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I thought, too, of the glimpse I had in the light of Lord John’s torch of that bloated, warty, blood-slavering muzzle. Even now I was on its hunting-ground. At any instant it might spring upon me from the shadows—this nameless and horrible monster.

—ARTHUR CONAN DOYLE, The Lost World




CHAPTER ONE

SOMETHING IS COMING

Sixty-six million years after the asteroid Chicxulub slammed into the Yucatán Peninsula and set in motion the extinction of three quarters of life on Earth, Dr. Simon Nealy turned his gaze toward the heavens, oblivious to the terror hurtling toward him at unfathomable speed. Unlike the last day of the Cretaceous Period, there was no gigantic orb in the sky, its luminous edges racing outward to swallow the horizon. There was nothing at all in the atmosphere to suggest Simon’s world was about to change forever.

Steely clouds hung low over Hawthorne Hollow, the flat-bottomed basin sunk into the Appalachian woodland like the imprint of a giant’s fist. Rather than a shock wave of superheated ash, an icy wind threaded through the trees encircling the clearing. It carried not the wails of prehistoric creatures set ablaze, but the fragrant rustling of autumn leaves. Their red-and-gold vibrancy might have resembled a world on fire if not for the mist that dulled it; thickest near the ground, it churned around the paleontologist’s shins, merging and eddying like opposing flows of silver lava.

But it wasn’t the dismal November weather that caused Simon to falter before his new institution of employment. That he owed to the great edifice itself. The craggy facade of red sandstone loomed above him like a desert butte.

Twenty-two years had passed since Simon had looked upon the museum—a blink of an eye in geologic terms—and yet it was all but unrecognizable. Once the crowning jewel of southeast Pennsylvania, the Hawthorne Museum of Natural History had been left to decay in the mire of its flagging prestige like a once mighty Edmontosaurus caught in a peat bog.

Set in sprawling lawns scabbed with necrotic patches of brown, the three-story building was a moldering embarrassment to Neo-Romanesque architecture. The gabled roof, pockmarked with missing shingles, buckled like paper that had met with a spill. The windows were opaque with grime, many riven with spidery cracks sealed with duct tape. Weeds twisted up the base like snakes attempting to scale the facade, and the dome that protruded above the north wing resembled a badly infected hernia, raw and blackened where the masonry had fallen away. Even the tarnished clock over the arched entrance was halted in a state of disrepair; the hands pointed motionlessly at fifty minutes past one.

Altogether it put Simon in mind of a great decomposing carcass buzzing with flies. He adjusted the mask protecting his face, sealing the top beneath his glasses to keep the lenses from fogging, as if to hold the stench at bay.

But his qualms with the Hawthorne ran deeper than its clear financial woes; those were to be expected. Even Chicago’s illustrious Field Museum, where Simon had been employed for the past six years, was feeling the impact of the ongoing pandemic. His hands jittered at his sides, and his stomach roiled with unease. What are you doing here? he thought for the umpteenth time—but deep down, he knew the answer.

Marshaling his courage, he proceeded up the crumbling limestone steps. The oak doors towered above him like the trees they’d been made from, out of proportion with his scrawny five-foot-three frame. He paused before the motto inscribed above the entrance: IN OSSIBUS TERRAE VERITAS INVENIETUR. Simon had never studied Latin, but his familiarity with the conventions of scientific naming gave him a rough sense of its meaning.

In the bones of the Earth shall the truth be found.

He drew himself up and pulled the handle. The door didn’t budge. He tried the other one, but it too resisted. Fearing his strength was to blame, he gripped both handles and leveraged all of his 105 pounds against them, but there was nothing for it: the doors were well and truly locked.

With a sigh, Simon rapped on the wood.

“Hello?” he called out.

When after several attempts there was still no answer, he stepped back and spied the windows above for some sign of movement.

“Hello?” he shouted up. “Is anyone there?” How could there not be? He’d been instructed to report to the museum at nine. That was just three minutes from now according to his phone, whose last dwindling bar of service he eyed with consternation.

Returning the device to his pocket, he turned to assess the paved roundabout in front of the museum. The loop circled a bronze statue on a plinth, the likeness of a man Simon didn’t recognize. With nowhere to park, Simon had been forced to abandon his aging sedan in the dirt shoulder of the narrow, wooded driveway and hike the remaining quarter mile to the front of the building.

Now, a feeling of unease crawling about his heart, he fought the urge to retrace his steps and flee.

He resumed his place before the door and pounded.

“Hello,” he shouted. “Is anyone there?”

The sound of a bolt sliding in the lock cut his question short. A door opened and Simon stumbled back from the head that appeared there.

“Damn, boy,” it said, “can’t you see we’re closed!”

The head was attached to an older man with a dark pitted face, silver curls receding from his forehead in a wobbly semicircle. He stood nearly a foot taller than Simon, who bristled at being addressed as boy. For years he had been tormented for his childlike stature. Given the regularity with which he was still mistaken for a preteen in public, it remained a sensitive subject.

“Sorry to disturb you, er, Maurice,” he said, noting the name on the embroidered patch on the man’s coveralls. His eyes paused on the blue surgical mask hanging uselessly around Maurice’s neck. “I’m Simon Nealy.”

The man tugged up the mask to just under his nose. “Don’t matter what you’re called, the museum’s closed and been closed for months. You blind, or don’t you know how to read?” He pointed to a sheet of paper taped to the other door.

CLOSED UNTIL FURTHER NOTICE BECAUSE OF COVID

“I can,” Simon said sniffily. “But I work here. That is to say, today’s my first day—”

“Nobody told me about that. Not that anybody tells me anything unless they got trash that needs taking out. Now please, I ain’t got time to stand around here all day, not with a whole museum that needs cleaning and just me to do it—”

“Sorry,” Simon said, aghast. “Did you say just you?”

“There was three of us at the start of the year. Laid off the other two as soon as we shut down. Thought I was the lucky one. Now they sitting at home collecting unemployment plus three hundred dollars a week, and here I am working like a dog to clean a museum that won’t never be nothing but nasty. Now if you’ll excuse me—”

“Wait,” Simon said, fumbling his phone back out of his pocket. “Please, I can prove it. I have an email from my boss, Dr. Roach.”

“Who the hell?”

“Harrison Roach?” Simon was beginning to worry he had reported to the wrong Hawthorne Museum altogether. “Vice president of research and collections?”

“You mean Harry. Shit, you’re working for Harry, huh? Guess that makes you the new Bert, rest his soul.”

“Is that the old paleontologist? Is he—” Simon said, and thought better of it.

“Bit younger than I expected, anyway.” Maurice coughed out a wheezy chuckle, which Simon interpreted incorrectly as a dig at his age.

In fairness, it would not be the first. Just a few weeks earlier the local newspaper, the Wrexham Gazette, had run an article on Simon’s hiring that, even while touting his pedigree, took potshots at his inexperience. “At thirty-one, Dr. Nealy will be the youngest director of paleontology and curator of Dinosauria in the museum’s history, a title traditionally reserved for professionals two decades or more into their careers.”

This was not untrue per se, but if the museum’s leadership hadn’t questioned Simon’s age, then what business had anyone else?

The position had been posted for a full seven months before Simon decided to apply, and another two before, to his great surprise—for he’d already given up hope of hearing back and decided on the whole it was probably for the best—he received an email inviting him for the first in a series of virtual interviews. Over the course of weeks, Simon had met with HR, Harry, Harry again with a trusted consultant, the executive director on his own, and finally a sampling of the board of directors, before he’d at last been made an offer he couldn’t refuse, despite the voice in his head telling him to run for the hills.

“Aright, aright,” Maurice said, evidently having been giving Simon a hard time. He grinned, stood back, and waved the younger man in.

As he crossed the threshold, Simon experienced a moment of visceral contradiction: the lure of his new life pulling him in and the warning hand of memory thrusting him back.

He stood in a cavernous hall of marble floors and high vaulted ceilings, ending in a handsome split staircase leading up to a wraparound mezzanine. Even by the tepid light filtering in through the cathedral windows (for the sconces on the walls were either switched off or defective), it was clear that only the gleaming floors had received any of Maurice’s attention in months. The unoccupied ticket desk by the entrance supported a nasty pelt of dust and a parasitic gift shop, stocked with dull coffee table books, faded postcards, and floppy, beady-eyed plushes. Even through his mask Simon perceived a dank smell on the air. A spray of black fungus that looked disconcertingly like mold darkened the corners of the room like a colony of spiders.

A shiver rattled through him, unrelated to the frigid temperature of the room. His misgivings about his new position seemed to deepen by the minute.

They released him, however—at least momentarily—as he looked up, gazing through the cloud of dust motes swirling like plankton in the light. His heart sprang into his throat at the sight of three prehistoric skeletons suspended from the ceiling, articulated in overlapping poses of flight. The largest, a Quetzalcoatlus, was a middling example of the species’ magnitude, its wingspan stretching thirty feet, with an eight-foot-long neck ending in a small skull and a pointed beak like a supersized stork’s. The Pteranodon was smaller, with a twenty-two-foot wingspan, a shorter neck, and a backward-facing cranial crest like a yard-long spike jutting from the back of its head. The Ornithocheirus was slighter still, yet fiercer than any modern bird or flying mammal: sixteen feet from wing tip to wing tip, with semicircular ridges on its snout and the underside of its lower jaw, giving its beak a paddle-like shape, with short pointed teeth protruding at the sides.

Simon had forgotten the pterosaurs; the events of his fateful visit at the age of ten had swallowed up all but his most powerful memories of this place. But in that moment it all came flooding back. The dark shape of them against the lighter gray of the ceiling. The dynamism of their poses. The jaw-dropping awe they inspired in him even now, despite the sickening dread that had been brewing inside of him all morning.

Maurice registered Simon’s goofy smile with a smirk of his own. “Guess you really like dinosaurs, huh?”

The question reverberated through the hall in a ghostly echo. Really like dinosaurs . . . like dinosaurs . . . dinosaurs . . .

“Technically,” Simon said, “these are pterosaurs. You might know them as pterodactyls, a clade of prehistoric flying reptile that lived contemporaneously—”

“Ah, shit.” Maurice batted a hand. “See you around, dino boy.” He turned and hobbled off.

“Wait—Maurice. You wouldn’t happen to know the way to Harry’s office?”

“Sure I do, but he ain’t there. Nobody’s there. They all working from home.”

Working from home?

“What would you advise?” Simon called after him.

It startled him how suddenly the custodian halted. An eerie quiet reverberated through the hall, strumming through Simon like a strain of silent music.

Maurice turned his head an inch to the side. “My advice?”

Simon nodded.

“You hear something in the dark, don’t go looking for it.”




CHAPTER TWO

INSIDE THESE HALLOWED HALLS FIND DEATH

Simon lingered in the entrance hall, attempting to contact his supervisor in defiance of his phone’s remonstrations of No Service. The best he could manage was to tap out an email requesting clarification on what he was meant to be doing and where, and hope that if he moved about the building, he might happen upon a wayward pocket of Wi-Fi from which to send it.

And so Simon turned his gaze to the dark, deserted rooms off the entrance hall. The museum’s four main exhibition halls were spread over two floors, three on the ground floor and a larger one above. Over the nearest set of doors was displayed the name of the first in tarnished lettering: SAMUEL AND JANE ABERNATHY HALL OF MAN.

A flicker of memory drew Simon toward it, then stalled him. But this was his home institution now. If he could not face the past, then he wouldn’t last the week.

Passing through the open doors, he entered a wood-paneled shrine to the origins of humanity, not greatly changed from when he had visited the hall on a field trip with Mrs. Kramer’s fourth-grade class. Dusty curio cabinets displayed a wide assortment of artifacts, rudimentary tools, and fragments of Paleolithic pottery. A glass case lined with red velvet contained a broken skull, vertebrae, and several rib bones laid out in the shape of a very small person—“Homo neanderthalensis child, c. 38,000 BC,” read the label. Along the opposite side of the hall, rough-featured wax hominids mimed their evolving intelligence against a backdrop of artificial ferns and rock, from the chimpanzee-like Australopithecus afarensis dangling off a branch, to the slightly less hirsute Homo habilis bashing away at a rock to make a spearhead, and finally the rugged Homo sapiens at the end of the row, his uncircumcised genitalia hanging heavily beneath a bush of wiry hair.

It was while looking at this figure that nine-year-old Simon, who had always nurtured a special fascination for the male anatomy, had begun to question whether the attraction was more than academic. While his classmates whispered and laughed behind their hands, Simon stood rapt, palms sweating at his sides, a pleasant squeeze of yearning in his lower abdomen.

“Everyone, look!” erupted Jason Boudreaux through a scream of laughter, pointing at Simon’s jeans. “Nealy’s got a boner! He was staring at the caveman’s dick and now he’s got a boner!”

Though Mrs. Kramer removed Jason from the hall, she couldn’t banish the cruel mockery his observation had elicited. Already Simon’s classmates had rushed forth to bury him under a mountain of jeering questions—Do you have a hard-on? Are you gay? Do you want to marry that caveman?—while Simon stood before them like a trapped mouse, his eyes darting from one sneering face to another, forearms crossed over his fly.

The humiliation would follow him for years, replacing the hackneyed size-related taunts he’d endured since kindergarten. Now it was his fascination with prehistoric bones that was weaponized against him, often in the most unimaginative ways.

“Hey, boner boy,” his classmates would say as they passed him in the cafeteria, a junior guide to paleontology lying open before him. “Are you reading about boners, boner boy?”

But that all ended the day Simon was withdrawn without warning from his morning math lesson and told to pack up all of his things. Told that his aunt had come to collect him, that he would not return to the school again.

Adjoining the Hall of Man was the Hall of Gems and Minerals, a small polygonal tower room bursting with purple-mouthed geodes of amethyst, swirling cross sections of agate, and icy clusters of quartz. Like the previous rooms, it exuded an air of spoiled grandeur, its antiquated fittings and interpretive materials proudly asserting the Hawthorne’s place at a “cutting edge of science” that had long since dulled and rusted over with neglect.

At the back of the entrance hall were the doors to what Simon had known as the planetarium, since rechristened as the Eberhard and Luanne Rutherford Science Theatre. He found them locked, and moved on to the Hall of Insects and Animalia—poorly named in his opinion, for the kingdom Animalia was inclusive of insects and all other arthropods for that matter. The largest exhibition area on the ground floor, it spread across the entire west wing.

He hesitated at the threshold. The hall’s taxidermied residents cut monstrous shapes in the dark, shapes that seemed to shift and gnarl the longer he watched them. But it was not the dead-eyed specimens that prevented him from entering. Like the Hall of Man, this room contained memories of the past, these of a darker, more venomous species. Even from where he stood, he could hear them hissing from the shadows.

You’re sure? the officer was asking him. You’re positive this is the last place you saw her?

She was right here, Simon sobbed, I s-swear.

Abruptly he retreated from the doors.

He fumbled the phone back out of his pocket. Still no signal.

There was only one hall left to try.

The Hall of Dinosaurs was the most expansive in the museum by far, encompassing most of the second floor. Simon felt like a fraud. Any paleontologist worth his salt would have marched straight upstairs, but he’d been dreading it, knowing what awaited him there. But he needn’t have worried; where the staircase split, Simon turned left, and his concerns evaporated in an instant. As his sight line drew level with the floor of the west wing, it was not a memory of shame and panic that greeted him, but the sweeping enormity of a Brontosaurus excelsus.

Nearly seventy feet in length, from its long-necked head to the tip of its tapered tail, the sauropod snatched the breath from Simon’s lungs. He staggered forward to admire it—a fine adult specimen, about 30 percent complete, with only minor visible defects: a fracture along the left front leg that had been repaired with epoxy, a few broken vertebral spines. Tooth and claw marks along the dorsal ribs suggested it had been attacked by a medium- to large-sized predator or, more likely, scavenged by one. The educational signage stated that its given name was Beth and that its genus name meant thunder lizard. “It is unlikely,” it read, “that any creature that heard Brontosaurus walk would have questioned why.”

Rather unexpectedly, Simon found himself fighting back tears. The sight of her—he couldn’t help but think of the dinosaur as female, though it was virtually impossible to tell the sex by looking at its bones—had brought him straight back to their earliest encounters.

Growing up, he’d visited the Hawthorne just a handful of times; in his mother’s home, there was little money for frivolities that couldn’t be drunk, smoked, or snorted, and transportation was a constant battle. But the few times he had, these fossils had been the ultimate escape. Had transported him to another time and place, a lush and wild frontier of strange lands and fantastic creatures, a world apart from the bitter, gnashing one to which he’d been born.

The one from which, he had eventually learned the hard way, he could not escape for long.

Simon’s spirits lifted as he gravitated toward the east side of the hall, his frown twitching upward at the sight of the Triceratops horridus specimen that had been his boyhood favorite and sparked his love affair with Late Cretaceous ceratopsians.

Built like a thirty-foot ox, the skeleton stood with its massive head lowered to the ground as if to munch on the invisible undergrowth, a rounded frill rising from the back of its skull like a shield of bone. Its natural weaponry protruded from its face: a pair of four-foot brow horns ending in lethal points, and a blunter horn protruding above the nose. Simon noticed with curiosity that the left brow horn, unlike its brother, was a cast replica. Had the horn not survived the fossilization process, he wondered, or had it been damaged during the excavation? The question fascinated and delighted him. It was unearthing the mysteries contained within every fossil that he loved best about his work.

He continued through the hall at a luxuriant pace. Along the wall, a trio of skulls gazed out in a size-ordered row. There was the dome-headed Pachycephalosaurus, its broken ten-inch-thick cranium decorated with a crown of spikes; the duck-billed Lambeosaurus, its distinctive pompadour-shaped crest swooping upwards from its skull; and a stunning example of Triceratops’s smaller-horned cousin Chasmosaurus, with its distinctive V-shaped frill containing gaps in the bone that Simon once described in a paper as “resembling the wings of a butterfly.”

Like the Brontosaurus and Triceratops, these skulls were genuine fossils, which surprised Simon, who knew that most of the prehistoric skeletons on display in museums around the world were cast replicas.

In general Simon approved of the display of replicas. It allowed the original fossils to be held back and stored safely for future research, and, for museums with limited budgets, imitation skeletons could be acquired for a fraction of the cost of real bones. However, as Simon had learned in his interview with four elderly male board members, it was a matter of pride among the museum’s directors that the dinosaurs on display at the Hawthorne were, and always had been, “the genuine article,” with resin bones like the Triceratops’s second horn used only to fill the gaps in the fossil record. In time, this was a policy Simon hoped to modernize.

And not just that. Like the rest of the museum, the Hall of Dinosaurs was badly in need of renovation. The displays were like something out of a period drama, the interpretive copy was woefully outdated, and the poses of the skeletons didn’t reflect current scientific knowledge in the least—the Triceratops too low-slung, too much bend in the forward limbs; the Brontosaurus’s head too elevated and its tail too straight, with none of the bullwhip motion it would have made when the animal lived.

But that’s not why you’re here, remember? That’s not why you’ve come back.

Brushing the thought aside, Simon pressed on to the southeast quadrant of the hall. It was underutilized, with just a few display cases that could easily have been moved toward the center of the hall to make room for a whole new exhibit. (Somehow he doubted there would be budget for that if the institution couldn’t even afford to stay on top of basic repairs.) Among the various fossils contained in the cases was a bulb of bone like a small, stemmed boulder: the club of an Ankylosaurus attached to a segment of tail. The armored creature would have wielded the weapon with devastating effect, capable of crushing the bones of its enemies with a single blow. Simon studied the fossil through the glass, exhilarated.

Then something in the glass caught his eye and his smile dropped. Something behind him was moving. He could see its reflection in the case—a hovering mouthful of daggerlike teeth. He spun around and—

Nothing.

But of course. The Hall of Dinosaurs didn’t have any carnivores on exhibit.

Eventually Simon’s heartbeat returned to normal speed, though he struggled to shake the discomfort of having seen something he couldn’t explain.

Once again he fished the phone from his pocket, and this time he was relieved to find he still had no signal. Reasoning that he would have an easier time reaching Harry at home, he descended the stairs and strode quickly toward the exit.
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