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Monster Horror at Its Best.

“There's nothing scarier than a monster that has no limits on where it can go, no discrimination with what it eats, and no easy way to kill it. Hands down, Dinosaur Lake is probably one of my favorite monster horror books that I've read thus far.”  

5 STARS- By Lizzy Dark Fiction
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A Good Mystery Full of Suspense.

“The author caught my attention maybe it’s the Jurassic fan, but a good solid dino read and goes in depth on the scenery. great write! A much recommended read for anyone that enjoys a good mystery full of suspense, great storyline with a touch of realism.” 5 STARS- Robin at Romancing the Book

~
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“This book would make an astounding movie. It is one hell of a great read. It is the next best thing to Jurassic Park. Any movie directors out there, please make a movie of this book.” 5 stars – Terry Witherspoon

~
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“I read this book just after reading Meg Origins, Meg terror of the Depp, and SHARC and I really loved Dinosaur Lake. I loved Kathryn Meyer Griffith so much that I am now reading another of her novels.” 5 STARS - L. Zuker

~
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A Rousing Good Read.

“There are good monster books and there are bad monster books. Most of them are bad. This, however, is one of the good ones. The story is plausible. A creature lives under the lake in Crater Lake National Park. The characters are well developed and you actually begin to sympathize and later care about what happens to them. Mrs. Griffith's characters have a refreshing opinion of what should be done with certain kinds of criminals.

The monster scenes are exciting and well written. Edge of the seat excitement. I kept wanting to go to bed but decided to read "just one more chapter." At 2 AM I finished the book.” 5 STARS-J.K. Stecker

~
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Prehistoric Thriller.

“This book had my interest from the very beginning and never let up. The on edge action continued and was a family story as well as a monster thriller. Anyone interested in prehistoric creatures will thoroughly enjoy this novel.” 4 STARS-Connee Davidson
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Chapter 1


[image: ]




CHIEF PARK RANGER HENRY Shore wasn’t ready for it when the distress call came. The call letting him know there was some large predatory animal attacking a group of the park’s visitors near the south rim of Crater Lake. But he hadn’t been ready for nearly the same call five years before, either, when it’d been a prehistoric mutant dinosaur that had terrorized his park, its people, and had to be dealt with.

This time, as he listened with rising panic to Ranger Ellie Stanton’s voice coming across his cell phone, he thought it couldn’t be what it’d been then. No way. It couldn’t be happening again. Not another dinosaur. Not again. He and his friends had destroyed the last dinosaur and every one of the unhatched eggs they’d discovered in the lava caves beneath Crater Lake. He was sure they had.

Or so he’d thought.

Outside the windows of his office at ranger headquarters, the day was ending and everything was bathed in a muted golden light. It was still cold outside. Snow on the ground. Early May. But they’d had the warmest winter in the park since he and his wife, Ann, had arrived thirteen years before, and the snowfall had been unbelievably light. Half the white stuff they usually had. So far. A very weird winter. It looked like the spring was going to follow suit, in one peculiar way or another. It was warm for an Oregon May. And that bothered him. His dead Indian friend, George, used to say that if the winter was mild there was sure to be a reckoning before it was over. Henry was waiting for that reckoning.

“Slow down, Stanton,” he repeated for the third time, repositioning the phone in his hand so he could hear her better. Maybe Ranger Stanton was in a section of the park that had uneven reception, because her voice kept cutting in and out. He had to listen carefully to catch all she was saying. “Take your time and tell me what the problem is.”

Ellie Stanton was one of his newest rangers; hired just two years past. She was a mature, level-headed ex-soldier who’d taken early retirement after her soldier husband died in Afghanistan. Afterwards she’d wanted to do what she’d always dreamed of doing...work as a park ranger in a National Park. She’d applied for the position and had impressed him with the calm way she’d answered his questions and reacted to his test scenarios. She had a quick mind and a sociable attitude. He’d hired her that same day and had never regretted it. She’d become someone, like her predecessor George Redcrow, whom he could depend on, and they’d become friends, or as much friends as a boss can be with his employee. Friendly but not too friendly.

She even had George’s superstitious bent and gave the impression she believed in things most other people didn’t. Well, perhaps she was just extra perceptive. Intuitive. He was lucky to have her. She was forward thinking and fearless. Most of the time. Bears, a wild runaway moose, forest fires or a drunken out-of-control visitor at one of the campsites, didn’t faze her.

But he could tell by the hesitancy of her voice that whatever was happening now was scaring the hell out of her.

“I...was doing the last patrol of the day, you know, up near the south rim and...I heard this roaring sound in the distance. It was like nothing I’ve ever heard before. It grated on my eardrums. Then I heard human voices screaming and yelling for help. Figured it was some of our visitors.”

That’s what they called all the people who visited the park. Visitors.

“I ran in their direction,” Ranger Stanton rushed on, “but when I got there I couldn’t believe what I was seeing. These four visitors were cornered behind these rocks by this colossal...creature of some kind. Not a bear. It was fast on its feet. I barely got a look at it before it scurried into the tree line chasing another one of the visitors. I don’t know what the hell that thing is, but whatever it is, it’s not friendly. I’m afraid it might eat that visitor if it catches her. I think I need back up now!”

“Calm down, Ranger. What kind of animal do you think it is? How would you describe it?”

“If I tell you, you’ll think my active war days have caught up with me, delayed PTSD or something, or that I’m on drugs big time.”

“Ranger!”

“Okay, okay! I’d guess it was some kind of–” her voice became strident. “Big lizard. It’s as tall as a man. At least. Difficult to tell as fast as it bounded away. I do know it was standing and running upright, sort of like Bigfoot, but not quite like Bigfoot. Not near as hairy. Not hairy at all really.”

Bigfoot? Henry was beginning to wonder if his ranger had been drinking on duty. She never had before, or not that he’d known of.

“I swear. I could go into those trees after it by myself, but I think I should really have backup. Right now!” 

Whatever that creature was it must have scared the bejesus out of Ranger Stanton to have her react the way she was.

As hard as he fought it, Henry felt his comfortably sane world slipping away. He hadn’t felt like that in years, not since the last time dinosaurs had roamed the park. Long enough ago, and nearly unreal now, that the memory had dulled. Well, possibly it wasn’t that at all. Could be what Ranger Stanton was dealing with was just some lizard-looking animal and not a dinosaur at all. A bear with mange? Yeah, what sort of animal looked like a giant reptile and walked erect? Who was he fooling. Or–and this was the more acceptable explanation–she hadn’t seen what she’d thought she’d seen. It was getting dark out there and in the dusk a person’s eyes could play tricks on them, especially in the penumbra of the woods. But none of that mattered at that moment. What mattered was that visitors were in danger and he had to get them and his ranger immediate help.

“Don’t go after it alone, Ranger. Wait for support. It’s coming.”

“But it will get that woman–”

“Don’t go after it. That’s an order.”

“But Sir, now she’s screaming! I can hear her.”

“Give me your exact location, Ranger Stanton, and I’ll get you that assistance. Until then, I’m telling you not to go into the woods after that animal–until we get there.” Yet he had a sinking feeling she’d do just that anyway, attempting to save the person running for their life. Ranger Stanton was brave like that, an excellent, caring ranger. He could depend on her. She kept a cool head. Usually.

Bigfoot?

Seconds later, he and two of his rangers, Kiley and Gillian, were bumping over the park’s roads in his jeep towards the lake’s rim and the scene of the attack. The sun was a blob of faint light floating on the tree line and the night was taking over the park, plunging it into darkness. The trees along the roads lined up like towering sentinels and the patches of snow along the route sometimes made the tires skid. Henry drove almost recklessly and the journey, minus the snow, reminded him of that horrifying night half a decade ago when Justin, his now son-in-law, and he had been fleeing from the monster that had taken up residence in the caves beneath the lake’s water. The monster that had almost been the death of them. Another memory he’d tried over the years to forget. Now it came flooding back and surged against his sanity like a tsunami. No, don’t jump to conclusions yet. The situation might not be what he feared it was. Wait. See.

He’d had his men load high-powered rifles in  the rear of the jeep and the three of them carried holstered pistols, as all rangers in the park did. But Henry feared none of them would do the job if the predator was as formidable as Stanton had made it out to be. But it was the best they could do on such short notice; on the run. They’d also brought strong flashlights. When full night fell the park became as inky as Hades. Why did emergencies always have to occur when the sun was disappearing or absent? Wasn’t the danger of a rampaging animal challenging enough?

His rangers also remembered what had happened five years ago. They’d been at his side back then, too. Neither one of them asked any questions or spoke once he’d told them what was going on, but were stoically silent. Probably praying it wasn’t what both of them feared it might be.

They heard the racket and cries long before they got where they were going. Then came the snarling, bellowing, and sudden, heart-breaking human screams that burst from the dark woods. A woman’s screams. Gunshots. Three. Four. The sun had fully set and if it hadn’t been for the noise they wouldn’t have known where to search for the survivors. The jeep screeched to a stop; they jumped from it and hiked at a run up the rim trail towards Crater Lake, directing their flashlights at their feet and around them.

The lake was a caldera that seven thousand years ago had been a volcano, Mount Mazama, but had collapsed in on itself and over the centuries had filled with water, creating Crater Lake, which was the jewel of Crater Lake National Park. The very heart of it. A stunningly beautiful circle of a lake six miles across as bright a blue in the sunlight as sparkling sapphires. Everyone who saw the lake commented on its vivid color. The rim, composed of crumbly rock and powdery pumice at places, was anywhere from five hundred feet to two thousand feet above the water. Quite a bad step if a person were unlucky or stupid enough to go over the brink.

The wind had picked up and Henry could smell rain. It was coming quick. A storm perhaps. A minute later he felt chilly drops splash on his cheek. And as cold as it was becoming it could even mean snow. They had to hurry. His wife, Ann, believed they were in for an unseasonably frigid and snowy May, to make up for the freaky warmth of the preceding months. She claimed the Farmer’s Almanac predicted it.

From an outcropping of rocks some feet away from the top of the rim two men and a woman scrambled towards them, breathless and terrified. They all tried to speak at once, but Henry shushed them.

“Are you okay?” he asked, allowing his flashlight’s beam to include the three of them.

The men nodded, dazed expressions on their faces. The woman murmured, “Yes, now.”

One man was a short and pudgy guy in blue jeans, a ripped jacket and a cap with ear flaps. His eyes kept darting one way and then another, as if he were on the lookout for something. The other man was taller, and wore layers of clothing covered by a bulky vest. His bald head was covered with a cap while his eyes were dazed with the experience he’d just had.

The woman was a babbling mess. Her long hair was tangled and her white face dirty with streaks and tears. When she spoke, her voice was a hoarse whisper.

“Thank God you’re here.” She leaned against the man with the vest and looked at Henry. “What was that creature?”

“I don’t know. Did Ranger Stanton go into the woods after it?” Henry grilled, already knowing the answer.

“Yes. Because Marla, my sister, didn’t make it to the rocks with us in time, the creature was too close behind her, and so she ran that way,” she pointed towards a stand of trees, “to get away from the thing. Your ranger went after them, my sister and the creature, I mean. Oh, my God, I hope Marla’s okay!” There was horror in her voice. “Please go help her! Them!”

“Ranger Gillian,” Henry instructed, “remain here with them.”

And he and Ranger Kiley made their way towards where they’d heard the last gunshots. His legs couldn’t move fast enough and he was frantic to get to Stanton and the woman. Under his breath, he muttered a prayer they weren’t too late to save them and didn’t think about what he’d do, how he’d react, with whatever he found was chasing them in the woods. Stanton had said earlier on the phone that it–whatever it was–was as tall as a man. So he pulled his pistol. A bullet should at least do some damage to any man-sized creature.

They caught up with the ranger, the missing visitor and the unidentified beast a few minutes later. The scene wasn’t what he’d been expecting. The fight was over. Ranger Stanton had her arm around a weeping woman, trying to soothe her. She stepped away as Henry strode up and shone his flashlight on them.

Kiley’s beam fell on the animal on the ground. It lay motionless at the base of a tree, a mound of dark colored glistening flesh, and the two women stood above it. Ranger Stanton’s gun was still in her hand. She squinted in the flashlight’s beam at Henry with a strange look on her face, then seemed to pull herself together. After all, she was an ex-soldier and a trained ranger.

“Ma’am, are you all right? Are you hurt?” Henry asked the visitor first.

The woman, of medium height and bundled in a white winter coat, now filthy with smears of mud and wet twigs, was wiping her face with the back of her gloved hand. She swayed on her feet. “I fell trying to get away from that monster, whatever in the hell it is, and I think I might have broken my ankle or something. It really hurts.” She released a muffled moan. “But at least I’m alive. Thanks to your ranger here.” She slid her grateful gaze to the other woman’s face. “She saved my life, I know it. If she wouldn’t have gotten to me when she did, that thing there would have mauled and eaten me. I’ve never run so fast. Never been so scared. But I tripped....” The woman rocked on her feet again, Ranger Stanton steadied her, and Ranger Kiley stepped forward to help support her and check her ankle. As some of the rangers did, Ranger Kiley had EMT experience and was the only one better at it than Henry.

“Don’t worry, ma’am,” Henry assured her, “you’re safe now.”

When Kiley straightened up from the crouch he’d gone to, he diagnosed, “The ankle could be broken, Chief.” Then he put his arm around and steadied the hurt woman; giving her his strength to lean on and taking the load from Ranger Stanton. Who herself didn’t seem too steady, Henry thought.

The icy rain was tapping on the starved limbs around them, a preview of what was to come. Henry knew they didn’t have much time before the full storm hit.

“Once we get you back to headquarters we’ll call an ambulance, ma’am. We’ll have you taken to the local hospital. Can you walk?”

“Barely, but if I have help I’ll manage.”

Henry was more relieved than words could have expressed. A suspicious mauling or killing in his park would have been an horrendous occurrence. Human life was precious and worth whatever they had to do to save it. Apparently, Ranger Stanton felt the same way. She’d disobeyed his orders, but Henry couldn’t chide her for it because, otherwise, she was an exceptional ranger–and her action, approved or not, had no doubt saved the visitor’s life. She’d gone ahead and done what she’d felt was right. He was lucky to have her as one of his rangers. Lucky she’d disobeyed orders and had gone after the visitor.

“And, at headquarters,” the woman added, “you’ll want to ask me, my sister and our husbands a few questions, right?”

“Most likely. I imagine you all have quite a story to tell.” But Henry’s eyes were on Ranger Stanton as he said it.

The visitor simply bobbed her head. “That we–I–do.”

“Ranger Stanton, are you okay?” Henry walked up to her and, by the shoulders, gently turned her body around to face him. She was standing, but he thought he recognized the residue of shock in her eyes in the flashlight’s glow. He couldn’t see any blood, or at least, not any on her face or hands. Her eyes, usually a walnut brown in the daylight and the same color as her hair, which she kept neatly tied in a braid down her back, met his. She gave him a victorious smile, a thumbs up gesture, and nodded. He felt relief. She stood up straighter. A tall middle-aged woman, she was anything but slender. She could outrun and outfight half of his rangers and everyone knew it. She kept in shape and ran miles every day through the woods, either on or off duty. That was probably why she was still alive. She ran fast. Thought faster. She possessed a strong spirit. It didn’t hurt that she was good with a gun or a rifle, either.

“Sir, I’m okay. Thank you.” She hesitated and lowered her voice so only he could hear. “Sorry I had to shoot the damn thing. But I had no choice. It came after us; wouldn’t leave us alone.”

“You killed it? You sure it’s dead?” Henry glanced at the form on the ground embedded in a left over patch of snow. It hadn’t moved. Good sign.

“I’m pretty sure it is. Pretty sure I killed it. Dead or close to it. It took all my bullets. I aimed for the chest and then the head, no fooling around.”

“You did what you had to do, Ranger. Good job.”

Henry swung his light back to the thing on the ground as the rain began to fall in earnest. It was roughly the size of a man, except for the long tail. And it did look like a big lizard. He went over and stared down at it. It didn’t seem to be breathing; wasn’t moving. He shoved it with his boot. Nothing. Kneeling down, he ran the beam over it slowly to be sure it was really dead. It was.

But good grief, he thought, he’d never seen anything like it. Big head. Shrunken arms in front with wickedly big claws on the end. Massive and powerful looking haunches, also sporting sharp claws. A little like a Velociraptor, but different in so many other ways. And it was nothing like the dinosaur they’d hunted and destroyed years ago in the caves beneath Crater Lake. Stanton was right, it most resembled a huge lizard, greenish brown in color, though it had wicked looking teeth. When he stretched his hand down to touch its flesh, it felt scaly. Cold. Real rough. Its eyes were closed but he’d bet they were a flat, soulless ebony, like a snake’s.

Oh boy.

If there was one of them running around in the forest, were there more? He shivered inwardly just thinking about it.

What he wanted was to get Stanton, Kiley and himself and haul the damn thing back to the ranger station and get a real good look at it, but the storm was virtually on top of them and there was no way they could get back there before it struck. And they only had his jeep, and to transport the dead creature they’d need a truck. So retrieval of the body would have to wait. Besides, the woman before him was hurt and they needed to get her medical care as soon as possible. The beast would have to remain here until he could return for it. When the worst of the storm was over. Maybe even daylight.

“Ranger Stanton, shine your flashlight on the perpetrator here so I can get some pictures before the rainstorm washes us away,” Henry requested.

“Sure, Chief.”

Ranger Kiley expelled a low whistle under his breath as the light settled on the creature at their feet. “Damn,” he rasped, “ugly sucker, isn’t it? I can’t believe this is happening again in our park, Chief. Are we cursed, or what? Being infected with these prehistoric freaks. Again. Lord help us!” Kiley, who’d been a ranger for over twenty years, was the only one who’d worked in the park longer than Henry had. Kiley had seen it all, but he’d told Henry he’d never seen anything like this creature in the park before.

Henry didn’t say a thing. The rain was rushing in so, having learned his lesson the last time he’d faced this situation, he pulled out his new smart phone, the one that took amazing digital pictures and did all manner of things, like text, though in certain park areas it didn’t always have the greatest of cell reception, and he began snapping photos of the beast from different angles. This time, unlike the last, he was prepared for coming across monsters in his park. This time he was going to have concrete proof, from day one, of their existence. No one was going to say he was crazy, and wouldn’t believe him...this time.

But he had to hurry. Click, click, click. The rain had transformed into a downpour and the wind was whipping around them like a horde of angry icy bees. Soon it’d be gale force. The temperature was falling rapidly. Late season ice and snow couldn’t be far behind and it wouldn’t surprise him one bit. Crazy weather. So this sudden final gasp of a cold snap was not so unexpected.

He had Ranger Stanton escort the woman visitor to the others at his jeep. “We’ll be right behind you,” he promised. “Warm up the car for me.”

Click, click, click. He thought he’d gotten enough, and just in time, too.

Straightening up, he yelled over his shoulder, “Kiley, let’s cover the carcass with a tarp, tie it down good, and yellow tape this area off for the night and we’ll return in the morning. We’ve got a heck of a storm moving in and we need to get in out of it. Get those visitors someplace dry and safe. Pronto.”

Kiley did as he’d been told and Henry helped. Hurrying to beat the foul weather, they finished and returned to the others waiting for them in the jeep. Everyone squeezed into the vehicle and Kiley drove them through the pelting rain to the ranger station that had been rebuilt just a few years before after it’d been totally destroyed by the park’s previous uninvited prehistoric guest. Ah, memories.

*****
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AFTER THE FOUR VISITORS were settled in chairs in Henry’s warm, dry office, Ranger Gillian fetched them hot chocolate and coffee while Henry paused outside his office at Ranger Kiley’s desk and texted Ann a quick message.

Honey, he clumsily keyed in with his too big fingers, thinking he’d never get used to texting on his cellphone’s tiny keypad, I’ll be a little late tonight. Got a situation here. Go ahead with supper without me. Be home as soon as I can. Hope you’re feeling better. Love, Henry.

Well, he had to admit his wife had been right. These new-fangled phones were really nice. Worth the money. Photos, phone, text and, in most places, better reception than their old ones. He didn’t wait for a response. He’d check for her answer after he questioned the people in his office. That came first.

Then, getting a last minute thought, he sent another text message to his son-in-law Justin, a paleontologist who worked for John Day Fossil Beds National Monument. Justin had shared the last dinosaur adventure with him and was now married to his daughter, Laura. They’d lived in the park for a couple of years as Justin worked at the dinosaur fossil dig they’d discovered below the lake’s rim, but since then they’d moved closer to John Day’s and Justin’s job. Henry had to tell him about what had happened tonight. After all, Justin was the dinosaur authority, even if Henry was an amateur expert. Normally, he’d just telephone Justin, but he had to interview those visitors before the woman was taken away by ambulance, and Justin wouldn’t be easy to escape from if he was on the phone once he knew what they’d discovered. That young man loved to talk, especially about possible prehistoric creatures of any kind. Henry would have to explain everything in torturous detail and answer endless questions. Better to just text for now.

Henry attached a few of the digital photos he’d taken at the attack scene to his message and hit send. So neat. Good thing Ann had taught him how to do that. It was so much easier than tucking photos or a disc into a Federal Express envelope and mailing it. Quicker, too.

There. That was that.

He’d need to put in, as well, an actual phone call, because a text wouldn’t do, to Superintendent Sorrelson about what had happened. Eventually. But he’d save that unpleasant experience for later. No need to create more problems until he actually knew what they were dealing with and he had to. Besides Sorrelson was probably at some fancy fund raising dinner slapping people’s backs and shaking hands. He was preoccupied these days, running for the state legislature and all. The man wanted to be a big time politician. Ha, let him, Henry thought sourly. And let him have the headaches a public life brought. On the plus side was that maybe, just maybe, if Sorrelson was elected, the park service would give them a new superintendent. A better one. Henry could dream.

He reattached his cell phone on his gun belt and entered his office, settling down behind the desk. He could hear the wind howling outside. Full night had settled in and so had the storm. The lights above him flickered on and off once, twice. Please, electricity, don’t go out now. That’s all he needed.

The visitors who’d been stalked and terrorized sat across from him in various stages of exhausted confusion. The woman with the wounded ankle was reclining on the office’s couch against the wall. Ranger Kiley had been attending to her as they waited for the ambulance. The visitors had been whispering among themselves before he’d come in and he’d caught snatches of their conversations. Apparently, none of them could accept what had happened; couldn’t believe a bizarre, vicious man-sized beast had chased them in the park among the rocks and trees and tried to hurt or devour them. They kept inventing different stories to explain away what had transpired. Maybe they’d all gotten some bad food at the lodge earlier or accidently been slipped some hallucinogenic drugs by someone? Maybe some crazy person had dressed up as a huge lizard and chased them through the park to scare them for a joke? Wasn’t so funny, though, they said. Wasn’t funny at all. They were shell-shocked all right. He didn’t blame them one bit, he remembered the this-can’t-be-real-feeling all too well.

“Well, tell me what happened to you out there tonight. In your own words, I mean.” Henry pressed them in a sympathetic, but grave, tone. He was concerned about the park’s reputation, but he was more worried about what the beast’s appearance meant for it and the people in it.

Looks were exchanged between the three across from him. The pudgy guy with the shredded jacket appeared exceptionally nervous. He fidgeted in his chair, staring out the windows as if he expected another giant lizard to go stomping by. “Er, we–the four of us, my wife and me, names are Jennifer and Steven Johnson, and her sister and her husband, Marla, over there on the couch, and Craig Lindsey–were out doing an evening hike up along the lake’s rim. We’ve been here all week and it was our last chance to enjoy the park’s beauty. We’re leaving tomorrow. We wanted to see the lake one more time. It didn’t matter that rain was coming in; we’ve hiked in worse. Besides, the lake has bewitched us. It’s so beautiful.

“Anyway, we were a ways past Rim Village when we heard strange noises in the woods. These loud snarling sounds. At first we thought it was a bear.” His eyes went to his wife sitting beside him and she gently nodded at him. Go on, go on. They were holding hands. He let out a deep breath. “And suddenly there was this creature, definitely not a bear, not like anything like I’ve ever seen, down below in the trees glaring up at us. I have to confess, I didn’t believe what I was looking at and pretended it wasn’t there for way too long. So I didn’t react fast enough when it came after us.”

His wife, a brunette with troubled eyes, took over. “I couldn’t believe what I was seeing, either. The sun was going down and this animal suddenly burst out at us from the trees’ shadows. It looked like, I swear to God, some sort of giant lizard or even a small...dinosaur. But it was as big as one of us, and ran, sort of hopped really, on its hind legs. Its front legs were smaller and pulled up against its chest, but they had these huge claws on the ends of them. But on only two legs or not, it was so fast!

“By the time we got over the shock–I mean who can imagine anything like this creature roaming a national park in this day and age–and knew it was after us and it meant us harm it was almost too late. We ran, but it was right behind us. We were in such a damn hurry, not one of us even thought to pull out our cell phones and call for help. Thank God for those rocks. When we scuttled among them, trying to hide, it hesitated. It did that a lot. As if it were unsure what it really wanted to do. Chase us or go on its way.

“That’s when my sister, Marla, there,” she nodded at the woman on the couch and flashed her a thankful smile, “just had to be brave–more like incredibly stupid–and tried to lure it away from us. She yelled, threw rocks at it, and then took off for the trees. She used to run track when she was younger, so I guess she thought she could outrun it.”

The woman on the couch spoke up. “I almost did. If I wouldn’t have tripped over that tree root and went down like someone had tackled me, I would have gotten away from it, no problem. I was way ahead.”

As she’d been speaking, Ranger Stanton had come into the room and she listened quietly, leaning against the wall by the door. Apparently she’d fully recovered from her earlier experience in the woods, but her expression was still intense.

“That’s when Ellie, er,” the woman nodded over at the female ranger, “Ranger Stanton, showed up and rescued me. I’d be dead, dinner for that awful creature I’m sure, if it weren’t for her.” A weak smile slipped in between the pain she was still feeling with her ankle. She looked directly at Ranger Stanton. “Thank you. I can’t say it enough.” Then to Henry, “She ought to get a medal for bravery for the way she faced down that beast and shooed it away from me. Shot at it. I’d never been so happy to see anyone with a gun in my life.”

Ranger Stanton mirrored her smile and bobbed her head. “That’s all right ma’am, I was only doing my job.” She threw a questioning look at Henry and he also gave her a smile.

“Yes, she ought to get a medal,” Henry agreed. “I’ll have to look into that.” And he winked at his ranger, who appeared as if she were uncomfortable with the attention.

Suddenly, the man with the vest interjected, “What was that thing, Ranger Shore?”

All Henry could do was be truthful. “We don’t know. Yet. But we’re going to find out.” That answer wasn’t what the man wanted to hear, which was obvious by his frown.

“I was only wondering,” the man went on. “I mean this was where a real dinosaur was alleged to have been seen and dealt with awhile back, right? It was discovered in the lake. Dinosaur Lake? It died here? We read about it on the Internet. We saw the statue at the park entrance. You know, the life-size replica of that prehistoric dinosaur?

“This is that park, isn’t it?”

Damn those Internet sites that had rerun all those dinosaur articles Ann had written for her newspaper during that time; damn that stupid giant statue of the dinosaur at the front of the park. That statue had been Sorrelson’s dumb idea, to cash in on all the publicity they’d had back then. Like making the park some sort of Jurassic Park amusement shrine which would lure fanatical dinosaur-loving people to it. Which it had, for years afterward. Still did, in fact. There wasn’t a week that passed that someone didn’t ask him about the dinosaur that had died in the caves beneath Crater Lake. Some people! Get a life.

“Yes, this is that park,” he stated flatly, wishing he could just lie. It’d be so much easier.

The man wouldn’t let it go. “So there truly was a real dinosaur discovered here a few years back?”

“There was, but it died in an earthquake.” Don’t mention that the earthquake was in the park or the man and his friends would go running for the hills. God, he hated this. Talking about the past just brought it up again, reminding him of the nightmare and the friends he’d lost in that fight. “There was no signs of any others, though,” Henry lied. Except for the eggs he and the others had found and destroyed in the depths of the caves. But what haunted him, as it had for years, and what he didn’t divulge to the man was: had they found and destroyed all of the eggs? Every single one of them? He could never be sure, then and now.

“I’m sure the creature Ranger Stanton killed is not one of those.”

The woman on the couch was softly laughing, and not in a good way.

“Really?” The man merely glared at him, as if he didn’t know what else to say. “Yeah, we should have thought about that real dinosaur that once ran around here before we decided to spend a week, traipsing around in the woods like a bunch of clueless teenagers in a horror flick.” He made a disgusted grunting sound.

Henry regained control by asking if the four had children and where their home state was, before the ambulance pulled up outside. The injured visitor and her husband were loaded in and sent off through the stormy night and he was relieved after it left. He’d been worried that the weather would keep the woman from getting to the hospital. Outside the icy rain was a pulsating curtain and the wind was a shrieking banshee at the outside windows and walls. The lights kept dancing on and off. It wouldn’t be long. During storms like this they often lost power. That’s why they had back-up generators. He and Ann had one at home, too.

There was nothing more he could think of to ask the remaining two visitors, so he had Ranger Gillian drive them to the lodge so they could get some rest and recuperate from their little adventure. If everything was okay, the next morning they’d pick up their friends at the hospital and head home. Henry made sure he got emails and telephone numbers from them before they filed out, in case he’d need any additional information later.

“I’m sorry this happened to you,” he said before they left. “But I’m relieved it ended with all of you alive and safe. Accept my and the park’s sincere apologies.” He shook their hands and sent them out into the night.

*****
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TURNING TO RANGER STANTON after the crowd was gone, he sighed. “Well, that was a close call. And I want to personally thank you, Ranger Stanton, for saving that woman’s life...and for saving our butts. Very bad publicity, having a monster gobble up a visitor in the park.”

“No problem, Sir. As I said, just doing my job.”

Henry chuckled. “Ah, so putting yourself between a hulking man-hungry monster and a visitor is one of your normal daily duties?”

“No, not normally. Thank goodness. When I first arrived at the scene I thought it was a bear that was hunting them...until I caught up to the woman and saw for myself. Let me tell you, it was a shock.”

“I imagine it was. But you kept your cool and did what you had to do.”

He paused before he said, “For a minute there you thought it was a Bigfoot, huh?” And tried not to smile as he said it. He, of all people, couldn’t laugh at the thought of the unnatural.

Her head bowed and she muttered, “In the fright of the moment I guess I was babbling. Sorry, Sir.”

“Out of curiosity, do you believe in Bigfoot and stuff like that?”

Her face was startled, embarrassed, when she looked up at him. “Of course not! I just wasn’t myself.”

But Henry didn’t believe her. Something in her reaction tipped him off.

“Well, anyway, Ranger Stanton, good job.” 

“Thank you.

“May I ask you a serious question, Sir? I mean I’ve wondered about it often enough but never really have gotten around to asking.”

Oh, oh.

“Sure. Go ahead and ask.”

“Was there really an actual living, breathing dinosaur running amuck in the park once...before I was hired?”

No sense in white washing anything, she’d overheard what had been said with the visitors and, besides, the dinosaur story had been in newspapers and on the Internet. Then there was the statue. “Oh, my, my secret’s out. Yes, myself and some of the rangers here hunted it down, were prepared to kill it, in fact, but instead watched as a chasm down in the caves beneath the lake, caused by a sudden earthquake, swallowed it up. And yes, it was prehistoric, ferociously cunning and butchered quite a few people, including some of my best rangers and a friend, before its demise. It was a real dinosaur. We also discovered that wall of ancient fossils below the rim that so many visitors love to visit.

“Does that do it for you?” Henry got up from his chair and headed for the door, Ranger Stanton following behind as he shut off lights and prepared to leave. Everyone else was abandoning ship, too. The weather was terrible and everyone wanted to get home. Henry among them.

“Mostly. But could be tomorrow, when I’m not as exhausted and have my head on straighter, I might have more questions about it. What happened out there tonight and what I saw, experienced, has kind of rocked my world.”

Henry’s laugh was sarcastic. “Oh, I know how that feels. I’ll be back here at first light to recover the animal’s remains and if you’d like to accompany us, meet us here. About six a.m. That way if you remember any other questions I can answer them then.”

“Thank you Sir, I will. Meet you here in the morning, I mean.” She put her hat on, snapped shut her coat and smiled tiredly. For her age she was a pretty woman, Henry found himself thinking and not for the first time. She was around forty-five or so but looked younger. She was widowed with two grown sons who were away at college somewhere. And, then, again not for the first time he mused, It was a shame George Redcrow was no longer tromping around in the woods, being his friend; living in and loving the park as much as Henry had. A shame he was no longer alive. God, how he missed him! Ranger Stanton would have been a perfect match for him. They would have had so much in common. But George had been one of those rangers the original dinosaur had slaughtered. George, his friend, had been dead now for over five years.

Henry accompanied the female ranger out the door and locked up behind him.

“Be careful driving home, Ranger Stanton. It’s a mess out there.” He’d had to yell those words at her. There were large flakes of snow mingling with the icy rain and the wind nearly drowned out his voice.

He observed her stagger out to her car, her body buffeted by the wind, get in and drive away before he made his own dash for the jeep and slowly drove to the park cabin he and his wife had shared the last thirteen years. The snow was gusting across the roads and even the short distance he had to drive took him longer than most nights.

Pulling into his driveway, he’d just shut off the engine when his cell phone rang. Tugging it off his belt, he flipped it open and put it to his ear, as his eyes gathered in the white stuff swirling around his home. With the snow and the night to frame it, the cabin was so gorgeous. The bits of white lit up the murky world. But if you were on the road trying to get somewhere, it was treacherous as well. He hoped it wouldn’t accumulate too much overnight. It’d make getting back out to the attack scene and the dead creature tomorrow morning that much harder. Still, the snow was lovely to look at. Now.

“Chief Ranger Shore here. Speak your piece.”

“Henry.”

“Well, hello, Dr. Justin Maltin. I see you got my message.” Henry recognized his son-in-law’s voice right off.

“Yep, I got your email and those pics. They were astonishing! I haven’t had a real chance to study all of them in detail yet, but I will. I just had to call first.” His words crackled affably over the line, the bad weather probably interfering with the reception, yet Henry could hear the other man’s restrained excitement. “You’ve found another real honest-to-god dinosaur in the park! Holy crap. You have to tell me all about it. Tell me exactly what happened, to who, when–and what this new specimen exactly looks like up close. Pictures are great, but there’s nothing like being inches away from it. Seeing it in three dimensions and stroking its flesh. Right?”

“Yeah, right. And inches would be way too close.” As Henry told him about the incident, he noticed there was only a faint light seeping through the cabin’s kitchen window. The nightlight above the kitchen sink. No other lights seemed to be on, not even in their bedroom. Ann must already be in bed. Which made sense as she had to be up early tomorrow for work. Though usually she’d have waited up for him, to hear what had kept him so late. But then, he reminded himself, she’d been under the weather lately and trying valiantly to hide it. But he knew better, knew her too well, and was waiting for her to admit what was wrong. She’d lost weight and was always tired. Not like her at all. He was beginning to worry. He kept bugging her to go to the doctor, find out, but she kept putting it off saying she was too busy; she’d go later. Soon. She’d promised.

He decided to sit outside in the car and have his chat with Justin and that way he wouldn’t wake Ann. She said he tended to talk too loud most of the time. Wives. Always complaining. Yet he smiled thinking about her. Ann gave him more than enough compliments so her tiny complaints rarely bothered him.

When Henry had finished recounting what had happened that night, Justin exclaimed, “I can’t wait to see the creature! Right after I get off the phone I’m getting in my car and I’ll be heading down there. It won’t take me long. I have to see this thing.”

“Whoa, Justin. I was hoping you’d say that, but hold off until this storm eases up some. I really do need your help, since you’re the best paleontologist I know. Well, and the only one I know. And I’d like to get your first-hand opinion of the beast; get your idea of what we should do now, but the weather’s terrible down here. Snow. Strong winds. Cold enough to freeze a rock. Perhaps you’d better wait until morning to drive down?”

“Nah, my rover can get through anything, and besides, it hasn’t even started snowing here yet. Don’t fret, I’ll take my time. You know me, I love driving in the snow.” He laughed. Ah, the pluckiness of youth.

Henry knew there was no use talking him out of it. The man had an obstinate streak and, in the end, would do what he wanted. Always did. That’s one of the things Henry liked about him. “Well, then, meet me at first light at park headquarters. I’ll take you to where we left the...evidence. If you get here early just come to the cabin.”

“I can’t wait. I’m on my way to the car as we speak.” Over the line came his excited chuckle.

“How’s my daughter and granddaughter doing?” Henry could feel the cold creeping into the car and shivered. Outside the snow was a white curtain now. It felt more like Christmas instead of early spring.

“Laura and Phoebe are both fine. Phoebe’s really into drawing everything she sees and she’s doing remarkably well in school. What a smart little girl, just like her mommy.

“Laura is getting ready to begin her new job at the hospital. Next few days I think. She’s eager, but anxious. After all the years of studying and doing student rotation, she’s finally going to be a real nurse. I think she’s suffering from lack of confidence, though I have no doubt once she gets on the floor, starts taking care of patients, she’ll be okay. She’s going to make a great nurse, or, at least, that’s what I keep telling her. She’s got this built in caring gene. Just like her mother.”

Henry experienced a jolt of pride at mention of his daughter’s new occupation and it felt good. Laura had come a long way from the troubled teenaged mother who’d married a worthless excuse of a man way too young, divorced him, became a single mother, and hadn’t been sure where her life was going. Then she’d met Justin and they’d fallen in love. And once they were married Laura had turned her life around. She’d gotten a GED and went on to nursing school. She’d made top grades. Now she was beginning her professional career. Meeting and marrying Justin, and perhaps growing up some, had changed her that much. Ann and Henry were overjoyed for her and relieved for themselves. For a while there they’d been so worried about her.

“Well, then, I’ll see you tomorrow,” Justin signed off and cut the connection.

Henry quietly let himself into the kitchen. The light in the room was faint but he could see a covered plate waiting for him on the table. Ann had made him supper. He lifted off the aluminum foil. Pork chops, corn and a baked potato. Ann usually left him something to eat for when he got home, especially on the nights he was late. He’d guessed right, needing her sleep, she was already in bed.

He peeked into their room and by the alarm clock’s indistinct light he could see her sleeping face. She looked so serene, not like her day face had become. He closed the door. It took  a lot out of her, being the publisher of the only local newspaper, the Klamath Journal, in Klamath Falls. Since she’d taken the business over from her old boss, Zeke, three years ago her hours and responsibilities had grown every year. She’d been modernizing the place, trying to be an editor, typesetter and reporter, all things to everyone as well as fighting like crazy to increase circulation. She’d been working herself sick. Or so he thought. No wonder why she was always so tired.

Or that had been Henry’s belief until recently. Now he wasn’t so sure it was just the stress and demands of her job. Her face had this drained appearance and she was exhausted even after she’d awoken from a full night’s sleep. That wasn’t normal, was it? He didn’t think so.

The clock on the wall showed it was nearly eleven. Trying  not to make any noise, he reheated his food, collected utensils, poured a glass of milk and sat down at the table. He didn’t turn on any other lights. He could see well enough to feed his face.

As he ate, in the shadows of the kitchen with the snow silently dancing outside the windows, his mind was busy going over the events of the evening. At moments, he couldn’t believe what he’d seen out in the woods or what was lying out there now under the tarp. He couldn’t believe it was happening again.

A damn living breathing dinosaur, a mutant of some sort, in his park. Again.

He knew he should be smarter this time. He should put a call in to Klamath Falls law enforcement and ask for help right off the bat. He should request immediate aid from the Army National Guard. Hell, let them deal with the problem this time. But, as with the previous episode, he couldn’t bear to think about what that would do to his beloved Crater Lake and the surrounding lands...to have a horde of camouflage-clad grunts swarming all over his pristine park with heavy boots and loaded guns, tearing it up, searching for another possible dinosaur-like creature. Because in the back of his mind, he was hoping–praying–that what Ranger Stanton had killed that night was, like the previous time, the only one. Which meant there was no need to go on a search and destroy mission looking for more. Right?

OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/cover.jpg





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/scene_break.png





