
    
      
        
          
        
      

    



  	
  	
			 

			
		
    Endangered Species is dedicated to my loyal readers who have supported me through the first two books of the Cretaceous Chronicles trilogy. Thank you, fellow dino lovers.

      

    


Praise for the Cretaceous Chronicles series

In his Cretaceous Chronicles trilogy, Jeff Dennis displays a talent for deftly juggling a large cast of characters—each one sharply drawn—whilst keeping the narrative charging ahead like a herd of frightened brontosaurs. His work is so impeccably researched, you’ll wonder if he’s been everything from a helicopter pilot to a paleontologist, though the fine details and immersive setting never get in the way of the thoroughly engaging plot. 

Highly recommended.

—  Jeffrey Thomas, author of Punktown
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5-Star Amazon Reviews

Cretaceous Stones (Book 1)
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AMAZON CUSTOMER

Like Weir + Crichton

I love sci fi. I've read every one I can get my hands on. I'm a Crichton fan going back to A Case of Need. I love this book! It was like a mixture of Weir and Crichton. I don't want to give too many details because it's a fun ride, but the mix of space and dino thriller is awesome. I'm definitely going to read more of this author. Highly recommend!

––––––––

[image: ]


BARBARA R.

Dinosaurs, Meteorites, and One Heck of a Family

What would you do if a meteorite landed on your ranch — and something hatched from it? That's the wild ride Jeff Dennis drops you into right from page one of Cretaceous Stones, and I have to tell you, I was hooked before the first chapter was done. The story follows a Montana ranching family, the Gilliams, whose lives get turned completely upside down when prehistoric creatures start showing up on their property. What I loved is that Dennis doesn't just write a monster story. He writes a story about people under pressure — a husband and wife trying to protect their kids, hold their marriage together, and survive a situation nobody could have prepared for. It felt real. The kind of real that keeps you reading at midnight when you swore you'd stop two chapters ago. The pacing is tight, the characters have actual depth, and the Montana setting is so vivid you can practically smell the pine. My great-grandkids would probably say it's the "cool dinosaur book" — and they're not wrong. But it's a whole lot more than that. If you like thrillers with a sci-fi twist and characters you genuinely root for, this one delivers. Highly recommend. 

––––––––
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DAVID SHOCKLEY

Everyone must read Cretaceous Stones

I loved Cretaceous Stones and highly recommend it. I was captivated by the story from the first page, and much of the story will stick with me for a while. The book is a reminder of how fragile life is. The author, Jeff Dennis, must have spent hundreds (if not thousands) of hours researching dinosaur behavior, basic human behavior, and worm holes in interstellar space to write something as mind-boggling as Cretaceous Stones. This powerful story of fear, science, and opportunity that turns to greed mostly revolves around the reactions of a family, the Gilliams, who experience the reintroduction of dinosaurs from the Cretaceous period (60 million years ago) onto their property through meteor strikes along the Continental Divide. Fantastic job!

5-Star Amazon Reviews 

Dragons of the Great Divide (Book 2)
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MELANIE PENDLETON

A Dinosaur Adventure with Heart and High Stakes

Dragons of the Great Divide (The Cretaceous Chronicles) is a fast-paced adventure that imagines a modern world suddenly sharing space with dinosaurs. The story mixes thrilling encounters with plenty of human drama, following researchers, pilots, and explorers who are drawn into the danger for different reasons. The characters feel real, with relationships, fears, and ambitions that add depth beyond the action. Between helicopter missions, mysterious disappearances, and close calls with massive prehistoric creatures, the tension rarely lets up. In the end, it’s an exciting, imaginative read that blends sci-fi thrills with stories about courage, loyalty, and the risks people take when curiosity and ambition collide.

––––––––
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BEACHES AND READS

Now I'm Going to Have to Read the First One

I picked up this book not realizing it was the second in a series. Dinosaurs come to Earth in a hail of meteorites - got to love that, since it has long been theorized that a great meteor was what caused their extinction event in the first place. :-) This book follows Jackson Lattimer, an adrenaline-loving videographer as he heads into the mountains to film the resurrected T-Rexs. What could go wrong; right? This one was a page turner, with the feel of Crichton's Jurassic Park. Even though it's second in the series, it's an easy standalone read. But it definitely made me want to read the first one now.
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LEVIN

Especially liked how the book balances high stakes action with very human problems

The story throws you back into a modern West stalked by T. rex and other Cretaceous predators, while authors Hayden and Nora chase new material, a daring pilot risks everything, and a ruthless trafficker turns dinosaurs into deadly business. Especially liked how the book balances high stakes action with very human problems marriage stress, family worries, missing Indigenous women, and the price of greed and fame. It is a quick, engaging read that feels like a movie, but still cares deeply about friendship, love, and courage in the face of danger.

––––––––
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MICHAEL M.

Dinosaurs, Danger, and Heart

A thrilling ride from start to finish. Dragons of the Great Divide blends pulse-pounding dinosaur encounters with real human emotion—love, fear, ambition, and sacrifice. The characters feel genuine, and the wilderness setting makes the danger feel immediate and raw. It’s exciting, immersive, and hard to put down. A fantastic sequel that keeps the adventure roaring. 
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MARY W.S.

Not just a science fiction thriller

Wow, what an insane ride start to finish. Dragons of the Great Divide is more than just a science fiction thriller. It has a complexity of human nature/condition that gets you quickly invested into the characters leaving you rooting for them in the face of adversity. From greed, vanity, deception, love and obligation leaves you reeling. It’s a fast paced adventure with just the right amount of danger, mystery, twists and turns great for your imagination. 

By Jeff Dennis:










CRETACEOUS CHRONICLES:

Cretaceous Stones (2022) 

Dragons of the Great Divide (2024) 

Endangered Species (2026)
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HOBO DUOLOGY:

King of the Hobos (2012) 

Hobo Jingo (2017)
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STANDALONE FICTION:

The Wisdom of Loons (2009) 

Daydreams and Night Screams (2013)

To Touch Infinity (2015)
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This is a work of fiction. The events described are imaginary. The characters and settings are fictitious. Any references to real persons or places are included only to lend authenticity to the story.
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ENDANGERED SPECIES is dedicated to my loyal readers who have supported me through the first two books of the Cretaceous Chronicles trilogy. Thank you, fellow dino lovers.

“Look closely at nature. Every species is a masterpiece, exquisitely adapted to the particular environment in which it has survived. Who are we to destroy or even diminish biodiversity?”
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–  EO Wilson, world renowned biologist and multiple Pulitzer Prize winner
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“Grief is not a failure of belief; 

it is the price we pay for love.”

–  The Reverend Thomas Caldwell
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Heads Up

May 28:  Gilliam’s Guidepost

Heart Butte, Montana

Two years after the meteorites came down . . .
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Death arrived in a Styrofoam coffin.

A severed Tyrannosaurus Rex head sat in the Styrofoam chest on a bed of dry ice. Ribbons of misty vapor swirled from the container like ghostly snakes. FedEx had delivered the alarming package five minutes ago. 

Bryan Gilliam circled the dining room table, his eyes riveted on the prehistoric head as he viewed the atrocity from different angles. The beast’s marbled eyes set beneath bony ridges seemed to follow him as he moved. The powerful jaws made him shudder. The banana-shaped, serrated teeth reminded him of curved knives. Sticky rust-colored blood glistened in a metallic sheen where the head had been cleaved from the body.

The detached head was horrific enough, but the spread of five mangled photographs spiked on the beast’s teeth almost made him lose his lunch.

Five snapshots―one for each member of the Gilliam family.

The familiar photos pegged on those wicked teeth froze Bryan’s soul. 

His eyes drifted to the pic of himself, leaning on his walking cane, posing in front of one of the barns on their ranch here on the southern edge of the Blackfeet Indian reservation. Another shot of wife Loretta with her hand in a bowl of popcorn during a Gilliam family movie night. A print of nine-year-old daughter Lianne holding her two most precious dolls from her younger years—Lyle the stuffed lion and Patches, her Cabbage Patch doll. Pictures of his two teenage sons: Ethan, decked out in his baseball uniform and Paul playing guitar and singing into a microphone onstage at a high school dance.

Bryan and Loretta had taken these photographs recently. They resided on the family photo album site, a highly secure private network braced by impenetrable firewall security and accessible only by family.

Someone has breached our digital platform.

He was furious. Also rattled. The invasion of privacy brought back old fears that had only just begun to dissipate.

Over the past two years the Gilliams had found themselves obtaining a level of celebrity that attracted the kooks and crazies of the world. The stalker types who wanted to rub shoulders with luminaries, the desperate souls who wanted to grab a little fame of their own. Outsiders who wanted to be on the inside. The national spotlight had shone on the Gilliam family, and the glare got to be too much. So they had circled the wagons and closed down communications with the outside world. Kept everything on their 1,285-acre homestead as best they could. They were not to talk to the press or share their cell phone numbers with anyone they didn’t know. All members of the Gilliam clan were aware of the situation and respected their need for privacy.

Even his teenage boys, Paul and Ethan, with their frequent activity on social media, understood.

But is it possible one of them slipped up?

Well, oldest son, eighteen-year-old Paul, had recently been leveraging the Gilliam fame to promote his rock band, Moonrise. But the boy knew where to draw the line between personal and business when doing media events. No, Bryan really couldn’t see any reason why Paul or Ethan would put these particular pics out there for the world to see. Logical thinking held that someone had hacked into the Gilliam online scrapbook.

He checked the sender label on the lid: Western Adventures, with a PO box. Missoula, Montana 59802.

Western Adventures, my ass! he thought, flinging the Styrofoam lid to the floor.

He shuddered as he perused Lianne’s photo. Whoever had done this had positioned his daughter’s photo so that a pair of T-Rex teeth punctured her neck. Likewise a jagged tooth pierced Ethan’s eye in his pic.

Those placements have to be deliberate. Bryan felt a hot anger rise in his throat. Threats against him and Loretta were one thing, but going after his children was an abomination.

Here we go again, he thought. Their lives had been under threat much of the time since that cursed meteorite struck their east pasture two years ago to the day. That immense charred extraterrestrial boulder hatched out those damned Dromaeosaurs and had altered their way of life forever.

We’ve paid the ultimate price for being the first humans to come in contact with dinosaurs.  

Bryan often reflected on how much different their lives would be if that meteorite hadn’t hit their property.

But his thoughts were now focused on who might be behind this decapitation debacle.

He cycled through possible perpetrators. The prime suspect was Leonard Sheridan, leader of the Animal Emancipation Faction (AEF), a powerful radical animal rights group known to be a domestic terrorist organization. Bryan and Loretta had recently brought a criminal lawsuit against Sheridan for his part in the complete destruction of Gilliam’s Guidepost two summers ago. The Gilliams had already won a settlement of ten million dollars from the organization in their civil suit. Now, at the urging of their attorney―Atlee Pinnaker―they were going after Sheridan personally. Sheridan was currently incarcerated at Montana State Prison in Deer Lodge, but Bryan knew full well that inmates could still run their crime syndicates from their cells.

Another prime possibility was Thomas “Hoops” Terrell, a ranch hand whom Bryan―and private investigator Mike Mathews―had tracked down and helped convict in last year’s kidnapping/murder of Indigenous women that involved the Blackfoot wife of one of Bryan’s longtime hired hands. Terrell was also serving time in Montana State Prison without bail awaiting his first trial date, which had been postponed twice since last August.

A third suspect was Kelton Rendaya, disgraced equine veterinarian who was convicted of illegal animal trafficking last year. Bryan had worked with PI Mathews to locate Rendaya’s dinosaur habitats and lead authorities to the dino holding pens, sealing the conviction. Rendaya had been hit with just a slap-on-the-wrist fine and two years’ probation on multiple trafficking charges, but the FBI later nailed him for the murders of two North Dakota state troopers. He was also doing hard time at Montana State Prison and would definitely have an ax to grind with the Gilliams.

There were also any number of AEF sympathizers who could have sent this ominous package. Many staunch animal rights activists sided with the AEF after the deadly shootout at Gilliam’s Guidepost two summers ago where several AEF stormtrooper gunmen were killed. An outpouring of sympathy went to AEF even though they invaded Gilliam’s Guidepost, setting free the dinosaurs, murdering partygoers, nearly killing Bryan, and burning all buildings on the Gilliam ranch to the ground. The sympathetic response was due largely to the misdirected and erroneous notion that Bryan and family tortured and abused the dinosaurs at their government sponsored research sanctuary.

Why are so many people influenced by misinformation and propaganda? Ah, the ills of social media.

It was a question Bryan had grappled with for years, ever since he’d naively bought the patriotic line of bullshit the government had slung that resulted in him doing two tours of duty in Afghanistan.

“Oh my god! What is this?”

Bryan turned to see Loretta standing behind him. She gawked in disbelief, her face tense as her eyes scanned the gruesome display in the Styrofoam container.

“It’s a housewarming gift from one of our deranged fans.”

“Not funny, Bry,” she said, wrapping her arms around his waist from behind. “That is some serious shit, right there.”

“Indeed it is,” he sighed, turning and pulling her close.

Loretta took a step back and looked at him, worry tightening her face. “This is a police matter, hon. We’ve got to call this in right away.”

“For sure,” he said, thinking. “But first I’m gonna give Mike Mathews a call. Mike’s more thorough than the police. He performed a miracle in finding Kanti last summer.”

“He did, but you helped him a great deal.” 

“True. And I’ll do what I can to help him this time, Lor.” Bryan tilted his chin at the Styrofoam container with its bizarre cargo. “Mike and I will find whoever sent this. We make a great team.”

Loretta stared at the impaled photos of their family. “There is a very implicit threat here, Bryan. I worry about you getting involved in this. I don’t want you playing detective again,” she said, referring to his assisting authorities with Kanti Lyttle’s abduction case last summer. 

Bryan kissed her on the cheek. “No worries, babe. Mathews will do the up-close work. I’ll just provide him the leads.”

They stood there, arms around each other, eyes on the bloody spectacle sitting atop the dry ice. Long moments passed in silence. 

Finally Loretta said. “The kids can’t see this, dear.”

He nodded. “I know. Help me lug this mess out to the barn.”

“You don’t wanna pull the pictures and bury the head in the woods?”

“No. It’s evidence. Like you said, it’s a police matter. And we shouldn’t touch the photos. There are probably fingerprints all over them.”

“You’re a regular Sherlock Holmes, aren’t you, dear hubby of mine.”

“It’s all elementary, my dear Watson.”

Loretta gave him a weak smile, but it vanished quickly. “I’m scared, Bryan.”

“Me, too, Lor. Me, too. But we’ll get to the bottom of this.”
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Nessie Lives

May 28:  Tally Lake

Flathead National Forest, Montana
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Hayden Fowler eyed the narrow pebbled beach below.

Midafternoon and still no visitors.

No action whatsoever.

He and Idaho federal wildlife biologist Bill Carlton had been perched high up in the branches of this towering western larch for three hours watching, waiting, observing the bait pile below. Hayden figured the ten pounds of raw prime rib and five pounds of fresh pig shank should be enough of a delectable meal to entice a hungry Tyrannosaur.

“I’m beginning to think this is a huge waste of time,” he heard Carlton say.

Hayden looked through the crosshatched tangle of limbs at Carlton. “Oh, ye of little faith.”

“Let’s face it, Hayden. We haven’t even seen a squirrel or a rabbit, let alone a carnivore.”

Hayden wasn’t about to give up. He just knew there were T-Rexes nearby. He could feel it, could smell them in the mossy-pine-scented air. After all, he was the dinosaur diviner, a title Nora had bestowed on him. She’d told him he had a special talent for knowing where the beasts roamed, calling what he did dowsing for dinosaurs. At first it had been a tongue-in-cheek witticism, an intimate joke they shared. But after two years of successfully rooting out the dinos, Hayden and Nora both acknowledged that maybe Hayden did possess a dinosaur-locating superpower.

“Just be patient, Bill. They’re here, I’m telling you. I’m rarely wrong. You’ll see.”

Carlton sighed and checked his tranquilizer rifle for the umpteenth time. “Oh, I’m not doubting you,” he said, “I just don’t put much faith in tips from hunters. I can’t begin to count the number of times huntsmen have led me on wild goose chases.”

Hayden thought about what had brought them to this scenic, remote lake in the heart of the Flathead National Forest, twenty miles west of Whitefish. He had received several calls from big-game hunters who reported spotting Tyrannosaurs drinking from Tally Lake shallows a few days ago. It was the first reported sightings of the spring and he had been excited by the news. He’d called Carlton and invited him on this T-Rex tagging session, which was a restart of Hayden’s dinosaur migration study he’d begun last year.

This getaway was a welcome relief for him after a long frigid winter suffering through cabin fever at home in Eden Prairie, Minnesota. These wide open Montana spaces, big sky, and warm weather worked on him like a liberating balm. This is what he needed, to be out doing fieldwork again.

He'd spent the harsh winter months working with Nora on their second co-authored book, cooped up in their Minnesota home. There was immense pressure on them to repeat the huge bestselling success of their first book, Cretaceous Stones: The Return of Prehistoric Life to Earth, which documented their critical part in tracking dinosaurs that had hatched out of the cluster of meteorites that peppered eastern Idaho and western Montana along the Continental Divide just two short years ago. While both he and Nora Lemoyne were well known for their paleontology credentials, the book escalated them into the stratosphere of international celebrity.

This work went on while he recuperated from serious injuries incurred after last August’s helicopter crash in Idaho’s River of No Return wilderness area. The crash had left Hayden clinging to life. He’d lost a kidney and suffered cracked ribs, serious liver damage, head trauma, and nearly fatal internal hemorrhaging that put him in a coma for four days. Bill Carlton had been on that doomed flight and had also survived, as had Peter Lacroix, the pilot. Three others died, including Hayden’s good friend, Jackson Lattimer, celebrated wildlife videographer/documentarian. Hayden and Carlton both knew how lucky they were to still be walking, talking, and breathing.

Hayden did his best not to relive that disastrous crash. But it was always there in the back of his mind, taunting him. And having to recreate the experience in written form didn’t help his frame of mind.

But being back out here doing his thing, searching for T-Rexes and other prehistoric carnivores, made it a lot easier to dim those nightmarish memories.

But just where are those Tyrannosaurs? 

A sliver of doubt began to creep in. Three hours jammed into this fork of rough-barked branches in a treetop overlooking the deserted lake and no results?

The experience also brought back visions of tagging T-Rexes with Jackson Lattimer at Willow Pond in Wyoming last summer, a much more successful trip than this outing was proving to be. He remembered watching Jackson run helter-skelter through the woods with Tyrannosaur hatchlings chasing him. That pond had been a popular T-Rex gathering place/watering hole. Not so, apparently, this lake that stretched out below them, a tannin-hued mirror reflecting the majestic Salish Mountains and Canyon Creek Ridge. To the southeast loomed the snow-capped peaks of Ashley Mountain.

Hayden’s six-foot-four frame wasn’t taking to this treetop perch very well. His lower back hurt. His legs stung and burned, like they were pierced with hot acupuncture needles. The sun’s glare off the lake had given him a splitting headache and he felt queasy. He didn’t have near the strength or stamina he had a year ago. The crash had depleted him.

Nora didn’t want him to make this trip due to his health issues but he insisted on it, telling her it would work wonders for his mental and emotional state. And Nora, tired of his moping about the house and worried about his obvious depression, finally gave in, making him promise that he would call her daily. She didn’t want to suffer again like she did last year when he went incommunicado in Idaho post helicopter crash. Nora hadn’t known for more than a week if he was dead or alive.

A vision of Nora floated through his mind’s eye. Hayden wondered what she was doing at this moment. He’d been gone less than 24 hours and he already missed her. He considered Nora Lemoyne to be his better half, something he could never claim about any of his three ex-wives. Nora was his lover, best friend and confidant, fellow paleontologist and dinosaur tracker, co-author of two books with him.

He smiled thinking about her and wanted to hear her voice. Just as he reached for his satellite phone in his belt holster, it buzzed, startling him. He pulled it out, checked the display.

“It’s Gilliam,” he told Carlton.

He connected. 

“Hey, Bryan. Problems at headquarters?” he said, referring to the helicopter air strip built on Gilliam’s Guidepost last year as home base for his and Nora’s company, Fowler-Lemoyne Aviation.

“Nothing wrong at the heliport, Hayden. Things are going swimmingly here. Contractors finished installing the underground fuel pumps. The two new helicopters were delivered three weeks ago. You should see them, Hayden. They’re real beauties. Also Pete just hired two pilots. We’ll be back in business real soon. Hopefully next week.”

Hayden knew Gilliam would deliver, that he would make an excellent general manager. “That’s great to hear, Gill.”

“Yeah, things are proceeding nicely. Where are you? Still in Minnesota?”

“No. I’m in your neck of the woods. Sitting in a tree on Tally Lake in the Flathead wilderness area.”

“Where is that?”

“Probably a hundred and fifty miles west of you. It’s beautiful out here. Deserted. A real ghost lake. No people around. Just the way I like it.”

“What’re you doin’ there?”

“Tracking Rexes.”

“Back at it, huh. Any luck?”

“Not yet. This is our first day out.”

“Is Nora with you?”

“No. She stayed home this trip. She’s handling the final edits on our new book. The publisher isn’t real happy with us since we were four months late delivering the manuscript. I’m here with Carlton.”

“Bill?”

“Yeah, the one and only.”

“How’s he been?”

Hayden looked at Carlton, caught him yawning. “Bored out of his gourd.”

Carlton rolled his eyes at him.

“Give him my best, would ya?” Bryan said.

“Will do. Uh, why’d you call me, Gilliam? Surely it wasn’t just to shoot the shit.”

“No . . . I have, um—I mean we have a situation here you should know about. I think you’ll be interested.”

Hayden didn’t like the sound of it. “Try me.”

Bryan Gilliam proceeded to fill Hayden in on the details of the severed T-Rex head and the threat against his family.

“Did you call the police?” Hayden asked, thinking about the new helicopters and the expensive aviation gear sitting in the hangar at Gilliam’s Guidepost.

“No. I’ve got a call in to a private investigator. Mike Mathews, the PI who helped us find Kanti Lyttle and Ahwee Red Crow last year. The crazies are back and I intend to find them.”

“I’m sorry you’re being targeted again, Gill. It’s a clusterfuck world for sure. But I think you should contact the authorities. If nothing else to protect our assets there, our hefty investment. And for your own protection. You don’t want another invasion of the cuckoos. Of course it’s entirely your decision. I’m just saying—”

“Thanks, but we already have 24/7 security in place. The best money can buy—round-the-clock human guards, motion sensor cameras inside and outside the hangar, trail cameras in the woods surrounding the heliport. Rest assured, everything is safe here at the Guidepost. But that’s not the reason for my call. I thought you’d be interested in the Tyrannosaur head. It’s a fresh kill. It means they’re out and about. They’re appearing again. Where, I don’t know, but I thought you’d like to know, maybe get a jump on them for your tracking study.”

“You sure it’s a fresh kill?”

“Yeah. The blood is sticky wet. The scales are moist and the hide is elastic.”

“That could just be from dry ice condensation.”

“I don’t think so, Hayden. I’m pretty sure this thing was killed in the last twenty-four hours. At any rate, Loretta and I are keeping it in our walk-in freezer―for evidence and for you to come take a look at it if and when you want to.”

“I appreciate it. I definitely want to examine it. But it’ll be a few days until I can get out to your place.”

“No problem. It’ll be here for you. Lor and I look forward to seeing you.”

Suddenly the thrashing of a large animal crashing through the woods to their right echoed across the lake. 

Carlton jerked to attention. 

Hayden said to Bryan, “Gotta run. We’ve got a development here.”

Excitement spiked his pulse. He disconnected and shoved the sat phone back in the holster. 

A huge grizzly bear burst out of the woods about a hundred yards down the shoreline and trundled onto the narrow beach. Hayden grabbed his videocam from the fanny pack and focused in on the approaching bruin. The grizzly bounded along the shoreline in a loping sprint, headed for the bait mound. The bear pounced on the meat pile, ripping it apart with its sharp, four-inch foreclaws and dug into the delicious treat.

“Wow! That’s one big bastard!” he heard Carlton exclaim.

Hayden zoomed in with the camcorder, using a technique Lattimer had taught him to reduce blurring.

The bear sat on its haunches, hunched over, devouring the strips of beef, its dark eyes hyperalert, scanning the surrounding area. Its large black snout glistened wetly in the afternoon sun, sniffing the air for danger, its small rounded ears pivoting independently, listening for sounds of potential trouble.

“Not what we expected but that is one beautiful scary animal,” he whisper-spoke to Carlton.

“Yeah, an exquisite creature,” Carlton replied quietly, “This is special. You don’t see many of ’em in the wild anymore.”

Hayden continued to film. “Yeah, quite a rare sighting. Grizzlies are as primordial as dinosaurs in a lot of ways.”

And then, quick as a lightning strike, a scaled reptilian creature exploded from out of the lake and attacked the grizzly. Its massive hinged jaws latched onto the bear’s hindleg in a vise grip. The bear roared in pain, swiping its rapier claws at the attacker, but the lake creature was too low slung for the distressed bear to land a slash.

“Jesus!” Carlton bellowed. “Is that an alligator?”

“There’re no gators in Montana,” Hayden said, concentrating on his videotaping. He recognized the heavily armored plates running along the high ridge of its back and the wide mouth filled with large conical, striated teeth. A different build from alligators though similar. “I think this guy might be a great, great, great ancestor of our modern crocodile,” he yelled to Carlton over the noise of the attack. “More specifically, the late great Deinosuchus, translated from the Greek to mean terrible crocodile.”

They watched in terrified fascination as the aquatic animal Hayden thought to be Deinosuchus clamped onto the bear’s midsection. Blood stained the rocky beach a dark shade of crimson. The grizzly roared one last time before Deinosuchus dragged it down into the water. The crocodilian rolled over, once, twice, three times, clutching its immense meal in its powerful jaws, blood inking the water. The bear screeched out in desperate moans that lessened in volume with each roll to the surface.

And then the Deinosuchus took its prey down into the depths.

Hayden and Carlton stared slack jawed at the bloody whirlpool swirling in ever widening circles, fifteen yards off shore.

Hayden stopped filming and lowered the videocam. “Good Christ almighty! Our crocodilian made mincemeat out of that seven-hundred-pound grizzly. What kind of monster patrols these waters, Bill?”

“Nothing of this day and age, that’s for sure.”

Hayden was almost certain it was a Deinosuchus, a genus of giant crocodyliform that went extinct 73 million years ago, which was six or seven million years before the Cretaceous-Paleogene extinction event that ended all dinosaurs. He knew they populated riverine and aquatic environments in what is now Montana, Wyoming, and South Dakota. 

He felt charged up. Excited. His paleozoological mind racing. This crocodile on steroids wasn’t from the same time period as the other dinosaurs they had seen thus far.

Did this mean one or more meteorites hit Tally Lake?

And if this is a Deinosuchus, how did that affect the current theories of where the dinosaurs came from?

Are there more than one patrolling these waters?

He said to Bill Carlton, “I believe Tally Lake has its own Loch Ness Monster.”

“You might be right,” Carlton responded from his perch. “Only this Nessie is much more deadly.”
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The 12-Step Shuffle 

May 29:  Narcotics Anonymous Meeting

The Alano Club

Kalispell, Montana
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“Hi, my name is Peter and I’m addicted to oxycodone.”

“Hello, Peter,” came the boisterous response from the group.

A full house today. A dozen fellow addicts grouped around him, sitting on folding chairs, another half dozen standing along the wall.

Peter Lacroix scanned faces and returned a nervous smile. 

He squirmed in his seat, his hands slick with sweat. This was his third meeting and he felt the same jitters he’d experienced his first two weeks.

The meeting facilitator, Barney, an older white-haired man with a snowy goatee and sad eyes added, “We’re very glad you’re here, Peter. What do you wish to share with us today?”


“Well, I just want to say I made some progress last week.”



“Excellent. Tell us about it.”

Peter hesitated, fondling his plastic Narcotics Anonymous welcome chip, the blue and black logo shining brightly under the fluorescent lighting. After a long pause he raised his head and spoke to Barney. “Okay, well, I know it doesn’t sound like much, but I cut my oxy intake down from 300 milligrams a day to 150.”

“Outstanding!” Barney said, nodding. “Good work. That’s a pretty drastic reduction. Have you experienced any side effects?”

“Yeah. Some sweating and nausea. Insomnia. Itchy skin.”

“Are you working with your doctor on your recovery?”

“No. My doctor is the pill pusher who got me into this mess.” Peter glanced around the circle, at the faces staring at him, then changed his tone. “Well, that’s really not a fair assessment. I definitely needed pain medication after my accident. I was in a bad way the first couple of months. But I’m lying to myself thinking I still need the oxy.” He looked back at Barney. “To answer your question, no I’m not consulting with my doctor on this. I’m doing it all on my own.” He shook his head. “Um, that’s not entirely true. My wife is giving me tremendous support as well.”

Barney smiled. “That’s great. This is a wonderful first step, Peter. Self-deception is the first hurdle we must clear in our battle against addiction. Just be careful you don’t come down too fast. Serious withdrawal symptoms can be as bad as the addiction itself. We must be patient and understand that healing doesn’t happen overnight. You have taken a step in the right direction and we commend you for that. Don’t we, people?”

An affirming chorus of “Yes we do!” and “Absolutely!” arose from the gathering, which gave Peter more confidence.

He said, “I know the stuff is toxic. That I’m poisoning myself. I know I’m distancing myself from my wife and children when I’m under the influence. I want to get out from under it once and for all, but it’s so damned hard.”

Barney nodded. “We understand, Peter. All of us here can relate. You’re on a spiritual journey. The awakening takes time.”

Barney continued with his spiritual message, and Peter looked around the circle of attendees, aware that most of them knew who he was. These NA meetings were designed to be anonymous. First name basis only. But that didn’t apply here. Peter’s recent personal history was splashed all over social media and the internet. They knew he was Peter Lacroix, the helicopter pilot who survived last year’s tragic crash in the wilds of Idaho. They knew about the prehistoric flying reptiles, the Quetzalcoatlus, that had brought down the aircraft. They knew he was associated with bestselling author and renowned paleontologist/dinosaur tracker, Hayden Fowler, who had also survived the crash. They were aware that Jackson Lattimer, internationally famous wildlife filmmaker, had died on that ill-fated trip along with two others. Peter’s fame had followed him here, and he noticed attendance at this Power of Choice NA meeting had swelled the past two weeks as word had leaked out that a national celebrity was attending.

He had mixed feelings about their familiarity with him. He appreciated their support and, once he got going, felt liberated by unburdening himself at these weekly meetings. Yet, at the same time, he felt naked and vulnerable by the loss of his personal privacy. He was uncomfortable with the way many of them looked at him, with starstruck reverence shining in their eyes. Like he was somebody special. He didn’t feel special. Peter just felt like another flawed addict trying to get straight.

He continued. “I told you last week a little about those giant birds that attacked my chopper. They still haunt me. I see them in my nightmares, which come more often as I withdraw from the oxy. The things I love most are suffering due to my using―my wife, my two children, flying. My employer has grounded me until I get clean. I feel like a bird with broken wings, seeing the big, open sky above that once was my domain and having to remain earthbound. My family and my desire to get back in the cockpit give me the incentive to conquer this poison that’s killing me. I know I have to quit the junk and I’m determined to do it. And you all are helping me do that.”

He heard a few shouts of “Right on!” and “We’re here for you, Peter,” over enthusiastic applause. These people―some of whom had much bigger drug problems than him―were behind him. Peter blushed in embarrassed appreciation. 

This wasn’t easy for him. He’d long seen himself as a private person, a strong independent type who had always been able to take care of his own problems. Brin strongly urged him to attend these meetings and he had pushed back, refusing to admit he had a problem. But she had kept on him and finally demanded he go. His wife of six years finally convinced him that he was ignoring her and their two kids―three-year-old Kimi and newborn Jacob―while he languished in physical pain and self-pity under the fog of his opioid addiction. The quality of the Lacroix domestic life had gradually deteriorated in direct proportion to Peter’s using. It took him many long months to see the negative effect his drug use had on his beautiful family. Brin was right. He needed the help that a Narcotics Anonymous support group could give him. 

He sat back and listened as others shared their tales of woe. A man named Brett told of losing everything―job, marriage, lifelong savings―to his crystal meth addiction. An emaciated redhead, Stephanie, related her two experiences of overdosing on heroin and being revived by Narcan injections. A Blackfoot Indian, Virgil, talked about waking up naked in a rat infested back alley twenty-four hours after leaving a party on the reservation where he had indulged heavily in his crack cocaine habit. Unfortunately the crack was laced with fentanyl. Virgil was quite sure he had died during the blackout, recalling a face-to-face conversation with the Great Spirit who told Virgil he would let him live if he promised to get some help. Virgil said it was the defining moment that brought him to Kalispell and the Power of Choice Narcotics Anonymous group.

As Virgil related his tale of communing with the Great Spirit, Peter thought about his own personal relationship with God. These NA meetings were all about faith: Faith in God. Faith in spirit. Faith in self. He had rediscovered his long absent belief in a supreme deity after eleven harrowing days and nights atop that desolate Idaho cliff overlooking the Salmon River. After the crash, he felt certain that God had abandoned them. He’d prayed daily even though he thought it to be a hopeless exercise. But then, on the eleventh day, he, Hayden Fowler, and Bill Carlton were rescued in what Peter considered to be divine intervention. God had been listening after all. God―or in Virgil’s terminology, the Great Spirit―had delivered. Peter’s long AWOL faith had been restored. He’d even attended Mass last Sunday at St. Francis Xavier Parish in Missoula, his first time inside a house of worship in years. Brin had been shocked but willingly accompanied him, a big smile on her face, caressing Peter’s arm throughout Father Patrick’s liturgy.

Peter tuned out as the drug confessions continued, thinking about his own situation. He hadn’t flown since the accident. Eight months grounded, which was an unnatural state of being for him. Losing the sole company helicopter in the Idaho crash, Fowler-Lemoyne Aviation had basically closed down operations over the fall and winter months while Hayden Fowler and Peter recovered from their injuries. As Peter regained his health, Hayden and Nora promoted him to Chief Operations Officer, giving him full authority to build a helicopter fleet, oversee aircraft maintenance, and hire pilots. He was also tasked with drawing up plans for a new, second heliport in Missoula. Peter was grateful for the promotion and pay raise, which allowed him and Brin to sell their shoebox starter home and buy their sprawling new house on six wooded acres in Florence, twenty miles south of Missoula.

As his body healed, his obsession with flying returned. And now, almost nine hard months later, he felt ready to take to the skies once again. But his oxy addiction was a showstopper. Bryan Gilliam, general manager of the company, refused to let him pilot a chopper until Peter proved his sobriety. Thankfully, proof was left to the honor system. No peeing in a cup or blood tests or other indignities. There was no need for it as Bryan and he had shared a close trusting friendship for the past two years. Peter could lie to himself all he wanted but he could never lie to Bryan. His friend would pick up on it immediately. Bryan told him that when Peter said he was clean he would take his word for it. The situation forced Peter to start examining himself with brutal honesty. Caused him to finally stop lying to himself. It’s what ultimately led him to the NA meetings.

I have to kick this oxy thing, even if it kills me.

It was a refrain that ran through his mind daily.

He'd spent the past month interviewing pilot candidates, all the time wishing he’d been the interviewee rather than the interviewer. He was envious of the two he had hired, knowing they, and not he, would be piloting the two new metallic blue Bell 407s he had special ordered three months ago, the choppers that were now sitting in the Gilliam’s Guidepost Heliport hangar. He had made the trip to Heart Butte on the day of delivery and climbed into the cockpit of one, sitting snugly in the pilot’s seat, fondling the cyclic pitch stick and fantasizing about lifting off into the wild blue yonder.

This can be you again, Lacroix, he’d told himself as he perused the instrument panel and dreamed of soaring with the eagles once again. You have got to stop feeding yourself that junk. If you don’t, you’ll be forever anchored to a desk.

He came out of his reverie with the scrape of chairs and the padding of feet. Bodies moved around him. The meeting was breaking up.

He heard a female voice beckon him. “Have you selected your sponsor yet, Peter?”

He glanced up to see the thin redhead, Stephanie, lurking before him with a dazed, awestruck smile, a look Peter had seen all too often since his story of survival had made him famous. His skin prickled in discomfort.

“Uh, no, I haven’t,” he said, standing to face her.

“Well I hope you’ll consider me,” she said, crowding him. “No one here knows more about you than me. I’ve read all about you online. I’d love to hear more about those dinosaurs you faced off against on that cliff in Idaho. Must’ve been scary as hell. I have also read Hayden Fowler and Nora Lemoyne’s book three times, the chapters that feature you probably more.” She brushed her hair with her fingers, tilted her head as if examining him. “Gosh, I can’t believe it’s actually you attending our meetings here in Kalispell. So how about it, Peter? Will you let me be your sponsor? I could be a big help to you. We could support each other, be good for each other. Whaddaya say?”

He felt trapped. Peter looked away from the woman’s stalker-like stare, watching people file out of the room. Members looked at them as they passed, several giving him expressions of sympathy. 

He thought: Two heroin overdoses? How is this woman going to help me? And I certainly don’t need a dino groupie in my life.

Peter looked at her. Her slender face conveyed desperation. He felt sorry for her. How to tell this poor woman he had no intention of choosing a sponsor? Not her or anyone else here. Brin was the only support he needed.

“I really haven’t decided on a sponsor yet, Stephanie.” He sidestepped her and moved toward the exit.

“Well please keep me in mind, Peter,” he heard her say. “Will I see you next week?”

He shouted over his shoulder, “I don’t know.”

And with that he walked out of the Alano Club into the late spring sunshine of Kalispell.
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Publish Or Perish 

May 29:  Eden Prairie, Minnesota
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Nora signed off the Zoom call with Penguin Random House executives in New York. Members of the editorial staff had also participated. 

She let out a frustrated breath, feeling drained and disappointed. The hour-long meeting had sapped her strength and resolve.

Nora had failed in her quest to buy more time on the final manuscript turnover of their second book. She was having second thoughts about the book as a whole and wanted to make some sweeping changes.

But she didn’t want to tell them that.

Instead Nora told them about yesterday’s exciting discovery of another new dinosaur species at Montana’s Tally Lake. She thought the powers-that-be would be swayed by the event, that they would allow her and Hayden more time to work the new material into the book. They certainly seemed intrigued by the video clips Nora showed them of the Deinosuchus attacking and killing a mature grizzly bear. She was sure Hayden’s impressive videos would win them over.

She had been wrong.

They were tired of waiting.

The suits remained unyielding.

One of the executive bigwigs―Chief Operating Officer Lawrence Goldmeyer―had arrogantly talked down to her. She had listened to him drone on in a patronizing tone about how she was new to the big publishing process and therefore did not―could not―understand the complexities of the business. According to Goldmeyer, she couldn’t possibly comprehend how delays by authors upset the finely-tuned balance of a book’s successful launch. Goldmeyer had even threatened her, suggesting Nora’s requested delay would amount to a contractual violation subject to legal prosecution. 

“If we give you another few weeks to add a chapter about this prehistoric crocodile,” Goldmeyer said, “then sure enough about that time you and Mr. Fowler will make another discovery that you’ll want in this book as well, and we slip another couple of months out. The answer is no, Ms. Lemoyne. We can’t have any more delays.”

Henry Wycliff―her and Hayden’s literary agent―spoke up in Nora’s defense. But in the end, it wasn’t enough. A contract was a legal document and they had already tested its limits more than a few times.

The greatly anticipated follow-up to Hayden and Nora’s huge bestselling book of last year―Cretaceous Stones: The Return of Prehistoric Life to Earth―was behind schedule due to their slow output. Of course, the aftermath of the Idaho helicopter crash and Hayden’s excruciating rehabilitation was to blame for much of it. The folks at Penguin Random House had been understanding and extremely accommodating about those early delays.

But there had been more recent delays caused by burnout and crushing pressure to deliver another blockbuster bestseller.

She and Hayden had worked around the clock to deliver last year’s book on time while also burning the midnight oil to establish their new aviation company. Then suddenly, like a thunderbolt from hell, Nora had to deal with the chopper accident that left three dead and Hayden in a coma. He was a broken man lying in a hospital bed. She was exhausted and drained emotionally. And yet many critical deadlines loomed. Nora wrote the early chapters while Hayden recuperated and somehow she managed to meet the first few scheduled turnovers. 

Lately, however, proofreading the manuscript front to back, Nora came to the disappointing conclusion that their work was rushed and sloppy. She wasn’t happy with what she delivered to their editor, Molly Barnes, feeling it wasn’t good enough, that it didn’t measure up to the high standards of their debut, which prompted her to completely rework several long chapters.

And now she realized with dismay there were other chapters that needed restructuring.

Hayden didn’t seem to give much of a care, but she was a perfectionist who fretted over every word. One question kept dogging her: How do you follow up the overwhelming success of a book that sold millions of copies in hardcover, a book that still held its place in the top ten on all the critical bestseller lists 16 months after publication? Nora felt the intense gravity of their first book bearing down on her during writing sessions. She found herself second-guessing every word and sentence, every paragraph and page, knowing that millions of people would soon be reading it.

How do you explain that kind of pressure to corporate stuffed suits whose only interest is the bottom line?

Their new book, Dragons of the Great Divide: Running with the Beasts, was supposed to be released this week, with a month-long author tour to follow. Nora and Hayden’s missed deadlines had pushed the publication date out at least four months.

Four months in the book publishing business is an eternity. Lawrence Goldmeyer had pounded that into her head, ad nauseum.

Face it, girl. Goldmeyer is an asshole! We made the man plenty of money and he treats me like I’m some empty-headed teenager. Maybe his name should be Gold-digger! 

She smiled at the thought.

But as angry as she was at Goldmeyer, after listening to the team’s presentation on how big corporate book publishing rolled, Nora came to a reluctant acceptance.

Goldmeyer explained: “I want you to understand, Ms. Lemoyne, that book publishing is a well-oiled machine consisting of hundreds―thousands―of people working on each release. It’s an assembly line production, a confluence of specialists operating in synchronous unity to put books into the hands of interested readers. If one section of the assembly line breaks down, other sections downline must adjust on the fly. Section breakdowns are costly and throw off established timelines.”

A well-rehearsed spiel she was sure Goldmeyer had made many times before.

After Lawrence Goldmeyer left the meeting various members of the publishing team explained their parts in the process.

Kelly Bradwell, Director of Marketing, went first.

“Hi, Nora. First of all, congratulations on the success of Cretaceous Stones. Everyone in my department loved the book and we all thank you and Hayden for giving us a great book to work with. It’s been a titanic journalistic achievement. That campaign went flawlessly and we are all being rewarded by its success.”

“Thank you, Kelly,” Nora said. “Hayden and I both appreciate the hard work your team put in to make it happen.”

“How is Hayden doing these days?”

“He’s getting his strength back, not to mention his old sense of orneriness.”

That brought a few laughs from those on the call.

Kelly Bradwell said, “I see he is back out in the field. The video footage he shot of that crocodile on steroids is sensational. Your co-author seems to have a talent for finding these creatures.”

“Yes, he does. It’s a gift but he denies it. Says it’s just blind luck coupled with zoological logic. He calls it paleo zoo logic. Three words.”

A few snickers. 

“Well, it’ll be fascinating material for your next book. Now let’s talk about your current book, shall we?”

Nora braced herself.

“I have to be honest with you, Nora. My advertising people are frustrated. Because of recent delays we have no advance reading copies to send to key reviewers. My publicity people are griping about not having copies to include in their press kits. Granted your forthcoming book already has a lot of pre-pub buzz, but we could be making an even bigger splash if we had a good supply of ARCs. Advance reader copies supply the fuel that ignites preorder sales, and preorder sales determine our starting position on the bestseller lists.”

Nora tried to remain calm and not take the beatdown personally.

Next up was Mary Chatsworth, V.P. of Strategy and Finance. “With every day that goes by without a finished book, we lose precious revenue we had worked into our detailed budgets. Not to mention the costs in time and money of rescheduling with our printers, book binders, and distributors. Head buyers at bookstores and library purchasing agents are overwhelming us with questions about release dates. Readers are getting impatient. Look, I know writing a book is difficult and we here at PRH are sympathetic to what you and Hayden have been through, but we need to get your next book out there. We need to strike while the proverbial iron is hot.”

The message was clear. Their late manuscript was creating a logjam in the book publishing flow. And a scheduled initial print run of 400,000 hardcovers represented a monumental logjam.

No more delays, they’d stated emphatically. The discovery of the Deinosuchus was great source material, they all agreed. But another month or longer delay was just not possible. Deinosuchus would have to wait until their next book. Nora had argued that it would be old news by then and would lack the punch it would have now. She and Hayden could not sit on it and keep it secret for another year or two. The world would soon find out about it. Other publishers would come out with the extraordinary discovery long before Penguin Random House. But in the end, her arguments landed on deaf ears.

They were only giving her until Friday to finalize the entire book. She glanced at the stack of paper sitting on her desktop―526 manuscript pages, many tagged with different colored tabs for the edits she wanted to incorporate. The pile was daunting.

She sighed. I left my paleontology career for this?

She grabbed her mug and went to the kitchen to make more coffee. While waiting for it to brew her cell phone chimed.

Hayden again, his fourth call since he’d been gone. She smiled. He was keeping his promise about staying in touch.

“Hey, Hayden,” she said dully.

“You okay, baby? You sound down.”

“I just got off a call with our publishing team. Lots of heavy hitters showed up. It didn’t go well.”

“They weren’t excited about the Deinosuchus?”

“They were, yes. But they said it would have to wait until our next book. They kind of read me the riot act about all the delays.”

“Jesus. Sorry you had to go through that, love. I should have been there to back you.”

“Yes, you should have,” she said, more bitchy than she intended. “They’re only giving us three days to finalize the manuscript.”

“Shit. Wasn’t Henry able to get us more time?”

“Wycliff was on the call and he gave it his best shot, but it wasn’t enough to persuade them. They want our book out in the world. They’re tired of tinkering with it. Truth be known, I’m tired of it, too.”

“Well, will you be able to handle the final edits?”

“There’s a ton of work to be done, Hayden.  You’re not coming home tomorrow?”

“I can’t leave now. These Deinosuchus sightings are the biggest news since those Quetzalcoatlus brought down our copter.”

Nora listened as Hayden told her about seeing the Deinosuchus again this morning, this time feeding at their bait mound. He and Carlton had tried to sedate the animal with tranquilizer darts but their shots missed. They were planning to stay camped out at Tally Lake a few more days to film the beast and hopefully marking it with a satellite tracking tag.  

“It’s incredible to see this creature up close, Nora,” he said, excitement brightening his voice. “It made a quick meal out of that grizzly as you saw. That bear had to weigh seven- to eight-hundred pounds, all claws and muscle and fur, and that Deinosuchus took it down like it was a puppy. 

“Since then I’ve been thinking. Its appearance creates new questions. According to fossil carbon dating records, Deinosuchus died out seven million years before later Cretaceous carnivores we’ve seen―T-Rex and Dromaeosaurs and Quetzalcoatlus. If we’re assuming that all fifteen meteorites contained Late Cretaceous dino eggs like we’ve seen thus far, then this animal is an anomaly. That begs the question of whether the meteorites that have yet to be found contained forms of prehistoric life that died out long before the Cretaceous-Paleogene extinction event. And if so, how that would dovetail with the Mallory-Rayburn-Britton Theory of Terrestrial Cretaceous Rebirth. Would it invalidate the MRB concept? And since this is the first aquatic creature we’ve seen, are there more of them? Did several meteorites hit lakes and ponds? Did maybe a few hit the oceans? Is that why they haven’t been located yet? I’ll have to check with Lacroix, but I think he said five meteorites were still unaccounted for. Or were there more than the fifteen meteorites the astronomers originally reported? It wouldn’t be the first time the government has intentionally misled the public.”

“Yeah, all that is fascinating to ponder, Hayden,” she said, hearing the exhilaration in his voice. He sounded happy for the first time in a long while, enthusiastic about his work again. “It’s a lot to unpack. I have to ask. Is Tally Lake a resort area? Is there a swimming area there? A beach?”

“There’s a beach here, but it’s a glacier-fed lake so the water is too cold to attract swimmers this early in the summer. Plus much of the lake has a brownish tinge to it and looks polluted, but it’s not. The lake is surrounded by dense forest and heavy foliage that generates a good bit of organic decay, which stains the water. And though there is a campground and a boat launch, we haven’t seen anybody else here in two days. Tally Lake is hidden away in the middle of nowhere. I call it a ghost lake.”

Nora asked, “So remind me again. How did you and Carlton find it?”

“A couple of big game hunters―Marcus Stanley and Jerry Manoogian―were in these parts hunting black bear and wild turkey last week. I’ve known Marcus for a few years and he called to tell me they were tracking a bear that led them to the lake where they saw a couple of Tyrannosaurs at the water’s edge drinking. Said I might want to check it out.”

“They didn’t try to take one of the Rexes?”

“No. The penalties are too great for that now. All dinosaur hunting licenses have been suspended in Montana. The game wardens and wildlife rangers are keeping a close eye.”

“So what are you planning, Hayden?”

“Oh, I’ll be coming back. And you’ll be coming with me, ma cherie.”

“Says who?”

“Says me. You have just got to see this marvelous creature up close, Nora. It’ll suck the air right out of your lungs.”

“I prefer to keep my lungs inflated, thank you very much.”

She heard Hayden’s hoarse laugh. “Anyway,” he continued, “I’ve got calls in to a couple of divers who worked with Jackson Lattimer. I want to get some underwater footage of the beast in its natural habitat. I also want to see if we can find the meteorite it hatched out of.”

“You think there is a meteorite at the bottom of that lake?”

“I do, yes. So will you accompany me to Tally Lake?”

“I guess, yeah,” Nora replied, happy that Hayden was sounding more like his old self, but annoyed that he was dumping all the final book edits on her. “The more immediate issue, Hayden, is if you’re not home by Friday you won’t be able to check my manuscript changes and sign off on the final book before I submit it.”

“That’s all right, mon amour. I’m sure any edits you make will greatly improve the book. We both know you are a much better writer than me.”

“You know, I’m pretty tired of hearing that every time you want to get out of some work, Hayden.”

“Hey, I’m just saying that―”

“I know exactly what you’re saying,” she said, exasperated. “But I have to ask. What am I supposed to do? Forge your name on the signoff sheets?”

“No. I have to stop off at the Guidepost to see Bryan Gilliam about that T-Rex head that was delivered to him. You can email a copy of the final signoff sheets to Loretta and I’ll sign them when I get there, then email them back to you.”

“Without seeing any of the content?”

“Yeah. I trust your writing skills implicitly, sweets.”

“I’m tired of hearing that, too.”

“Sorry about that. I love you and miss you, Nora. I really mean that. Wish you were here with us.”

“Be careful, hon. With that beard of yours I’d hate for that Deinosuchus to mistake you for a grizzly bear.”

She heard him laugh then smack a goodbye smooch before signing off.

Nora smiled and disconnected. Filled her mug with piping hot coffee and returned to her bedroom office. Sat at the desk and began digging into the stack of manuscript pages.

So much work ahead while Hayden is off playing dinosaur spotter.

I must be crazy to love this man the way I do.
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The T-Rex Headache

May 30:  Gilliam’s Guidepost

Heart Butte, Montana
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“Wow, that is one ugly cuss!” Mike Mathews said, gawking at the severed Tyrannosaur head in the oversized Styrofoam chest. “Who’d you piss off this time, Bryan?”

“Don’t even go there,” Bryan Gilliam said as they moved the unwieldly container out of the walk-in freezer to a worktable in the utility barn. “I nearly swallowed my tongue when I opened this.”

“Understandable,” Mathews said, eyeing the Gilliam family photos spiked on the beast’s lower teeth. Drops of dried T-Rex blood spotted the snapshots like dark brown freckles. 

“You can imagine what this has done to Loretta and me.”

“Absolutely. It would shake me up, too.” Mathews inspected the cooler from different angles. “You say this came in dry ice?”

“Yeah, but it evaporated yesterday. We kept the head in the freezer to preserve it.”

“Well,” Mathews said, scratching his chin, “freezing it might have preserved the head but the dry ice evaporation and low temps have degraded the photos.” He snapped on a pair of nitrile gloves. “The photos are our best shot at getting clean fingerprints. Did you or your wife handle any of these?”

“No, we knew better than to touch them.”

“Good.”

Mathews dipped a small fiberglass brush into a jar of black powder and lightly dusted the surfaces of the pics. Bryan watched him work. Gradually, a smear of fingerprints became visible. 

“We’re in luck. I see two well defined prints on your wife’s pic and another on your younger son’s photo.”

Bryan watched Mathews press a strip of tape over the powdered area and gently lift, then affix it to a light gray fingerprint card.

Bryan pointed at the card. “You think this will lead us to whoever did this?”

“No guarantees.” Mathews held the card up to the light, examining the captured prints. “You told me your top three suspects are doing hard time at Montana State, correct?”

“Yeah, last I heard.”

“They might not have anything to do with this, but all three certainly have clear-cut motives for harming you and your family. Because they’re convicted felons, their prints are registered on AFIS and any accomplices working for them on the outside would probably exist on AFIS, too. Then again, it might be someone after a big chunk of your newly-acquired fortune. If so, it’s probable they would have criminal records and could be found on AFIS as well.”

“What is AFIS?”

“It’s an acronym for Automated Fingerprint Identification System, a digitized database containing prints of those who have been arrested or convicted of crimes. It also contains prints of anyone who has undergone thorough background checks―you know, people working in the government or military who need high-level security clearances. The AFIS algorithms can give us a match in seconds. Unfortunately, fingerprints aren’t as surefire as DNA, but it will give us a good starting point. Hopefully it’ll generate a few good leads. I always like to start with fingerprints and see where they take me.”

“So you just hand over that card to AFIS and we get answers right away?”

“Not that simple, Bryan. I’m a private investigator, and as such, I don’t have access. Even though I’m licensed in the state of Montana, AFIS is restricted to official law enforcement, the FBI, and other authorized government criminal investigation agencies. I received thorough fingerprint training during my days working for the Billings PD and I still have connections there. They’ll run this card for me.”

Bryan nodded. “What about DNA?”

“What about it?”

“You said fingerprinting isn’t as surefire as DNA. You think we can find any DNA on this package?”

“Maybe. But, again, as a private investigator I don’t have the wherewithal or tools to collect and analyze DNA samples.” Mathews nodded at the T-Rex head. “Have your kids seen this mess yet?”

“No. Lor and I decided it best to keep it from them.”

“Bad idea. You want to keep them safe, Bryan. You want to keep them informed. They need to be on the alert. You should talk to them. Don’t show them the bloodied head but let them know there’s a reason to be extra cautious. Your two boys are out in public a lot and they especially need to be on their toes.” Mathews surveyed the T-Rex head and debased family photos. “This is some serious shit.”

“Tell me something I don’t know, Mike. You think we need to get bodyguards for my boys?”

“Wouldn’t hurt. You can afford that level of protection, right?”

“Well yeah, but . . .” Bryan looked at Mathews. “Jesus this is one insane asylum world we live in, huh.”

“I can help you with the personal protection for your sons. You should also contact the authorities. I know you have stellar security here on the ranch and I’ll certainly do all I can to track down the culprits, but the police and maybe even the FBI need to be aware of this threat. Especially considering what’s gone down here the past two years.”

“Yeah, Hayden Fowler told me the same thing, almost verbatim.”

“It’s sound advice, Bryan.”

Bryan groaned. “I know it is, but if the police get involved it becomes public. We become nightly news sensationalism all over again. Tabloid content for all the social media morons. We’ve done our time in that yellow journalism shitstorm. Loretta and I have no desire to go back to being the center ring attraction in a three-ring media circus. The spotlight on us is just now starting to dim and we don’t want to relight it. It’s why we’ve been so secretive about our settlement with the AEF. Surely you can understand our desire for privacy.”

“Of course I can. But what good is privacy if you’re dead?”

Bryan worked with Mike Mathews last year on the missing and murdered Indigenous women’s cases and he had appreciated the PI’s directness through it all. He wasn’t so sure he appreciated it now.

Mathews picked up on it. “Look, Bryan, I’m sorry to be so candid, but we know from past experience your enemies mean business. I don’t have to remind you they tried to kill you and burned your ranch to the ground, do I?”

“No, but―”

“And last year they went after Kanti Lyttle and Ahwee Red Crow, close Blackfoot friends of yours. Your enemies play hardball, Bryan, and they won’t hesitate to do bodily harm to your family. I’ve seen this kind of thing more times than I care to admit. This T-Rex head sends a message that the authorities need to know about.”

Bryan turned to the PI. “You’re right. Lor and I need to talk with our kids and I need to take this to the police. But it’s such a hassle.” He pointed at  the insulated cooler. “This whole thing is a huge clusterfuck.”

Mathews nodded. “I know, I know. But you have done so much good work for the Blackfeet Nation. You and your family have blended with their culture. I think if you went to the tribal police and explained the situation, they would keep it under wraps while they investigate. They would respect your privacy.”

“Maybe,” Bryan said. “But you remember how hesitant Blackfeet Law Enforcement Services were last year to help us find Kanti and Ahwee. They kept putting me and Apisi off, saying they didn’t have the staffing.”

“Trust me. This is different. Contact them and show them this T-Rex head eating your family photos. It’ll move them to action, I’m sure. They don’t want any more trouble on the rez than they’ve already got.”

Mathews reached for the Styrofoam lid and read the sender label. “Western Adventures in Missoula?”

“Yeah. I checked them out. It’s a bogus company. I couldn’t find a website or any online chatter about them. No Yelp or Google reviews. Nothing with the Better Business Bureau. They don’t exist.”

“Of course they don’t. The PO box is probably fiction, too, but there’s enough damning evidence here to get a warrant on the FedEx shipping records. I can work with Atlee Pinnaker to get that done.”

Mathews leaned over the cooler, flipping up each of the photographs, examining the reverse sides. “You say these pics were hacked from your private family server?”

“Yeah, it’s the only place these snapshots exist. What are you looking for?”

“Sometimes prints of digital photos contain residual metadata on their backsides, but I don’t see any here.” 

Mathews straightened and removed his gloves. Pulled out his cellphone and took pictures of the T-Rex head and Styrofoam container, including the 12-digit tracking number. “You checked the tracking on this package, right?”

Bryan nodded. “That’s the first thing I did.”

“What was the origin of shipment?”

“West Glacier, Montana, which I thought was weird, since it’s a Missoula address on the sender label. West Glacier is a long-ass way from Missoula.”

“That doesn’t matter. We already know the company is bogus. They can put any address they want on the sender label. FedEx only checks the validity of the destination address. What’s important is that it was shipped from West Glacier. It’s a starting point, but no guarantee that the people behind this live anywhere near there. We might have better luck in narrowing our search if I can find something in your VPN logs. I’d like to take a look at your family photo server. It might give us a clue about who has been mucking around in your private network. The logs will indicate when file downloads occurred and who initiated them. Can you take me to them?”

“Sure,” Bryan said, “but I must warn you, I’m a complete neophyte when it comes to computers. My boys handle all that cyber stuff. Ethan and Paul designed our company website and they maintain our server. I won’t be much help there.”

“All I need is login credentials. Give me that and I can do the rest.”

“You know how to check server data?”

“Nothing to it,” Mathews said with a confident grin. “I received thorough cybersecurity and computer forensics training during my years with the Billings PD.”

Bryan led the way out of the barn that had been repurposed as rehearsal space for son Paul’s band. They passed by the makeshift stage that held a drum kit, amplifiers, and electric guitars propped up on stands. Two big PA speakers loomed on either side of the stage like giant black eyes.

“How’s your oldest doing with his music?” Mathews asked, eyeing the instruments lining the stage.

“Quite well, actually. His band Moonrise has a four-song EP that’s getting a lot college radio play and they’ve been in the studio working on a full album of original songs. They’re all still in school so it’s a slow process.”

“I took guitar lessons when I was a kid but quit when my fingers started bleeding,”  Mathews said with a chuckle. “I was a real wuss as a kid.”

“Somehow I doubt that,” Bryan said, knowing the PI was a veteran of the Second Gulf War in Iraq and had spent 15 years with the Billings Police Department as a patrol officer and detective. Mike Mathews, with his crooked nose and unyielding narrow face, wore his street cred toughness on his wiry frame like a well-tailored suit.

“Oh, believe it,” Mathews said. “I didn’t toughen up until I went through Basic Training.”

“My Basic was hell on earth,” Bryan said. “But then we were shipped off to Afghanistan, and that turned out to be an even hotter hell in a sandbox.”

“No doubt,” Mathews replied. “Iraq was no picnic either.”

They stepped out of the barn into the afternoon sunlight. Bryan pulled the big steel doors shut behind them and led the way across the quadrangle to the house. Bryan strolled slowly, cautiously. He’d left his cane in the house. His legs were getting stronger and he was trying a few hours each day to get along without the walking stick.

They crossed the concrete slab of the heliport pad. Bryan glanced into the open hangar, seeing their fleet mechanic, Carl Lacey, with an array of tools spread out on a blanket next to the landing struts, working on the blade assembly of one of the new Bell 407s. Bryan shouted a greeting to Lacey who gave them a nod and a smile in return.

Seeing the shiny, bright blue aircraft lifted Bryan’s spirits. Soon there would be helicopters flying in and out of Gilliam’s Guidepost Heliport again. The quad and landing pad had been silent since the crash. Fowler Lemoyne Aviation was shut down for eight long months. During that dark period, Bryan handled mountains of paperwork and red tape, lots of back-and-forths with the FAA and NTSB concerning accident details. He’d met with insurance adjusters and negotiated with chopper manufacturers. He’d worked with contractors who were building company offices in the back of the hangar. And through it all, there had been no incoming or outgoing flights. There had been no revenue stream to feed the company coffers.

During this time, Bryan also dealt with the fragile and uncertain health of his business partners. Hayden Fowler and Peter Lacroix had survived the crash and eleven eternal days stranded in the River of No Return wastelands of central Idaho, clashing with carnivorous dinosaurs and fighting to survive. Both had healed over the long winter months, but both still displayed infirmities. Neither were all the way back to form. It remained to be seen how both men would handle going back up in a helicopter.

Hayden was driving in from Tally Lake the day after tomorrow to look at the T-Rex head. Peter Lacroix was due in from Missoula this weekend to begin working with the new pilots. Bryan thought it would do everyone good to get back in the air again and getting Fowler-Lemoyne Aviation firing on all cylinders once more.

He wondered how Peter was doing with his drug rehab stint. Bryan had been the one to inform Peter that he was grounded until he kicked the opioids. The act was one of the most difficult things he’d ever had to do. It was tough seeing the man broken like that and having to give him bad news. But it was his responsibility as general manager. The hurt, the look of crushing disappointment and strains of anger on Peter’s face had saddened him. Peter Lacroix was an excellent pilot and the Idaho crash had not been his fault. But Bryan knew they couldn’t chance another air catastrophe, especially if it was proved the pilot manning the controls was high on oxycodone. As much as he liked Peter, Bryan knew they couldn’t risk putting their paying passengers in that kind of jeopardy.

They arrived at the back entrance to the house, which went through the sunporch. He held the door open for Mathews.

As Mathews entered the house he said, “Lead me to your VPN server. Let’s find these rude assholes who dare to send you bloody dinosaur heads!”

Bryan smiled. Things were looking up.

He knew he had the right man on the job.
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Dino Snares and Sweet Eclairs

May 31:  Sawtooth National Forest

Custer County Idaho
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Just after dawn.

Haze clung to the pond like a gauze shroud. The sun played peekaboo behind the jagged peaks of the Sawtooth Mountains. Bluebirds and chickadees screeched their morning wakeup songs. Chipmunks and pikas chittered as they scampered through the underbrush.

They’d been out here since one am hoping to snare a Tyrant Lizard King, better known as Tyrannosaurus Rex. 

Mick and Claire Prescott sat in the cab of their Polaris Ranger UTV. Max Baker and Ray Yount camped out in the transport truck in a stand of lodgepole pine behind the drop net on the far side of the pond. The two teams had been in contact throughout the night via walkie-talkies but there hadn’t been much to chat about.

They’d found this spring-fed lagoon on a scouting trip two days ago. A scattering of tridactyl (three-toed) footprints embedded in the moist clay loam and mounds of fresh dung near the waterline alerted them to the recent presence of T-Rex. The prints were deep and wide with large, blunt claw impressions. No doubt they belonged to Tyrannosaurs and not the smaller, more mobile Dromaeosaurs.

A T-Rex watering hole.

Judging by the volume of tracks and scat, it was a popular gathering place for the Tyrant Lizards.

So where are they? Mick Prescott wondered.

The Prescotts ran a successful, albeit illegal, trapping business that supplied traffickers with exotic animals, sometimes venomous and nearly always dangerous. They did some legal trapping, too, but the big money came from illicit activities. 

And it didn’t get much more illicit than trapping Tyrannosaurs.

With nothing much to do but wait and watch, Mick Prescott sat behind the wheel, peering out at the pond, musing about the beautiful woman sitting next to him, his wife Claire.

Mick met Claire Wilson fifteen years ago when both were employed at the Denver Zoo. He was a Carnivore Habitat Specialist working the Predator Ridge exhibit, which included spotted hyenas, tigers, polar bears, and African lions. Claire was a Zoological Nutritionist who collaborated with zoo veterinarians and animal care specialists to establish balanced diets for all the zoo’s animals. It wasn’t love at first sight but more of a slow burn romance, time and mutual interests eventually cementing their relationship. Marriage followed thirteen years ago, in the chapel of a small church in Centennial, Colorado.

Mick reached over and caressed his wife’s wrist. “You okay? You’re awfully quiet, my sweet e-Claire.”

She smiled at him. “I’m fine, Mickey. Just bored is all.”

Mick’s pet name always brought a smile from Claire. He’d first called her e-Claire back when he was trying to get her attention. There were a couple of other guys at the zoo who had their eyes on Claire Wilson―she of the long blonde tresses and arresting amber eyes―and he wanted to do something that would set him apart. One afternoon he showed up at the end of her lunch break with a half-dozen éclairs and a greeting card. On the card he’d written:

The confections in this box are nowhere near as sweet as you, my sweet e-Claire. Thinking of you, Mickey Prescott.

At the time he thought the whole idea of it was hokey, a clumsy attempt at getting her to notice him. He’d been embarrassed giving her the sticky carton of pastries and the card with his ridiculous attempt at romantic prose. But she surprised him. Her face lit up with a wide grin and she kissed him, knocking over the box of éclairs in her excitement. She told him it was the loveliest notion any man had ever shown her, and embraced him in a warm hug. Mick was shocked that his cheesy ploy had worked. And it kept on working. Every year on the date of that momentous lunch they celebrated with a candlelight dinner at a fancy restaurant topped off with a delectable dessert of éclairs and champagne. And now, nearly fifteen years on, she remained his precious sweet e-Claire. She never tired of the pet name he had given her.

Mick leaned across the seats and kissed her cheek, which led to a short make-out session.

Claire cut the heated grope session short, sitting back in her seat and saying, “As much as I’d like to, we can’t get carried away, Mickey. We have to stay vigilant.”

“Yeah, you’re right,” he said, grabbing his pack of Lucky Strikes from the dash and lighting up.

As he smoked, he thought about the early days of their business partnership...

Sharing an entrepreneurial spirit, nearly a year after their wedding, they left their jobs at the Denver Zoo to strike out on their own. They purchased a couple of vehicles, an assortment of trapping gear, updated their passports, and rented warehouse space in Montbello, setting up their animal procurement operation. Their business was legal in those early days, traveling the globe acquiring animals for U.S. zoos. But as time went on, they saw that the real money was on the other side of the law.

Seduced by the dark side, the Prescotts abandoned their once solid ethics and began their unlawful activities.

Mick and his wife spent much of their time in Africa and South America, trapping venomous reptiles and dangerous mammals for a growing list of illegal animal trafficking clients. But then the Great Dinosaur Rebirth happened two years ago and they returned home to Denver. The last two years saw them working the Continental Divide in eastern Idaho and northwestern Montana, trapping Late Cretaceous Period dinosaurs. The demand for exotic prehistoric animals was high, especially the meat eaters. A healthy T-Rex netted them a hundred grand, a Dromaeosaur got them forty K minimum. A much better hourly rate than trapping for zoos.

However, the work did present many potential hazards. Dino trapping was a dangerous way to make a living. In addition to the unpredictability of the beasts the Prescotts hunted, the chance of getting nabbed by Fish and Wildlife agents loomed large. The fines for trapping/trafficking dinosaurs were significant. And most illicit animal trafficking charges brought substantial prison time.

Politicians―who Mick thought of as self-serving sycophants― only muddied the already murky waters of legality. It really chapped Mick’s ass, the way the politicos were so wishy-washy about the dinosaur invasion. When the dinos first started hatching out, the public went into a mass hysteria and the feds set up bounty programs that rewarded game hunters with big money for kills. Then the scientific communities and animal rights groups applied immense pressure to stop the killings. The movement switched to preserving the species. But did that stop state Fish, Wildlife, and Parks agents from monitoring and arresting trappers? Hell no! If anything, the investigative web tightened.

Then, just as quickly, farmers and ranchers pushed back, and the legal pendulum swung the other way. They were losing their crops and livestock to the invasive species. The politicos changed their tune again. Once again it was open season on dinos. Back and forth it went: bounty killing then preservation. Then back to kill rewards. State and federal politicians blew in the breeze, leaning whichever way they thought would win them favor and keep them in power. And all through the back and forth, trappers, and the traffickers they supplied, were viewed as Public Enemy #1.
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