t take his eyes off of it. Wave after wave of energy surged through him. His head felt weird, as though he had ingested too much caffeine.

McIver decided the scientists had done enough oohing and aahing after a few minutes. “Is it a whale?” he asked.

“No,” Ryan muttered, briefly glancing at the large door on the back side of the locker that the Navy had used to put the creature in the room. “It’s a reptile. Look at its head.”

“An alligator?”

“Closer, but still no.”

“It’s a pliosaur,” Luke whispered.

“A what?” McIver asked.

Harris waited for Luke to answer, but his student was too absorbed in the monster. He turned to the captain. “A pliosaur is a short-necked plesiosaur. It was an ocean carnivore in the Jurassic Period.”

“I see,” McIver said.

“How did you find it?” Kelsey asked, her cheeks flushed.

Noodie stepped forward. “I, uh, I was in the Arctic…”

“On an adventure?” Harris asked, jokingly.

“Yeah,” Noodie answered. “I was trying to touch a polar bear.” The paleontologists gave him a funny look. “I thought it would sell a lot of article copies. A lot of photographs.” He spoke with his hands.

“You’re a braver man than I,” Harris said.

“Thanks. I guess,” Noodie said. “But I didn’t realize the bear was a mamma with cubs. She didn’t take kindly to my presence and I ran.”

“That was ill-advised,” Ryan said.

“You’re tellin’ me! Anyway, my team and I escaped okay, but then I saw something within an iceberg. Something green.” The paleontologists looked at the Liopleurodon’s green eyes. “I thought it was a jewel, at first. Wondered how it was so far north. I noticed the slit in the middle. That’s when I saw the rest of the animal. Notified the gover’ment.”

“How big is it?” Kelsey asked.

“25 meters,” McIver answered. “80 feet.”

“Wow.”

“What was it called again?” McIver asked.

“A pliosaur,” Harris said. He turned to Luke. “Do you know what kind?”

Luke’s eyes widened. “I have no—maybe a Liopleurodon?”

Ross, whose face was cherry red, had had enough. “There’s no way you could know that!”

“I mean,” Luke said, “I’d have to look at its skull, but—”

“It could be a different pliosaur!” Ross claimed desperately.

“Come on, Ben. Don’t be silly,” Harris said. “That’s not important right now.”

“But how did it become frozen?” Ross asked. “The planet was warm during the Jurassic. Much warmer than today. There were no ice caps.”

“Are you implying we faked this?” McIver asked.

“N-no,” Ross muttered. “But the conditions didn’t exist for this to happen.”

“You’re just trying to save yourself,” Ryan said. He turned to Kelsey. “You’re the Pliocene expert! Tell him!”

Kelsey hesitated. “We don’t know enough about the Jurassic to say anything conclusively. Tectonic plates and temperature changes zig and zag all over the place and—”

“Can you all relax and take a moment to appreciate the biggest discovery in our field’s history?” Harris asked, trying to keep the peace.

“Yes, Ben,” Ryan said with delight. “‘Man of science’ Ben. Isn’t this wonderful?”

Ross turned from the others, constraining his anger.

Harris turned to Luke. “Is this a male or female?”

“At this size, it’s definitely a male,” Luke said.

“Good boy!” Harris said to the Liopleurodon, attracting funny looks from the others.

“Ready for question two?” McIver asked. The scientists nodded. “Is it alive?” The scientists looked at each other.

“It’s possible,” Luke muttered.

“Really?” Ryan asked.

“Yes. Reptiles can stop their heart beats if cold enough.”

“I’ve never heard about anything like this,” McIver said.

“Think about Rip Van Winkle,” Luke said. “The Washington Irving story. A British subject during the Revolution, or maybe before the Revolution, drinks a potion that puts him to sleep for 20—”

“Think Sleeping Beauty,” Harris said.

“Fascinating,” McIver said.

Harris turned to Luke and pointed at the Liopleurodon. “I expect this to be your senior thesis. Hell, I expect you have your work cut out for you for the next decade.”

Luke beamed.

“Is he the expert?” McIver asked.

“He is,” Harris said. “He knows more about marine reptiles than the rest of us combined.”

“Are you his dad?”

“His professor.”

“I see,” McIver said. “I guess I’ll ask you all a third question: Assuming it is alive—what should we do with it? I’d like to get it out of the base. Takin’ up the whole meat locker.”

“It’s too dangerous to free,” Harris said. “And I don’t see it fitting in a tank.”

“You can’t kill it,” Ryan said, looking at the Liopleurodon.

“Why not?” Harris asked.

“Life is life.”

“But it could hurt people if it were freed,” Harris said.

Ryan shrugged. “Trade offs.”

“Lovely.” Kelsey shook her head.

“If we kill it, would the museum want it?” McIver asked.

“NYU will be interested,” Harris replied.

“I’m sure,” McIver said. “The Navy will compensate you all for the trip back to New York. Remember the nondisclosure agreements. Don’t say anything until we put it down. Then the museum and university can place bids.”

“Will I get credit for discoverin’ it?” Noodie asked.

“We’ll make that clear in our press announcement in a few days,” McIver said. Noodie smiled.

Ryan turned to Ross. “This is so funny in light of what happened the other night. Tell me, how’s the view from your office? Am I going to need a new desk—or, I guess I can just use yours.”

Ross’ eyes bulged. He cursed under his breath and stormed out of the locker, carrying his cane. Ryan smiled with delight while Kelsey shook her head again and McIver and Noodie exchanged a confused glance.

Harris turned to Luke and whispered, “Congratulations on ‘winning.’ I know how important this was to you, but try not to rub it in. It would behoove you to be the bigger man, and to blah, blah, blah.”

Luke wasn’t listening. His years-long mission complete, he felt purposeless for a moment before turning his attention to the next one. He stared at Kelsey.








I hope you liked this preview of Theodore Roosevelt and the Hunt for the Liopleurodon. If you want to continue the story, please buy a copy of the complete novel in your preferred format at www.mbzucker.com, Amazon, or other online book retailers.
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