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    For Cheryl, who believed in this tale from the beginning.
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First there was Jurassic Park

Now there are Cretaceous Stones . . . 

Dinosaurs have returned to Earth!

Spectacular meteor showers light up the sky. Large meteorites strike remote areas of Montana and Idaho along the Continental Divide. Authorities make a startling discovery—the meteorites are packed with nests of Cretaceous Period dinosaur eggs. Hundreds of Dromaeosaurs, Tyrannosaurs, and Triceratops hatch out, attacking livestock and decimating wheat crops. Ranchers, farmers, and the general public panic. Anxieties turn to hysteria as carnivores begin hunting humans. The natural world has erupted into an unnatural disaster.

One meteorite hits an outlying pasture on Gilliam's Guidepost ranch, hatching out dozens of Cretaceous dinosaurs. Bryan Gilliam, wife Loretta, and their three children live in fear of the creatures. Scientists, government officials, and the media converge on the ranch. Where did the strange meteorites come from? How did they become egg casings for species that went extinct 66 million years ago? Paleontologists Hayden Fowler and Nora Lemoyne—fresh off a nearby Smithsonian expedition dig—lead the discovery effort. Forestry helicopter pilot, Peter Lacroix, works on a meteorite roundup operation. Over the long summer, they work with a group of scientists under the glare of the national spotlight, studying the Dromaeosaurs, Tyrannosaurs, and Triceratopses being held in captivity at the Gilliam ranch. Meanwhile, ranchers, farmers, and citizens of Montana and Idaho face life-threatening perils from dinosaur hatchlings in the wild. Cretaceous Stones follows the Gilliam family as they deal with their fears and struggle with their newfound fame. The novel also follows the scientific community through its discovery process and a government trying to control invasive prehistoric species that are running amok. It's a wild ride indeed.

One God, one law, one element,

And one far-off divine event,

To which the whole creation moves.

––––––––
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—  Tennyson ... from In Memoriam —





	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


The Sky Is Falling

May 28:  Camels Hump Lookout Tower 

Lolo National Forest, Montana
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George Dantley loved this old wooden observation tower perched six stories above Lolo National Forest in the Northern Rockies. Six miles northwest of St. Regis as the crow flies. God’s country. Up here on “The Hump,” more than a mile above sea level, he could survey 66 square miles of Montana wilderness. The panoramic view always took his breath away. Up top, he felt like a king in his castle lording over his kingdom.

Of course, George was far from royalty. A college student working a summer job for the Montana State Forest Service, he held the title of Forestry Technician GS-04. In government work that meant entry-level fire spotter making $14 an hour. The low pay scale didn’t bother him; the responsibilities of the job were ridiculously easy. So easy, in fact, he often felt guilty taking a paycheck. Nothing much to do up here but stroll the catwalk ten minutes every hour, looking for smoke or telltale signs of wildfires, and monitoring the meteorological instruments.

This marked his fourth summer out here. He had just completed his junior year at the University of Montana’s W. A. Franke College of Forestry and Conservation in Missoula. He’d arrived two days ago, head still swimming with facts and figures from his recently-completed coursework (Forest Environment Economics, Wood Anatomy, Watershed Hydrology, Fire Management, Timber Harvesting). Forest Service helicopter pilot Peter Lacroix had flown him out here before delivering three other fire lookers to their respective outposts. Saying goodbye to his friend, captain Lacroix, was the last human contact George would have for two weeks, when the allocation chopper brought food, potable water, and necessary supplies. Unless stray hikers showed up, his only contact with civilization would be through the Montana Department of Natural Resources Forest Division VHF radio network.  

He stood outside the cabin, leaning against the catwalk railing, sipping instant coffee from a tin mug and taking in the beauty of it all. Such a gorgeous landscape! A green blanket of towering red cedar and lodgepole pine rolled out below him, punctuated by snow-capped peaks in the distance. Hiking trails and meandering streams cut through the mountains like brown and blue ribbons. To the north, Flathead Lake glittered in the low-angled sunlight. Closer, the Bitterroot River played hide-and-seek with the greenery.

The early morning chill nipped at his fingers and cheeks. A  breeze rustled the treetops with a sibilant whisper. Birds chirped their melodious songs. He took in a deep, satisfying breath of crisp mountain air and thanked his lucky stars that he had landed this job the summer after he’d graduated high school. 

He recalled his second interview with the DNRC folks in Helena when he was a wet-behind-the-ears high school graduate three years ago:

The Human Resources interviewer, a middle-aged salt-and-pepper haired woman named Abbie Cromwell, smiled at him skeptically. “Mr. Dantley, I’m sure you are aware this job requires long periods of solitude.”

“Yes, I do,” he said, wondering if he shouldn’t say more.

She nodded, her expression impassive. “Many young people think they can handle the isolation, but it’s been our experience that very few can. Are you comfortable working alone? It’s a very long summer as I’m sure you know.”

“I’m positive I can handle it,” he said, hoping he sounded convincing.

She studied him for a long moment, her perusal making him uncomfortable, then said, “I know how you young people love your social media and internet. And many kids just can’t bear to part with their cellphones. It’s like an additional appendage for them. There is no Wi-Fi connectivity out where you would be stationed. Communications are limited to our radio network. Can you deal with that?”

“It won’t be a problem, Ms. Cromwell,” he said, surprised at his confidence. “I’m quite familiar with solitude. I’ve always been a loner. I’m an only child, and frankly, I’m not a fan of social media. I’m not big on cell phones, either. I see way too many people wasting their lives on those things.”

She stared at him with a blank expression and he thought maybe he’d gone too far. But then she surprised him by smiling.

“Well, I must say,” she said, “I wasn’t expecting that. You have a very mature outlook. It’s refreshing to hear that from one so young.”

George smiled. “I’ve been told that I’m an old soul.”

“Yes, I can see that. You seem like a very self-directed and responsible young man.”

“Well, my parents might disagree with your assessment.”

Abbie Cromwell laughed knowingly. “Yes, moms and dads can be pretty demanding with their kids.” She glanced at her notes. “I see you’ve been accepted at the university in their forestry program.”

“Yes, ma’am.”

“Excellent! What do you plan to do with your degree when you graduate?”

He had no idea what he wanted to do after college. That milestone seemed an eternity away. So he told her what he thought she wanted to hear. “I’d like to stay in Montana and work for the Forest Division, maybe specialize in timber management or fire prevention. You know, work my way up to supervisor grade. I feel like this summer job will help me prepare for my career and allow me to accomplish my goals.”

He hoped he didn’t sound too rehearsed; he really needed this job. Dad had been very direct with him. George was not going to be a lazy couch potato during the summer break. Dad was a stickler for personal responsibility. George would work during summer vacations or else. 

She kept her eyes trained on her paperwork, scribbling a few notes as she said, “Anything else you’d like to add, Mr. Dantley?”

He didn’t think he’d convinced her of his worthiness. It was time to go for the close. “Yes,” he said, “As far as the solitude thing? I have a couple of hobbies that I’m passionate about . . . things that will keep me happy and occupied during slow times in the forest.”

“Really? Like what?”

“I love to read. Novels mostly. Thrillers, mysteries, science fiction. I also play guitar. I’m not very good but I enjoy learning new songs.”

Abbie Cromwell tucked a curl of hair behind her ear. “I see. So you enjoy solitary pursuits, then?”

He nodded. “I’m really not much of a people person, to be honest.”

“That’s a good thing as far as this job is concerned.” She glanced at the clock on the wall. “Anything else you want to add before we close?”

George felt emboldened. “Yes. Obviously I don’t know any of your other candidates, but I believe you won’t find a better suited person for this fire looker position than me. When can I start?”

She grinned from ear to ear and stuffed her paperwork into a file folder. Stood from the table and extended her hand to him. “You had the job before we started talking,” she said, shaking his hand. “My interview was just a formality. Welcome to the team.”

And that was that. The U.S. Department of Natural Resources and Conservation became his new employer. He underwent an extensive physical and a grueling three day training course in Missoula, then was turned loose in the Bitterroot Mountain range here on Camels Hump. 

That first summer had been a big adjustment. The coal-dark nights were long and scary with nocturnal animal sounds creeping him out. And being at this high elevation above all the cover, the tower had a tendency to sway in the wind, the old timbers popping and squeaking like the joints of an old man. But he gradually overcame his fears and now loved being up here.

He went inside for more coffee, shutting the sturdy storm door behind him. The one-room cabin was spartan, the living space minimal: small kitchen area with a sink, two cabinets stuffed with canned goods and make-ready meals, a woodstove and a gas oven, a thin mattress laid across a low-rider bedframe near floor-to-ceiling windows, a table and two chairs. Meteorology instruments and the radio console dominated one wall. A lightning chair—a stool with insulated feet to prevent shock in heavy storms—sat near the console. Propane tanks under the reinforced floor fueled the generator that provided the tower with electricity. An antenna extending skyward from the peak of the hip roof provided strong radio reception.

George had just poured his second cup of coffee when he heard the radio belch a loud gasp of static. He looked at the scanner. The green light flashed red on channel 12, indicating an advisory warning. He found this troubling; it was early in the season for a fire.

The static cleared and a calm female voice filled the tiny room:

“Attention. This is an official bulletin directed to all fire looker outposts. Repeat, this is an official bulletin concerning all spotters. We have received authorized word that two meteorites have come down in the Northern Idaho panhandle, near Bonners Ferry. They crashed approximately eight miles apart in difficult terrain, spawning two small wildfires. All Montana fire personnel should be on the lookout for possible meteor showers, with particular attention to meteorite strikes. Our neighbors in Idaho tell us this is probably an isolated incident. However, we must be vigilant. As always, please report any unusual activity in your area immediately. Be careful out there, folks. This is Fire Dispatch signing off.”

The channel went silent. George sipped his coffee. Meteorites? he thought. How weird! They didn’t teach us anything about that during training. Or at the university.

The sun had crested the mountain peaks, and a creeping harsh glare began to light up the cabin. He donned his sunglasses and took his coffee out on the catwalk. Scanned the horizon. Wondered what it would be like to see a meteorite come down. Of course he didn’t want to see brave men and women risk their lives to contain and vanquish wildfires. But hell, he sure would like to see one of those space rocks crash. It would give him something interesting to write about in his daily journal.

He finished his coffee and went inside to make breakfast. The woodstove remained hot from his coffee prep, so he rehydrated powdered eggs and got out his one and only frying pan, cooked himself an omelette, whistling a tune he’d just learned on guitar as he worked. 

He sat at the small table and ate his eggs. As he took his last bite, he heard something strange. A high-pitched whistle, similar to a teapot blowing its spout. He stopped chewing and listened, anxiety growing in his gut. 

The whistle became a scream.

He put down his plate, grabbed the binoculars, and rushed out to the catwalk. Scanned the horizon to the north.

And then he saw it, watched in utter disbelief as a small, glowing sphere crashed into the treetops, several miles away. If he had blinked he would have missed it. A few seconds later a muffled boom reached him, the concussion hitting him in his chest. The tower trembled for a horrifying second.

“Holy shit!” he said aloud, his heart racing. He felt a strange mixture of emotions: one part excitement, two parts trepidation. 

He thought maybe he should climb down the long, winding staircase and find cover. But his curiosity got the best of him. He continued to glass the area where the meteorite went down. A dark spiral of smoke rose up through the hole in the forest canopy, but he couldn’t see any flames. Still, he had to report this.

He went inside to the radio, picked up the handset, announced his discovery in a breathy, angst-ridden voice.

“This is Camels Hump to Dispatch. Come in, Dispatch.”

A burst of static, then, “This is Dispatch. Proceed, Camels Hump. Over.”

George did his best to keep calm. “Reporting a small meteorite strike approximately four miles due north in heavily forested terrain. No sign of fire, but there is a buildup of smoke. Request aerial fire support. Over.”

“Request received, Camels Hump. Do you have a read on the size of the object? Over.”

“No. I was only able to catch a quick look before it hit. It was glowing bright red on the way down and had a smoky yellow flame of a tail. Didn’t look that big, but I’m a good distance away. I sure did feel the concussion from the strike. It rattled the tower. Over.”

“You sound frightened, Camels Hump. Are you okay? Over.”

“I’m okay, yes. Just excited. I’m . . .”

He ceased talking as suddenly, an ear-piercing screech racked his eardrums. He dropped the radio mic and brought his hands up to cover his ears, looking around frantically for the source of the noise.

“What is that commotion? Can you read me, Camels Hump? What is that noise? Over.” 

The meteorite struck The Hump with a deafening impact, about a hundred yards down the side of the north face. The earth shook and the tower tilted precariously, throwing George against the wall, his shoulder taking the brunt of the hit. The windows shattered and two of the walls collapsed, showering him with shards of glass and wood fragments.

“Dispatch to Camels Hump. Can you read me? Over.”

He crawled across the crazily slanted floor, struggling as he grabbed the radio handset.

“Mayday! Mayday!” he screamed into the mic. “The Hump’s been hit. Send help! I’m . . .”

The tower crumpled and George’s world dropped out from under him. The mic ripped from his hand as he felt himself falling, tumbling, rolling. Flying dirt and debris clogged his mouth and nose. The wind was sucked out of him and he struggled to breathe. The woodstove hit him on the way down, hot coals burning his flesh. A chunk of window frame pierced his chest.

The tower broke apart as it skidded down the granite face of The Hump.

George tumbled with it, the pain unbelievable.

Just before he lost consciousness he heard the dispatcher’s voice coming out of the rubble.

“Fire Dispatch to George Dantley. Are you there? Can you read me?”
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Where There’s Smoke There’s Fire


May 28:  Northern Rockies, Montana
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Peter Lacroix had been flying up north, over Glacier National Park, taking survey photos when he got the distress call. Heliport dispatch in Missoula ordered him to return to Fire Protection HQ to pick up a medevac team. A Lolo Forest fire spotter outpost had been struck by a meteorite. Camels Hump. The tower where he had dropped off his young college friend, George Dantley, just the day before yesterday. Lots of destruction. Potential catastrophic injury.

Worry gripped him as he piloted the Forest Service helicopter south, the rescue team in back. He tried to mentally prepare himself for what lay ahead. Fly in over the remote spot and rescue George, triage his injuries, get him to St. Patrick Hospital.

Or, God forbid, bring back his remains.

Peter had a hard time wrapping his head around it. A meteorite in Montana? He’d lived here for 30 of his 37 years and had never seen a meteor shower, let alone a meteorite strike. Such an absurd notion. He’d asked dispatch to repeat the information. They told him it wasn’t just one strike. A second hit had occurred a couple of miles from ground zero. And two more strikes in Idaho had preceded the two in Montana.

What the hell?

“You’re awfully quiet, Lacroix,” Peter heard in his headset.

He glanced at first officer Martin Fulbright occupying the copilot seat. Fulbright was a large, strapping man in his late forties who had been with Montana Forest Fire Protection for 25 years. Head shaved to a gleaming shine. Disheveled, bushy red beard veiled much of his face. Fulbright had piloted Forest choppers back in the day, but he had been a fleet helicopter manager the eight-plus years Peter had been flying for the DNRC. They had partnered on many excursions.

“That’s my friend out there on The Hump, Marty. George is just a college kid. Really good guy. Very smart. He and I share a love of hockey. We’ve been to several Missoula Bruins games together.”

“We’ll get him out safely. Our guys know what they’re doing.”

The medevac team riding in back consisted of a paramedic and a pair of first responders from Disaster and Emergency Services (DES), who were equipped to handle the challenges of difficult terrain rescue. 

This situation with the meteorites was strange enough, but the rack of hazmat suits hanging in the cargo bay added another level of apprehension. When Peter asked about the white Tyvek space suits, he was told they were merely a precaution. A nod to safety protocols. When he asked specific questions about the meteorites, his superiors gave him curt, evasive answers, finally telling him that he and his crew had nothing to worry about. Peter learned a long time ago that when those in authority said not to worry, it was time to start fretting.

Does HQ know something they aren’t telling us about these meteorites? Contamination? Extraterrestrial radiation?

Peter spoke loudly into his mic to overcome the rumbling of the rotor blades. “What’s your take on this meteorite business, Marty?”

“Sounds like the real deal to me.”

“Here? In Montana?”

“It could happen. The second largest meteorite strike in United States history is along the Idaho-Montana border—the Beaverhead impact crater.”

“Yeah, okay. But wasn’t that like six-hundred million years ago?”

“More like eight-hundred million.”

“So, does that make sense to you, Marty? That out of the blue, after eight-hundred million years, we get four meteorite strikes in this area?”

“Oh, there have been others. In 1999, some amateur geologists found a couple of basketball-size meteorites that weighed in at around a hundred pounds each, right here in the Bitterroot Range. The rocks sold for big money at auction. And there have been many meteor showers in these skies over the years. In fact, the great Lolo Forest fires in summer 2005 were thought to have been started by meteorite strikes.”

“Hmmm,” Peter mumbled. “I just find it odd.”

“Oh, I agree, partner. It’s quite bizarre. But I was at HQ when your friend’s distress call came in. I heard it all. That was either a large jet aircraft or a sizeable meteorite that took down that lookout tower. And we know that no aircraft went down today.”

“Jesus,” Peter said, thinking the worst. “I pray we’re not too late.”

“Be cool, Pete. We’ll get young Dantley out safely. I have full confidence in our guys in the back.”

They approached Bitterroot Ridge. Peter finessed the cyclical pitch stick and let up on the yaw pedal. The craft responded, leaning westward into the turn as they circumvented the craggy cliffs of snow-capped Trapper Peak. The communication console squawked general weather data and intermittent exchanges between Heliport Command and other Forest pilots as the rotor blade droned above. 

Peter adjusted his headset, then gently pulled the stick back to the center position. The chopper leveled out. They had cleared Trapper Peak and were now headed northwest over Lolo National Forest. The early afternoon sun brightened the greenery below. They flew over Interstate 90, two long-haul eighteen wheelers charging westward, in route to Seattle. 

Peter’s mind drifted to Brinshou, his beautiful Kootenai Indian wife of four years. She was in Missoula, taking care of their baby daughter Kimi. He worried about them when he went out on these dangerous missions. Brin had never been comfortable with Peter’s line of work, telling him when they first started dating that “If we were meant to soar with the eagles the Supreme Being would have given us feathers and made us flightworthy.” At times, her anxiety was off the charts, but Peter had learned how to deal with it, often downplaying the dangers of his profession to calm her. He’d never really lied to his wife outright, but his omission of fact sometimes played with his head.

He worked the collective and pedals, dropping the craft to a lower altitude. When the altimeter read five hundred feet, he leveled off and flew above the treetops.

He squinted into the distance, searching for signs of fire. After five focused minutes, he saw it. “And there she blows,” he exclaimed, pointing through the cockpit windshield. “Our first meteorite strike. See that coil of smoke at about one o’clock?”

Fulbright leaned forward. “No, wait a minute . . .” He reached into the side pocket and grabbed high-powered Nikon field glasses. “I’ve got it now,” he said, peering through the binocs. “Wow! It’s a flamer. Looks like we’ve got us an active crown fire. Treetops burning, but it’s tough to see much else beyond that.” He lowered the field glasses and looked at Peter. “You’ve got eagle eyes, my friend. No way I could see that without magnification.”

They flew toward the burn. As they approached, the wind shifted, and thick plumes of smoke enveloped the chopper. An acrid, charred timber smell filled the cockpit, causing Peter to cough. He switched to instrumentation flight, basically flying blind, to take them out of harm’s way.

“Heavy soup.” Fulbright said into his headset mic.

“Yep, it’s a hot mess. And if it really is a meteorite down there, no telling what kind of toxic fumes we might be inhaling.”

Peter punched a button on the Flightcell SATCOM panel to send an update to Missoula. “This is Treetop-Five, pilot Lacroix reporting in. Do you read, Heliport Command? Over.”

A baritone male voice sounded in his ear. “Yes, we read you, Five. Proceed. Over.”

“Thank you, Command. We have eyes on the prize and are circling. Heavy smoke is obscuring much of the view, but there appears to be a crown fire underneath that is widening in an equidistant circle. Still a lot of deadwood down there this early in the season. Very flammable situation. The area is too dense for smokejumpers. Recommend fixed-wing chemical spray treatment. Over.”

“Agreed. We have your exact location monitored, Five. I’ll get a chem team out there once you have completed your mission. Any sign of the second strike area where our looker went down? Over.”

“Not yet. The smoke is seriously limiting our visibility. I don’t think we’re going to be able to put down at our primary site. I’m searching for a another touch-down spot close enough to Camels Hump to hoof it on foot. Over.”

“Copy that, Five. Your crew has been briefed on that possibility and are prepared to hike in. Over.”

“If I can’t find a suitable landing site, my only other recourse is to drop the rescue team with the longline. Over.”

He prayed he didn’t have to go the longline and cargo net route. Peter knew the risks of trying to keep the chopper stable while offloading personnel into an active fire zone. Knew the dangers to the rescuers.

“We hope you can find a place to park it. Keep us posted. Over.”

He was about to sign off when he thought about the meteorites. “I have a question for you, Heliport Command. Over.”

“Proceed, Five. Over.”

“Before we go heading into the heart of darkness, can you officially confirm that the source of this fire is a meteorite? Over.”

“Affirmative. Big Sky Observatory reports meteor showers in the area the past forty-eight hours. Centennial Observatory in Idaho concurs. The areas of meteorite impacts line up precisely with the pattern of meteor shower sightings. Over.”

Peter paused, thinking. “Has there been any meteorite hits anywhere else? I mean other than Montana and Idaho? Over.”

“Negative. The American Astronomical Society in D.C. reports no other meteor shower activity anywhere in the continental U.S. other than here along the Continental Divide. The International Astronomical Union informs us no meteor activity has been seen in any country outside the U.S. the past forty-eight hours. Over.”

Peter shook his head. “I guess we’re the lucky ones, then. I don’t suppose you asked them if these meteorites are radioactive. Or if they might be riddled with extraterrestrial contamination. Over.”

“You have such limited faith in us, pilot Lacroix. Over.”

“No disrespect intended, but when I see hazmat suits stowed onboard my aircraft, I get a little nervous. What’s the deal? Over.”

“We understand your concerns, Pete, but I’m sure you are aware that this is on a need-to-know basis only. Over.”

Peter gave his first officer a look of disgust. “Well, Marty and I are the ones flying into this mess. I’d say we have a definite need to know. Over.”

Peter waited for a response. The comm unit spewed static. The overhead rotor blade thrummed. Just when he was about to lose patience, the dispatcher came back on.

“Fair enough. What I can tell you is that we have been in contact with GSA—that’s the Geological Society of America—to learn more about meteorites. Most fall into the classification of stony meteorites, which consist of silicates, mainly silicon and oxygen. They also have large concentrations of nickel and iron. So while they burn incredibly hot due to traveling through the Earth’s atmosphere, they are absent of extraterrestrial contaminates. We here at Heliport Command have the utmost confidence that no harm will come to you and your crew should you come in close contact with these objects. Over.”

It sounded to Peter like geology mumbo jumbo. It still didn’t answer the need for hazmat suits, but he knew he would be pushing it to inquire further. “Thanks for keeping us in the loop, Command. I’ll report back to you once we have a better handle on things. Over.” 

“Be safe and Godspeed to you, Treetop-Five. We’re with you all the way. Over and out.”

Peter swung the chopper out wide, reduced the throttle,  circled the perimeter of smoke. Peered out his side window, searching for a hollow or bluff with enough clearance in which to safely bring the chopper down.

Found none.

He decided on a different plan of attack. He flew south five miles then doubled back, approaching the back side of Camels Hump. Mercifully, the wind shifted, clearing the smoke. Sunlight brightened the cockpit. He flew in a wide loop. Saw the usual touch-down clearing consumed by leaping flames.

“Well, our primary landing zone is out of the question,” he said, pointing to the fiery clearing. “But look. Further up. We might be in luck.”

They flew past the rear of the granite ridge known as Camels Hump. Debris from the collapsed tower spread down the steep incline like scattered toothpicks. There was no fire here. It would take monumental heat to burn granite.

Peter cut back on the throttle, coasting slowly past the scene. “You see a body anywhere, Marty?”

Fulbright peered through his Nikon field glasses. “Nope. I see what looks like a guitar case . . . and . . . a twisted up woodstove. But no body.”

Peter hit the collective pitch. The craft responded, rising above The Hump, giving them a clear sightline of the summit below.

“Wow, would you look at that!” Fulbright said in a wondrous tone.

Peter saw it too. A large smoldering meteorite had struck the side of The Hump and cracked apart. The impact had gouged a deep fissure in the granite. Three large sections of the meteorite littered the rocky surface below the fissure, steam billowing from each. But the granite surface had prevented wildfires here.

“We can’t put down here,” Peter said. “The surface isn’t flat enough. And we don’t really know how stable The Hump is after taking a cataclysmic hit. But we do have a clear sightline and no fire. We’re going with the longline basket drop.”

“Agreed,” Fulbright said. “It’s our only option.”

Peter alerted his first response team in back to his plans. Asked if any of them had any misgivings. There were none. These guys were prideful, blue chip professionals.

“Okay then. Let’s go find George Dantley.”
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Gilliam’s Guidepost


May 28:  Heart Butte, Montana
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An explosive thump rattled the windows of the old farmhouse. Loretta Gilliam felt the tremor in her chest.

“What was that, Mama?”

Loretta looked across the kitchen table at her seven-year-old daughter, Lianne, who’d been focused on her spelling homework. “Um, that’s just thunder, sweetie. Nothing to be afraid of.”

“But it’s not raining.” Fear punctuated her words. “You know it doesn’t thunder when it’s sunny out, Mama.” 

Her daughter’s terrified expression made Loretta’s heart ache. How do you refute a child’s resolute logic? Loretta had no idea what they’d just heard. Possibly an earthquake? She recalled the 5.8 magnitude earthquake that hit western Montana in 2017. Knocked out their power for 36 hours and cracked the foundation of one of the barns. This didn’t feel like that. Was it a sonic boom? Malmstrom Air Force Base occasionally tested their supersonic aircraft here above the Blackfeet Indian reservation.

But it’s been years since we’ve heard an aerial boomer.

“You look funny, Mama. I’m scared.”

Loretta went to Lianne, stood behind her and massaged her thin shoulders, buying time, thinking. Tried to come up with an answer that would be plausible and nonthreatening.

Finally she had it. “There’s nothing to worry about, Lee. It’s just heat thunder. Sometimes heat builds up during the day and it causes thunder bumpers.”

“But it’s not hot out yet. You made me wear my coat to school this morning. It was cold, remember?”

Ah, the snags of dealing with a bright and precocious seven-year-old.

“Well . . . yes, you’re right, darling. It’s too cool for—”

She paused, hearing Bryan’s creaky Ford pickup rumbling up the front drive, gravel pinging the undercarriage.

“There’s your father now, Lee. Maybe he’ll know what we heard.”

The engine coughed and sputtered and shut down with a lingering rattle. Loretta heard the door slam, her husband’s boots crunching through the gravel.  

She went to the window, saw Bryan hurrying into the house, his thick brown hair flying away from his face as he hustled up the steps and onto the front porch.

“You won’t believe what just happened,” he said, barging through the door, out of breath, excitement dancing in his eyes. “Something crashed in the east meadow. Had to have been a plane by the sound of it.”

Lianne jumped up, went to Bryan, wrapped her arms around his thigh. “Mama said it was thunder bumpers, Daddy. From the heat.”

“A plane, you say, Bry? Did you get a look at it?”

“No. Too far away and beyond the slope. But what I heard could only be a plane crash. We need to get out there right quick and take a look. Somebody could be hurt. Or—”

Loretta gave Bryan a warning stare: Don’t say too much in front of Lianne. 

He nodded his understanding. 

“Come on,” he urged, gently unwrapping Lianne’s arms from his leg and picking her up. “Time’s a wasting.”

“Are you saying you want me to go with you?” Loretta asked.

“Yeah. I might need some help.”

“Can I come, too, Daddy?”

“Sure you can, princess.” Bryan kissed his daughter on the cheek and set her down.

Loretta frowned. “Don’t you think Lee’s too impressionable to tag along, babe?”

“What’s impwess . . . impwesh . . .” Lianne struggled with the pronunciation. “What does that word mean?” 

Loretta said, “Impressionable? It means you’re too young to see certain things.”

Lianne stomped her foot. “But I’m not too young! I’m not a baby! I’m seven! I’m big now.”

“Yes you are,” Bryan said. “You’re big enough to come with us. We can’t leave you here all alone.”

“Why don’t we wait for the boys?” Loretta offered. “They could stay here with Lee.”

The boys were their two sons: Paul, age 16, and 14-year-old Ethan.

Bryan shook his head. “They won’t be home from baseball practice until seven. Coach Watson is working the team overtime, whippin’ ’em into shape for the season. No time to wait on our future hall of famers.” Bryan shook his keys impatiently. “C’mon, let’s get a move on.”

Reluctantly, Loretta grabbed a jacket and a sweater for Lianne, followed Bryan out to the truck. She helped Lianne up into the cab then climbed in after her.

“Hold on tight, kiddos,” Bryan barked as the truck juddered over deep washboard ruts in the dusty service road leading out to the east grassland.

Bryan and Loretta purchased this 1,285-acre spread on the outskirts of Heart Butte in northwestern Montana 18 years ago, after Bryan returned home from his second tour of duty in Afghanistan. They couldn’t believe their good fortune. Fate was surely smiling down on them. They’d been able to close the deal at a rock-bottom price with a highly motivated seller—a rancher’s widow who had no interest in keeping the place after her husband’s sudden passing. Their purchase package included two dozen quarter horses and a hundred head of cattle.

It should have been The American Dream as imagined by serious aspiring ranchers, but it quickly degenerated into a waking nightmare. By Montana standards, theirs was a small ranch, and both Loretta and Bryan were convinced they could handle the responsibilities that came with it.

How wrong they had been.

Loretta could laugh about their early struggles now. But back then, before children and family duties, there were some dark times. She recalled sleepless nights, fretting over how naive they’d been. She remembered crying herself dry over how quickly their investment disappeared. She and Bryan so erroneously thought they could learn the finer points of ranching and livestock husbandry on the job. But they quickly realized the error of their ways. During the first two years, most of the cattle died off from bacterial infection of the small intestine. The vet had identified the bovine malady as Johne’s Disease. She and Bryan had been shocked as they observed their herd shedding poundage, developing bottle jaw, and dropping dead. And then there were the horses, each of which cost upwards of $4,000 a year to feed and stable.

Try as they might, they reluctantly admitted they couldn’t pay the bills and raise a family as ranchers. They would have to reinvent themselves.

So Gilliam’s Guidepost was born. They converted the largest barn into a 12-room motel and named it Gilliam’s Guidepost Inn. During the winter months, at the height of ski season, the cozy cottages were booked solid. Loretta’s brother and Bryan’s former Army buddy, Jimmy Enright, had helped Bryan build another structure next to the motel, which became Loretta’s General Store. Loretta spent much of her time running the store: filling orders, making monthly buying trips to Great Falls, paying vendors, keeping track of inventory. Bryan did his thing by remodeling one of the three barns into a garage equipped with two hydraulic lifts. It’s where he worked on tractors, balers, combines, trucks, and passenger vehicles, earning a decent income. Bryan was now known by the farming community around Heart Butte as The Best Damn Mechanic in Western Montana. Bryan also looked after the horses (they still had six of them) and did a thriving business in the summer months giving riding lessons to Blackfoot children from the reservation.

And then there was the doomsday shelter. Bryan’s pride and joy. Bryan and Jimmy spent two summers building out the survivalist refuge on the back thirty, modifying a tapped-out zinc mine. Three floors of subterranean living space, outfitted with central air, electric wiring, plumbing, and modern appliances. More than a survival bunker, really, it was a luxurious underground home. The driving force behind it stemmed from the paranoia Bryan and Jimmy brought back with them from Afghanistan.

“Look at that!” Lianne squealed.

Her daughter’s shriek snapped Loretta out of her reverie. 

Lianne squirmed to the front of the seat and leaned forward, elbows against the dash, face near the windshield, eyes bulging. “Look at the fire! The smoke! What are those black things, Daddy?”

They crossed over the bluff leading to the meadow, dipping down into the bowl of their eastern pastureland. Loretta could see large wedges of smoking black rock jutting out of a deep hole in the earth, a tangle of barbed wire nearby where the fence had been crushed. The columns of rock stood on end, looking like a charred section of Stonehenge. Small fires burned in the prairie shortgrass surrounding the rock segments. 

“One thing’s for sure,” Bryan said, concentrating on his driving. “That’s no airplane.”

“Nope. It’s certainly not like any aircraft I’ve ever seen,” Loretta said while struggling to pull Lianne back into her seat. “Whaddaya think it is, Bry?”

“Don’t have a clue, but I aim to find out.”

As they pulled closer, Loretta could make out four chunks of glittery black rock standing approximately five feet high, each sending out wavy tendrils of coal-black smoke.

“It looks like a large boulder that’s been quartered,” Loretta offered.

“That it does,” Bryan said, squinting through the windshield, slowing as they got within a hundred yards.

He braked and shut off the ignition. The engine ticked. A crow cawed in the distance. Loretta watched him lean forward to get a better look. He stared, transfixed, at the standing wedges of rock in front of them.

“Whaddaya think it is, babe?” Loretta asked, trying to keep the anxiety she was feeling out of her voice.

“I’ll be damned,” he said, eyes never leaving the smoking rocks in front of them. “I do believe we’re looking at a meteor . . . a meteor that has crashed in our pasture. They’re called meteorites when they hit ground. This is unbelievable.”

“What’s a meeteeyite, Daddy?”

Bryan shifted in his seat and smiled at Lianne. “It’s a big rock from outer space, baby girl.”

“Are there Martians in it?” she said. “Martians come from outer space, y’know.”

Loretta let out a nervous snicker.

Bryan said, “No, sweet thing, I don’t think this is a Martian meteorite.”

Loretta said, “Well, at least there isn’t anybody we have to save today.”

“No, but we’re gonna hafta get somebody out here to tell us what we’ve got.”

Lianne began bouncing up and down on the seat, the springs squeaking. “Can we go see it, Daddy? Can we, can we, CAN WE?”

Loretta answered. “I don’t think that’s a good idea, Lee. We don’t know where this thing came from. There could be a lot of bad things in those rocks. Things that could hurt little girls.”

“But Daddy said it came from outer space. Everybody knows about outer space.”

Loretta usually found Lianne’s vivid imagination and twisty logic entertaining. Now, however, staring at these smoky alien rocks, she felt every nerve in her body tighten. She wished her daughter was not with them witnessing this.

“Your mother is right, Lee,” Bryan said. “It might be dangerous. We can’t get too close to it.”

“That’s not fair!” Lianne wailed. “I wanna see it! Right now!”

“No, sweetheart,” Bryan said, reaching across her to the glove box to retrieve his cell phone.

“Who’re you calling, Bry?”

“Tryin’ to call nine-one-one,” he said, glaring at his phone. “There’s no damn reception out here. I really need to get a new phone.”

Lianne continued her outburst, tears now flowing, little hands beating against the seat. “Not fair, not fair, not fair! I wanna see the outer space rock!”

Loretta did her best to quiet her daughter but Lianne was having none of it. Loretta was amazed at how quickly Lianne could change moods, going from absolute fear to out-and-out bravery in a matter of minutes. The boys hadn’t been that way when they were Lianne’s age, but then, boys were different.

Bryan snapped a few photos of the rock wedges through the windshield with his cell phone, then set the phone down on the seat. “At least this old piece of crap phone is good for something,” he said, starting up the truck, the rumble drowning out Lianne’s cries of injustice.

“We need to get some experts out here, tell us what we’ve got,” Bryan said, driving them back to the house.

“What about the fire?” Loretta asked.

“It’ll burn itself out. Much of the east meadow beyond that meteorite is dirt.”
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Picking Up the Pieces


May 28:  Camels Hump

Lolo National Forest, Montana
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A strong crosswind buffeted the Bell Huey chopper as they hovered over the wreckage strewn across the eastern slope of Camels Hump. Peter Lacroix muscled the controls, struggling to keep the chopper stable.

“We found him, Pete.” Lead emergency tech Jeremy Spang’s voice buzzed in his ear. 

Peter glanced at the monitor showing the view below. The two DES responders stood near a pile of wreckage, their contamination suits electric-white in the hazy sun. The scene reminded him of Apollo astronauts walking on the moon—the bulbous helmets with dark faceplates, the puffy suits, the oxygen tanks. 

“Is he still alive?” he asked.

“Affirmative.”

He heaved a sigh of relief and gave first officer Fulbright a thumbs-up. 

“It’s not great though,” came the reply from the ground. “The kid’s in bad shape. All mangled up and bleeding. One of the tower walls came down on him. Weak pulse. Respiration the same. BP is flagging. Several broken bones and his back is badly burned. We tried to revive him, but no dice. He’s out cold, Pete. It’s going to be difficult getting him up there. We could really use your help. We’re going to need the board.”

“Understood.”

The “board” Spang referred to was an ARP, or Aerial Rescue Platform, a high tech stretcher used to lift seriously injured victims into the chopper.

Peter checked the Geiger counter. The needle on the DPS-68 display hadn’t budged. Zero radiation inside the aircraft. Same with the area below. He poked Fulbright and pointed to the readout. “It’s been fifteen minutes, Marty. You think it’s safe now?”

Fulbright leaned in, took a look, then nodded.

Peter flipped a switch on the instrument panel, spoke to his ground crew. “You guys can ditch the monkey suits now. The Hump is clean.”

“Hallelujah,” Jeremy Spang responded. “Hard to move in these frickin’ things.”

Peter watched the monitor as the two emergency responders hurriedly stripped off their hazmat suits and returned their attention to the prone George Dantley.

Meteorites, huh? he thought, his hand tensing on the pitch stick, struggling against the buffeting wind. What a bitch! Well, at least we don’t have to battle a fire here.

Peter looked at Fulbright. “Time for me to join the party,” he said into his mic. “This bird is yours for a while, Marty. Sure you can handle it?”

Fulbright scoffed. “I’ve been handling bigger birds than this since you were in diapers, my friend.”

Peter barked out an uneasy chuckle. “That’s almost true, old man. But this crosswind is fierce. Been kickin’ my ass.”

“Yeah, well that’s because you’re a candy ass. Turn this baby over to me and I’ll show you how a real pilot does things.”

Peter shifted the dual control system to the copilot’s seat and uncoupled his harness. “She’s all yours, Methuselah,” he said with a wink. 

Fulbright grabbed the collective stick and pumped the foot pedals, far too focused to offer a witty rejoinder. The chopper rocked a bit on the transfer.

Hovering was one of the more difficult skills a helicopter pilot had to master. A brisk crosswind like they faced today presented real challenges, requiring nerves of steel and pinpoint coordination of the collective pitch and anti-torque pedals. Basically it was akin to anchoring a four-ton aircraft in midair. Peter knew from experience that his first officer was a more-than-capable pilot. No doubt Marty could hover this chopper in a hurricane, if it came to that.

Peter pushed through the canvas curtain and entered the rear cargo bay. He nodded to the paramedic, Nicki Whitlow, an attractive late-20s black woman with tight cornrows and penetrating hazel eyes. She was originally from Georgia, where she’d earned her EMS degree from Emory University. The state forestry job had brought her to western Montana.

“How’s it going, Nicki,” he said loud enough to be heard over the rattling hum of the rotors. “You ready to receive your patient?”

She gave him a faint smile. “I’m here ready with my A game.”

Peter could listen to her lovely Dixie lilt all day long. “Well, we’ve got to get him up here in one piece before you can do your magic.”

“I’ll take good care of him,” she said, indicating the automated hospital bed, the metal tray holding syringes and assorted medical instruments, the IV bag swinging from a metal hook. A blood pressure cuff lay across the foot of the bed.

Peter went to the open side doors and peered out, the wind whipping at his face. He grabbed hold of the longline frame assembly for support, then looked down to where the basket rested on the rock a hundred feet below. He pulled his head back inside and activated the longline rewind with a foot switch. The hoist motor groaned to life. The pulley mechanism squeaked loudly as the steel cable spooled onto a large wheel, starting the basket on its trip back up top.

Nicki Whitlow watched Peter’s back as he stood in the open bay, wind whipping at his hair and pantlegs. “I could have helped them, you know,” she yelled over the rushing gusts.

“I know you could, but you know the rules, Nick.” 

The procedure for air rescue called for the paramedic to remain on board while first responders performed the retrieval. Paramedics were not trained to do risky rescue work. Emergency medics like Nicki Whitlow were there for their medical expertise, not their courage under fire.

He turned, gave her a smile, one that he hoped carried no pity. “Look, I understand, Nick. You want to do more. I get it. And I certainly appreciate your ambition. I have to tell you, when I was called back to Missoula this morning and briefed on this mission, I asked for the best rescue team possible. They gave me blue chip first responders in Jeremy and Burl Heddison. You? I asked for you by name.”

“You did?”

“Absolutely. I was thrilled you were available.”

Her face lit up, eyes shining. “Really? You mean that?”

“Absolutely. I want the best medical care possible for my buddy, Georgie.”

The longline basket reached the top, the incessant wind banging it against the fuselage. Peter went to it, tugged it inside the bay.

“Time is of the essence,” he said. “You heard Jeremy say they need the ARP, right?”

“Yes.”

“Do you have it ready?”

“It’s ready. They checked it out thoroughly at HQ. Part of the pre-flight prep.”

“I know, but it pays to inspect things two and three times. So check all the straps and buckles and zippers. Last thing we need is to lose our patient on the way up due to faulty equipment.”

Today’s situation was a harsh reminder of the tragedy that occurred in Peter’s first year on the job. Fellow pilot Marv Reichardt was accompanying a rescue team near Twin Peaks when the longline basket broke and dumped the pilot, EMT, and the injured patient. The three fell more than 200 feet to their deaths. Cause of the fatal accident? A pair of rusted buckles, three frayed straps, and a ragged hole in the polymer mesh from a cigarette burn. It had been a huge wakeup call for Peter and other Forest pilots.

He helped her slide the aluminum-and-nylon ARP across the floor, leaning it up against the stretcher. Together they checked all couplings and straps and fasteners. Then, satisfied that all was in proper working order, they carried it to the longline basket and secured it. Pushed the basket out the bay doors where it swung in the wind. Peter reached out, grabbed the basket frame and pulled it back to the side of the chopper, steadying it. Made sure his headset was firmly in place. Climbed in and told Nicki to lower him.

Down he went, his shirt and pants whipping in the gale. The basket swung like a clocktower pendulum. Vertigo paralyzed him momentarily. He could smell smoke. His eyes watered. Just when he thought he would throw up his lunch, the basket touched down. He climbed out, wobbly on his feet. He took a deep breath, trying to clear his head. The air smelled of scorched earth and old wood.

Shakily, he unhitched the ARP, carried it across the rock, carefully sidestepping debris. The going was difficult as he had to haul the stretcher board up an incline to where responders Spang and Heddison worked. The ARP wasn’t heavy, but it was awkward in the brisk wind, acting like a sail. Peter finally got to them, winded and exhausted. He didn’t like what he saw.

He looked down at his young friend, George Dantley, stretched out on the rocky ledge like a broken rag doll. Blood stained the rock in vivid splashes. His left arm was bent at an impossible angle. His left hip looked crushed and the side of his face was badly burned, the hair on that side of his head gone.

Peter felt empty, and something else—cheated?—as he stared down at his unconscious friend. He whispered a prayer. Lord, God in heaven, please help Nicki Whitlow perform a miracle today.

“Swing the board around to this side, Pete,” Jeremy Spang said from where he kneeled.

Peter distractedly pulled the ARP around to where the three of them were able to gingerly strap George in. Spang and Heddison each grabbed an end of the stretcher board and began the precarious journey across the rock to the longline basket.

Peter walked with them a ways before he said, “Hey guys. Looks like you have everything under control. HQ wants a report on the meteorite. I’m going to take a look before we lift off.”

“Okay, Pete,” Jeremy Spang said, grunting with the exertion. “Be safe.”

The part about HQ was a lie. It sat in his gut like a bad meal. However, he wasn’t about to let this opportunity get away. He just had to see this meteorite up close.

He scrambled up the granite facing to the top of Camels Hump, where the fire tower had been anchored. He was shocked to see the damage up here. A crevice a couple of feet wide slashed through the granite mere feet from where the tower had stood. Nothing left of the fire lookout but a slab of busted-up concrete and four frame posts. It looked like the workings of a devastating earthquake.

Georgie, you unlucky soul, you had the misfortune to be in the wrong place at the wrong time.

Flying in, they’d spotted the meteorite at the base of the outcropping on the far side. The western side. Unfortunately, the western side of Camels Hump consisted of a sheer cliff that dropped off 800 feet or more.

Peter carefully worked his way up to the edge and looked down, his dizzying vertigo returning. Thank God you went down on the other side, Georgie, or we probably would have lost you.

He peered down the side of the steep granite wall. A two-foot-wide fissure ran from the top all the way to the ground. Far below, at the bottom of the cleft, he could see large black rocks clustered in a smoking heap. Peter realized then how lucky they’d been, with the meteorite striking the rocky face of Camels Hump instead of coming down in the forest. It prevented a massive wildfire like the one four miles away.

But as he surveyed the damage, he couldn’t rationalize the devastation. The chaos and destruction all around him boggled his mind.

He felt the cold stab of terror race down his spine. 

He turned and glanced back in the direction of the hovering chopper. Nicki Whitlow stood in the open cargo bay working the winch, raising the longline basket. He heard the muffled voices of the two emergency techs as they ascended.

The wind shifted, taking with it the racket of the cranking helicopter rotors. 

He heard something. Held his breath and listened.

A most peculiar noise. A deep croaking sound. A chorus of croaks—like an army of bullfrogs.

But not exactly like bullfrogs. Listening more closely, Peter detected a high-pitched chirping in the croaks. More like bullfrogs cross-mated with birds.

What the hell?

The wind changed direction again. A foul odor drifted up from below, making him gag. The putrid stench of rotten eggs.

Marty Fulbright’s voice boomed in his headset. “Sightseein’ time’s up, Pete. We’ve got a patient badly in need of a hospital.”

Peter turned and gave his first officer a wave. “I’m coming.”

As he finessed his way down the rocky shelf to the longline basket, he thought: Something is very wrong with that meteorite.
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Mother Meteorite


June 2:  Gilliam’s Guidepost

Heart Butte, Montana
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Bryan Gilliam grabbed a pickaxe and a crowbar from his truck bed. Two men flanked him—William Blazenhurst, a scientist from the American Meteor Society, and Greg Dulowski, an eminent geologist who came from a paleontology dig in nearby Choteau. The 24/7 media attention on the meteorites coming down along the Continental Divide had awakened the scientific community. Authorities of all stripes were venturing to meteorite crash sites as fast as they could get there.

“It’s over there,” Bryan said, pointing the crowbar at the stone wedges. 

The two visitors peered across the wide, fallow meadow at the sections of dark boulder, then fell in behind Bryan. The three men tramped toward the mysterious stones, the early-morning dew dampening their shoes.

Bryan was impatient. This meeting had taken far too long to come together. Five long days since he’d brought Loretta and Lianne out here to see the meteorite. The morning after, he had called 9-1-1, told the dispatcher it wasn’t an immediate emergency but that a strange event had occurred on his property. He wanted someone in authority to come check it out. That afternoon, a Great Falls police officer made the two-hour drive to Gilliam’s Guidepost. Deputy Rob Swanson was a young rookie cop, skittish and edgy, especially near the meteorite sections.

Bryan couldn’t blame the young man for being wary; he hadn’t wanted to get too close to the cluster of alien rocks either. Something about the fractured meteorite spooked him, as though the wedges of smoking rock harbored dark, otherworldly spirits. And Bryan thought about other unknowns: Poisonous gases? Radioactivity? Biological contamination? He didn’t want his family out here near this mess until someone with professional expertise gave the all-clear.

During their earlier inspection, Bryan and Deputy Swanson made a startling discovery. A gelatinous goo glazed the sides of each wedge, puddling along the ground. And the smell—even though they’d maintained a healthy distance—was rancid. They also noticed the way the ebony rocks glittered in the sunlight. 

The geologist, Dr. Gregory Dulowski, had arrived last night, too late to go out to the meteorite site. So Bryan had some time to pick his brain. When he asked Dulowski about the sparkly aspect of the space boulder, the geologist told him that 90% of meteorites were comprised of iron and nickel, which would explain the glitter. But what about that goo? And the horrendous smell? The odor wafting from the glazy rocks that made his nasal passages burn? Dulowski had no answers to those questions, and Bryan could see his guest getting excited about the possibilities of new discovery.

“We’ll get some photos and rock samples tomorrow,” Dulowski had told him last night before retiring to his room at the inn. “But I will tell you something that will ease your mind somewhat, Mr. Gilliam.”

“What’s that?”

“It is very rare for meteorites to contain any extraterrestrial contamination. From that standpoint, I believe you and your family are safe.”

That news helped Bryan sleep better than he had the previous few nights.

When Deputy Swanson left to return to Great Falls, Bryan figured he would never hear from him again. But surprisingly, the young police officer came through. Swanson had contacted the American Astronomical Society (AAS) in Washington D.C. They connected him with William Blazenhurst of the American Meteor Society, a specialized division of the AAS. The deputy called Bryan to update him, saying they’d been lucky to get Blazenhurst to come to Montana, even though there would be a delay of four or five days. Swanson had also enlisted Dr. Dulowski, a geologist working with a Smithsonian paleontology expedition sixty miles south of Heart Butte in Choteau. Dr. Dulowski was quite interested in Bryan’s find, though he, too, wouldn’t be able to get there for a few days.

Bryan, in spite of his impatience and apprehension of having to deal with this alien intrusion on his property, realized the wheels turn slowly when trying to get top scientific experts out to a far-flung ranch in northwestern Montana. Lots of logistical hoops to jump through. Still, five days is an eternity when your property has been hit by an alien object.

The three men walked the field toward the quartered meteorite. Greg Dulowski recorded the surroundings on his videocam, keeping up a running commentary.

The meteor specialist, Blazenhurst, spoke to Bryan’s back, his tone skeptical. “So you say this rock came out of the sky and struck your pasture, Bryan?”

“That’s right.”

“And you believe it’s extraterrestrial in origin?”

“Yessir, I do. I know it is.”

“Have you ever seen a meteorite?”

Bryan maintained his stride but his anger was rising. Since arriving early this morning, this D.C. elitist had been patronizing at every turn, treating Bryan like he was some dumb hick farmer.

“Of course I’ve never seen a meteorite, but—”

“So how do you know—?”

“Look,” Bryan snapped, stopping, turning, peering down into the shorter man’s eyes. “With all due respect, sir, I appreciate the fact that you are here. But you’ve been riding my ass since you pulled into the inn. What’s with that?”

“Don’t take it personally,” Blazenhurst said. “In my experience, many people are convinced they have a small meteorite when, almost always, their finds are terrestrial in composition. Usually dark granite with thick bands of quartz or mica. Dr. Dulowski here could tell you more about that,” he said, pointing his elbow in the geologist’s direction. “My organization tracks more than five-hundred alleged meteorite strikes around the globe each year. Unfortunately fewer than a dozen are recovered. And of those, only one or two are extraterrestrial in origin. And they are quite small. Nothing like the size of what you have described . . . nowhere near the mass of that grouping across the meadow,” he said, pointing at the black rocks. “Ninety-nine percent of all meteors burn up in Earth’s heavy atmosphere before they get anywhere near the ground. Surely you can see why I might be skeptical about your find.”

Bryan was tired of this man’s uppity attitude. “We heard the impact,” he said. “It shook the ground, similar to the earthquake we had back in—”

“And then there are those who desperately want to be famous,” he said, rudely cutting Bryan off. “Some people do some insane things to attain celebrityhood these days.”

Bryan sneered at him. “That’s not me at all.”

Blazenhurst sighed. “Oh no? Let me be the judge of that.”

Bryan had heard enough from this egotistical windbag. “Look, this is no hoax and I resent you judging me!”

Greg Dulowski lowered his videocam and said, “Hey, fellas, what say you quit sniping at each other and let’s go have a look.”

“Excellent idea,” Bryan said, giving Blazenhurst the stink eye, then turning and trudging on.

As they neared the meteorite wedges, Bryan noticed they were no longer steaming hot. They’d cooled. No hazy smoke around the black rocks.

Bryan stopped, and the two scientists pulled up behind him. “From here you can see the glazing,” he said. “Looks like varnish.”

Bryan cautiously moved forward, ten yards . . . twenty, the pickaxe and crowbar heavy in his hands. Blazenhurst and Dulowski walked beside him.

The smell hit them like an olfactory tsunami.

“Holy mother of Christ!” Dulowski exclaimed, lowering his camera and pinching his nose. “You weren’t kidding about the odor, were you, Mr. Gilliam?”

“Nope,” Bryan said, thinking the stench was much stronger than it had been four days ago when he was out here with Deputy Swanson.

“Jesus!” William Blazenhurst bellowed. “We need gas masks!”

They inched closer, wariness in their movements.

And then they heard something most bizarre. A raucous chittering that seemed to resonate from inside, or behind, the meteorite rocks. The three men halted their approach in unison, as if their stoppage of movement was a choreographed dance move.

“What the hell is that?” Bryan said, on alert, eyes scanning the scene for movement to go with the chirping chorus.

“I don’t have the foggiest,” Greg Dulowski said, still videotaping with one hand while pinching his nose with the other.

“Well, gentlemen,” Blazenhurst said, “It might stink something fierce, but I didn’t come all the way from D.C. to examine a meteorite from fifty yards away. Let’s move in and see what’s what.”

The meteor specialist boldly moved forward, leaving Bryan and Dulowski behind.

Bryan fell in behind, saying to Blazenhurst’s back, “So do I hear you saying that you now believe me? That it’s a meteorite?”

“I’m not convinced yet, but we’ll see.”

They reached the outer ring of blackened earth where the prairie grass had burned down to crispy ash. The rocks were no more than thirty feet away.

The chittering sounds increased in volume. 

The stench was overpowering, like an overflowing sewage system. Strong enough to strip paint off the walls, Bryan thought.

He approached the nearest wedge, seeing a wide crevice running from the top to its base. The rock was rooted in a three-foot crater. He jabbed the crowbar into the crack, trying to break it open, and nearly had a heart attack as a tide of the strangest creatures he’d ever seen swarmed out. Like miniature horned lizards, they were. Or maybe direct descendants of the Arizona Gila monster.

They were small but fierce. Squawking. Sharp little teeth.

On the attack.

Bryan took a few futile swings with his crowbar as they came at him, then dropped the heavy bar on top of the pickaxe and ran. Dulowski followed, stumbling backwards attempting to catch the attack on video. William Blazenhurst pulled up the rear.

The three men made it back to Bryan’s truck and climbed in the cab, breathing hard, confused about what they had encountered.

“This is some crazy shit,” Bryan said after he’d caught his breath.

“Tell me about it,” Blazenhurst said, pulling up his pantleg. “One of those little bastards bit me. Leaped right up and snapped me in the shin.”

“Wow,” Bryan said. He leaned over and looked at the wound. There were three bite marks that had drawn blood. “Let’s get you back to the house. Get you fixed up.”

Bryan fired up the ignition. “Now do you believe this is an extraterrestrial event?”

William Blazenhurst muttered, “Gilliam, what we just witnessed is way beyond extraterrestrial. It’s madness.”
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Relic Hunters 


June 3:  Smithsonian Expedition, 

Choteau, Montana
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Expedition lead Nora Lemoyne was in a quandary. Should she go or should she stay? 

Her team’s geologist, Greg Dulowski, had returned from his trip to the Heart Butte ranch this afternoon with extraordinary video footage. What she saw captivated her, challenged her in ways her scientific mind could not completely comprehend. A meteorite allegedly hatching out extraterrestrial creatures? She wanted to leave the dig site right now and head north to the ranch. However, the Smithsonian Institution was bankrolling this paleontology dig. They were paying her and her team to unearth skeletal remains and fossilized bones. Her paychecks were not for galivanting off on some fantastical quest. Sure, she could send other team members to Heart Butte and continue to oversee things here at the Choteau site. But then she might miss out on something big.

Corporate responsibility versus scientific curiosity.

Nora struggled with the conundrum.

Should I go or should I stay?

She could imagine the pitying laughter of the Smithsonian’s management as she informed them of the meteorite that purportedly hatched out alien creatures.

They will pull funding and laugh me out of the business.

Nora had worked hard to put this undertaking together. It had taken her years to attain her lofty position, managing an important large dig such as this Smithsonian expedition, leading some of the world’s most experienced paleontological minds. After earning her graduate degrees in Paleontology and Evolutionary Biology from the University of Michigan, she’d spent seventeen frustrating years traveling the globe, working on underfunded digs. The travel was fun for a while, but the pay was low and the lack of respect from her male counterparts often made her want to hand in her stone hammers and chisels. Many times through those hard years she contemplated a change of occupation.

She recalled her nine long months politicking the Smithsonian Museum of Natural History board before they finally agreed to underwrite the project. The competition had been stiff, but Nora had impressed the decision makers with her adept organization and recruiting skills. Through Nora’s contacts and dogged determination, she built a team consisting of who’s-who in the worlds of paleontology, paleozoology, geology, and paleobotany. The eight scientific specialists on the team were considered some of the best and brightest in their fields. Nora was proud of her achievement and equally proud of her team.

She lay in her bunk in her private trailer, thinking about what she had seen on Dulowski’s laptop an hour ago. She’d conferred with her lead paleontologist, Hayden Fowler, and together with Dulowski, the three reviewed the shaky video numerous times. Small, aggressive lizard creatures stormed out of cracks in a quartered meteorite. Nora thought her eyes were deceiving her. She watched with alarming fascination as the miniature reptiles tenaciously defended their territory . . .

“Wait, stop it right there, Greg,” she’d said, tapping Dulowski’s hand.

The geologist freeze-framed the video, getting a closeup of one of the lizards with its small jaws wide open. On the attack.

“What do you think, Hayden?”

Hayden Fowler leaned his beefy frame toward the screen and ran a hand through his beard. “They look a lot like Texas horned lizards. You know, the ones that spit blood. But these things are not horned lizards. Their bodies are more streamlined. Their snouts are longer.” He leaned in closer and squinted. “And these animals appear to have needle-like teeth, which horned lizards do not.”

“So,” Nora said, “any thoughts on the species?”

“It’s difficult identifying something on video like this. We should let our zoologist have a look. But if I was a betting man I’d put good money on these little guys being of some primordial reptilian genus.”

“Could they possibly be dinosaur hatchlings?” Greg Dulowski asked. “That’s what the guy from AMS believes.”

“You mean the guy in the video who got bit?” Nora asked.

“Yes.”

“How’s he doing?”

“His shin is torn up,” Dulowski replied. “Required stitches. His leg swelled up quite a bit but there wasn’t any infection. The rancher, Gilliam, had to take him to the ER in Browning.”

Nora watched the video clip. “Does this mean these animals secrete venom when they bite?”

“Not necessarily,” Fowler said, eyes intensely focused on the screen. “The swelling could be from torn muscle tissue or internal bleeding. It could be any number of things, really.” He looked at Nora with an earnest seriousness. “I won’t stake my shining professional reputation on it, but I will say the poor fool with the damaged leg might be close to being correct. Those clicking, chirping sounds we hear is something paleo-scientists have debated for decades. Popular theory now holds that Jurassic and Cretaceous newborns entered the world with loud vocal responses. You know, making those click-chirp sounds similar to what we hear on the recording. It’s primal vocal articulation, much like human babies that wail when they leave the womb and enter the world. Also, that sticky goop coating the meteorite shards and the awful smell you said you endured, Greg? I believe it all points to a recent hatchout.” 

Fowler leaned in closer, squinting at the small screen. “It’s a little tough to see here, but if you look close, you’ll see they have three-toed feet. They look like lizards but they’re theropods, like our birds.”

“Yes, I see,” Nora said. “Most of our terrestrial lizards have five toes.”

Fowler nodded. “Correct. And most of our amphibians, like frogs and toads, have four toes on the front feet and five on the back. Alligators and crocodiles have five digits on the front and four on the back. These creatures have just the three and don’t look anything like birds. Also, check out the musculature on their hind legs. Difficult to see here, but their hind quarters are much more powerfully built than their forelimbs. I say these are bipedal creatures. Give them a week or more and they’ll be walking and running upright, with those tails giving them balance.”

Hayden Fowler turned and glanced first at Dulowski, then at Nora. “All of this considered, I’d say there’s a good chance these things are not of this Earth. Not of this time and place. Of course, maybe it’s just wishful thinking on my part. It’s almost impossible to make a definitive call viewing it on a tiny laptop screen. But I’m excited by what I see here. The possibilities are endless.”

“I agree,” Nora said.

Fowler added, “The thing that throws me is the meteorite serving as an egg casing. Very peculiar.”

“Yeah, I don’t understand that either,” Dulowski chimed in. “We saw the damage the meteorite did out in that rancher’s pasture. Quite the mess. The speed at point of impact was incredible. I don’t understand how egg embryos could survive that kind of collision, not to mention the amount of heat generated by entry into the Earth’s atmosphere.”

Nora removed her glasses and combed the stem through her brunette bob. “If you’ll permit me to play devil’s advocate here, gentlemen, maybe we’re approaching this all wrong. Perhaps these creatures aren’t extraterrestrial at all.”

“How do you mean?” Dulowski asked.

“Well, think about it. Aside from the enormous impact of meteorite strikes, living biological organisms need oxygen and nutrients to survive. How are they going to get that bundled up in the center of a stone fireball hurtling toward earth at an impossible speed?”

“So what are you saying, Nora?” Fowler asked.

“I’m saying that maybe these lizards—or whatever they are—are subterranean beings indigenous to northern Montana, and are attracted to something in that meteorite that brought them to the surface.”

Fowler gave her a haughty look. “That’s quite a stretch.”

“It’s no more ridiculous than what you hypothesized. I mean, meteorites acting as egg housings for alien reptiles? Preposterous!”

“Easy, little lady. No need to get testy about it,” Fowler said, his insolence annoying her. “I was just thinking out loud.”

“And so was I. You’re the one who said the possibilities are endless.”

Greg Dulowski attempted to ease the friction between his two associates. “Look, we’re all just trying to make sense of something complex and mysterious. Something inexplicable.”

“Agreed,” Nora said, having no desire to make enemies with her lead paleontologist. She steered the conversation back his way. “So I’m trying to understand here, Hayden. You’re saying these creatures are not of this Earth . . . that they are not of this time and place. Your words. You say they are bipedal theropod lizards . . . not avian. Creatures of some primordial reptilian genus. Are you suggesting these could be dinosaur hatchlings, then?”

Fowler looked back at the laptop screen and shook his head. “They’re obviously immature hatchlings of some unique species. But I would hesitate to call them dinosaurs. Too difficult to make that call from here. Let’s get Krause in here to have a look.”

“Right,” Nora agreed. “Franz might be better able to shed some light on it.”

Fowler nodded. “Yes, Krause needs to see this. But I say the best thing would be to take a drive up to that ranch in Heart Butte pronto and see what’s going on firsthand.”

“I’m with you on that,” Dulowski said. “Gilliam’s Guidepost will be crawling with media and curiosity seekers once word of this gets out. I know it’s ultimately your decision, Nora. But I think we’d be missing a great opportunity if we don’t head up there ASAP.”

So she had called Franz Krause, the paleozoologist, to her trailer. Krause, a stoic German, showed no emotion as he listened to them repeat their previous observations over the clicking-chirping sounds of the creatures on the short video clip. When the screen went dark, he sat quietly for a few seconds, looking at Nora with an astonished expression fixed on his long, narrow face, then said, “When do we go see this amazing thing?”

Should I go or should I stay?

Nora still struggled with the answer.

She rose from her bunk and went to her desk. Her thoughts strayed to the successes they’d had the expedition’s first week at the dig site. They’d hit on some amazing luck. Wednesday they discovered a nest of fossilized Maiasaura eggs. The find also produced a mostly intact Maiasaura skeleton. Maiasauras were duckbilled herbivores of the middle-to-late Cretaceous that grew to be thirty feet long and weighed in at four tons. Of course, Nora was aware the finding of petrified Maiasaura eggs was not a new discovery. Paleontologist John Horner had made the find of Maiasaura hatching mounds in this area back in 1978. She had read much of Horner’s groundbreaking work as an undergrad, and footnoted many of his theories in her graduate dissertation. Still, finding this new nest was a thrill and a positive motivation for the entire team. Then yesterday, they unearthed a Triceratops skull near the Maiasaura find. The skull measured seven feet long and she figured it would weigh in at a half-ton or more. Tomorrow they would use a bulldozer and backhoe to begin trenching the area around the skull and Maiasaura frame. Extraction of the Maiasaura skeleton and Triceratops skull would be a delicate, time-consuming effort, probably two weeks or more. Once they carved out the trench, the team would work down in the gutter, chipping rock and sandstone from around the fragile bones. Very tedious, exacting fieldwork, but ultimately rewarding. These finds were a wonderful way to begin the quest. The sponsors were pleased. Nora’s first big paleontological dig was going well.

And this was a big-scope project—a caravan of seventeen people and several tons of heavy earth-moving equipment. A three-month expedition, beginning here in the low grasslands and gutted gullies outside Choteau and proceeding northward to Glacier National Park just south of the Canadian border. This area of northwestern Montana, as well as a large portion of southern Alberta, was known to paleontologists as The Valley of the Dinosaurs. Between 130 million years and 66 million years ago—the Cretaceous Period—this corridor was home to the largest concentration of dinosaurs on Earth. Today, these remote badlands offered remarkable glimpses into the lives of the creatures that roamed these parts over millions of years. 

Nora could barely contain her excitement.

Should I go to Heart Butte or stay here?

She went back and forth in her mind.

The Smithsonian brass is happy with our first week’s results. Would it hurt to take a day trip up to the meteorite ranch? But what if someone gets hurt in my absence and the Smithsonian board finds out about it?

Nora finally decided it was probably best that she stay here. She could send Hayden Fowler and her paleozoologist, Franz Krause. They would be able to make more sense of the mystery. Maybe send Greg Dulowski with them, too, since he’d already been there, and the meteorite lined up precisely with his expertise.

And then she thought about what she might miss out on if she didn’t go.

Oh, the responsibilities of being in charge.

She left her trailer to check on the team’s afternoon progress, thinking: I’m still on the fence with this thing.
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Sickbay Blues 


June 4:  St. Patrick Hospital

Missoula, Montana
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Peter Lacroix got the call last night. George Dantley had regained consciousness and had been moved to a private room.

For the past week, he had been unable to get in to see George; only immediate family was allowed into the ICU. So each evening after work he’d called the hospital, and each night he received the same dire message.

“I’m sorry, Mr. Lacroix, but the patient is comatose and on a ventilator. He’s been through a great deal of trauma. We’re doing everything in our power to help him. I wish I had better news for you.”

George had suffered substantial injuries that might have killed an older man outright: a shattered pelvis, three busted ribs, a punctured lung, broken left arm, shattered femur in his left leg, third-degree burns over his back and scalp.

Every night Peter’s wife Brin tried to cheer him up by cooking his favorite meals and telling him corny jokes. He loved her for her attempts at levity, but Peter knew it was forced. George had been a dinner guest at their house and Brin liked the college student every bit as much as Peter did. The prognosis was bleak, he’d told her. It was touch and go. Very difficult to find laughter when their young friend was broken and silent.

But now there was hope. George was breathing on his own and talking. 

First thing this morning, Peter headed straight to St. Patrick Hospital. Though things had taken a positive turn, Peter still felt nerves as he rode the elevator to George’s floor. The door swished open. He walked the bright hallway, checking room numbers. His right knee ached—an old hockey injury that tortured him in times of stress—and he walked with a noticeable limp. He passed rooms with open doors, saw worried visitors gathered around patients’ beds, daytime television shows blaring. The corridor smelled of rubbing alcohol, bleach, and sickness. A young nurse passed him pushing a medical cart.

He came to George’s room. The door was closed. He took a deep breath and knocked.

“Come on in,” George called out in a raspy voice.

He pushed the door open and entered. It took a minute for his eyes to adjust to the dim room.

“Hey there, Pete.” George’s greeting came out as a strained croak.

Peter moved to the chair facing the bed, took a seat. “Hey, back at ya,” he said, trying not to cringe at George’s appearance. His left arm was elevated and encased in a thick cast. Bandages swaddled much of his body and one side of his face. A greasy salve coated the blistered burns on top of his scorched head. A dozen wires connected him to beeping machines. An IV bag drip-drip-dripped nourishment and painkiller.

“I’m quite the sight, eh?”

Peter reached over and touched his right hand. “Hell of a way to get out of work, my friend. Brin and I have been worried about you.”

George gripped Peter’s hand, spoke in a wheezy gasp. “I don’t think I’ll be going out dancing anytime soon. They tell me I could be in here for a long run.”

“I never knew you to be Fred Astaire or Gene Kelly anyway,” Peter said.

George laughed weakly. “Now I know . . . you’re . . . old,” he rasped, struggling under heavy sedation to push the words out. “with ref . . . references . . . like that.”

Peter smiled. “Okay, how about John Travolta, then?”

“Still old.”

Peter emitted a soft laugh. The near-death experience hadn’t stolen the young man’s sense of humor, though George seemed to be getting more exhausted by the minute. “You just take it easy, Georgie, and get well. I need my sports buddy. Who else am I gonna take to hockey and football games if not you?”

George remained quiet for a beat, then said, “My dad . . . he told me . . . you called the hospital every night . . . to check on me.”

“True.”

“Thank you.”

“You think my service ends with getting you to the hospital? You’re stuck with me, buddy.”

“Thanks . . . for . . . everything, Pete.”

“Now you’re getting all sentimental on me.”

“Sorry . . .” he said, looking like he wanted to say more but he stopped, his face contorting in a mask of pain. 

“You okay? You want me to call the nurse?”

“No . . . no . . .”

Peter didn’t know what to say. George’s tormented eyes reflected his pain. Nobody should have to suffer like this. Especially not a promising 21-year-old college student with his entire life in front of him. 

After several minutes of awkward silence in which George squirmed in discomfort, he spoke in breathy spurts. “So, I have been trying . . . to piece together . . . what happened at . . . The Hump. Last thing . . . I remember was . . . making a . . . mayday call . . .”

Peter squeezed George’s hand. “I’ll tell you all about it, but you have to lay still and let me do the talking, okay?”

George nodded and listened intently as Peter rambled on about the meteorite hit four miles from Camels Hump that spawned a wildfire. He informed him of the meteorite that felled George’s lookout tower and explained that the strike had cracked The Hump wide open down its cliff side. Finally, he walked him through the longline helicopter rescue. Peter didn’t mention the bullfrog croaks he’d heard, or the gooey substance glazing the wall of the cliff. No sense trying to explain something he didn’t understand.

“And we’ve been busy this week putting out fires started by meteorite strikes,” Peter continued. “Bitterroot Forest got two hits. Another one up near Flathead Lake. And word is, there has also been a lot of meteorite activity in Idaho. Hundreds—maybe thousands—of acres of prime forest burnt to a crisp. All from these weird space boulders.”

George said, “So strange . . . meteorites? Whaddaya think . . . about it, Pete?”

“Don’t know. It has everyone at HQ bamboozled. They’re scrambling to get answers even as we speak. For some unknown reason these meteorites are only targeting Montana and Idaho. Nowhere else. It’s crazy to think, but we’re international news.”

The nurse entered the room, eyeing Peter. “Sorry, sir, but we’re going to have to cut this visit short. I need to take the patient’s vitals and change out his dressings. Refresh his meds.”

“No problem. I understand.” Peter said. He released George’s hand and stood. “I’ll be on my way.” To George he said, “You work on getting yourself better, okay? All of the Forestry folks are pulling for you. I’ll be back to see you tomorrow, Georgie.”

“Thanks for . . . coming, Pete. I . . . I appreciate it,” George said, a grimace of pain contorting his face.

Peter retraced his route back to the elevator, a bit of optimism in his step. But mostly he felt a lingering sadness. George’s wounds were severe. He could still die. It wasn’t fair. Georgie was the nicest, classiest person Peter knew aside from Brin. Someone like him didn’t deserve to be broken, crushed, and burned like that. The unjust nature of life had raised its ugly head. Peter hadn’t shed a tear in years, but his visit with Georgie brought him close.

He stepped out of the elevator and entered the lobby. It was much more congested than it had been an hour ago, and he wound through the crowd. He passed the Admissions desk and heard a male voice calling his name.

“Pete Lacroix! Hey, Pete, over here!”

He peered in the direction of the voice, spotting George’s father, Sam Dantley, and his wife Elizabeth, waving at him. Peter met them last fall when he picked George up to go to a Missoula Bruins hockey game.

He waved and went to them, dread building in him.

What do I say to the parents of a son who is mangled and roasted?

“Hey, Sam, hey, Liz,” he said, shaking their hands. Both were in their late forties but looked years younger. He recalled that Sam was a corporate VP for a farm equipment company, and Elizabeth worked as a court stenographer.

Sam said, “I haven’t had the opportunity to thank you yet, Pete.”

“Ah,” Peter said, uncomfortable. “There’s no need to—”

“Nonsense, my man! You saved our son’s life and we are forever grateful.”

“Um, I didn’t save George. My crew did. And it was a fairly routine operation.”

“That’s not the way we heard it,” Elizabeth Dantley said.

“Really, I was just the pilot, Liz. The only thing I did was drop my first responder crew down on that rock. They did all the heavy lifting.”

“You’re far too modest, Pete,” Sam said. “We heard you went down the cable and helped save our son. And I also heard there were high winds that day. I asked around and was told it takes a blue-chip pilot to pull off that maneuver. I plan to make sure you are publicly recognized for your courage and skill.”

Peter felt a creeping embarrassment. “Please don’t do that, Sam. I’m pleading with you. I just did my job. All in a day’s work, y’know.”

“You are too humble. You’re a true life hero, Pete. Accept it. The world needs more like you these days.”

Does this man not understand that his only child could still die?

Peter left St. Patrick Hospital in a blue funk. He needed to get home to Brin and the baby. As the saying goes, home is where the heart is.
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Lianne and Beauregard 


June 5:  Gilliam’s Guidepost 

Heart Butte, Montana
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Lianne wolfed down her favorite snack—Oreo cookies and a glass of milk. She jammed six more cookies into her jeans pocket and headed out to the stables, her special place. Yesterday was her final day as a second grader at Heart Butte School, and on her first official day of summer vacation, she wanted to spend time with her horse, Beauregard.
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