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Prologue
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The predatory dinosaurs, amphibious, land-crawlers, air flyers, small and large, were dead; dead in all the forests, mountains, deserts, towns and cities of America, and across the planet. They were still hunted, sought and dispatched of when found, yet these rogue beasts were becoming rarer every day. The humans’ dinosaur killing serum, and extermination practices, had worked far better than anyone had hoped, and it had eventually freed the planet of its primordial scourge.

The world belonged to the humans once more, and all its lands were safe.

Or so the world, Henry Shore and his wife, Ann, had believed...until one day years later....
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Chapter 1
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Henry lounged on the porch in front of the newly finished cabin, enjoying the morning. He was watching the clouds as they scudded by. The wind was rustling the fall colored leaves, of tawny gold, orange and sanguine hues, on the trees along the fringe of his property. His yard was a large, long piece of land, rolling down five acres to the woods; the cabin sat on the front third of it. There was a briskness in the air, so common to late fall in Oregon, so he was wearing his warm robe and slippers Ann had given him for his last birthday.

He had a fresh newsprint copy of the Klamath Falls Journal in his hands, and it crinkled as he turned the page. He knew a small town print newspaper was an anachronism these days, what with the Internet and all, but he still liked reading it, if only for the hometown quaint news of people and places he was familiar with, and to feel the newsprint in his hands.

For her part, Ann couldn’t break the decades long habit of stopping by the rebuilt newspaper, which she’d once been an employee and a publisher of before she’d sold it to Elmer Gadston, and picking up the weekly editions. She was nostalgic in that way. Sometimes she submitted articles of her own, if something interesting around town caught her fancy enough for her to write about it. Occasionally, she scribbled and submitted her now infamous whimsical drawings with the articles, if the piece would benefit from them. That’s how she kept her fingers in the newspaper racket, or so she’d tell him. Besides she relished writing them and seeing them published. Elmer printed everything she wrote, and seemed honored to receive them.

It amused Henry that he and Ann were considered hometown heroes because of the dinosaur wars and their part in them. She maintained the newspaper pieces kept her in practice. But for what, Henry had no idea. Ann swore she’d never return to working fulltime at a newspaper, or owning one, and especially since she’d begun her web blog: Small Town News. The highly popular blog, about the humorous complexities of living in a small gossipy town where everyone knew everyone else’s business and happily blabbed about them, had over a million followers, and was growing daily. It kept her busy, along with the book she was leisurely writing. Some readers loved her blog so much they sent cash donations, at times quite substantial amounts, which helped to pad their retirement income. Who would have known, Henry thought, that the Internet would one day make Ann so much money...from home? All those years when they’d been so worried about not having enough money to retire on, had been a wasted concern. The times had changed, all right.

So, Ann liked their retirement life just fine.

The sun was barely coming up over the autumn-hued trees, and for a moment it reminded him of the New England fall leaf trip he and Ann had taken two years before. That had been a great trip. He’d taken an endless number of photographs of people, animals and scenic locations, and Ann had raved over the vibrant crimsons, ocher and yellows of the lush foliage; the mustardy tang of the crisp air. They’d both agreed they’d have to do it again. It had been that much fun.

A pirouetting breeze swirled leaves around his feet. He sighed as his eyes stared up into the pale sapphire sky, skimmed over the trees hulking above, and then scanned the porch and yard surrounding him.

The cabin had been completed a couple of months before, and it was everything Henry and Ann could have ever wanted. It had a generous two car garage in the backyard on the left, with a carport to cover their modest RV; a lovely sun porch on the front side, and a wraparound porch on the rear. His wife had insisted their home all be on one floor, with a roomy basement underneath it in case of a tornado or...if the dinosaurs ever returned.

Oh, she hadn’t said that about the dinosaurs exactly, about her fear they could return, but Henry supposed it was never far from her thoughts, or his, really. He suspected she still had nightmares about the dinosaur days. He knew he did.  

The worst of his nightmares were when he was forced to relive horrifying moments of each loss, battle, or the worst of those times, when his men or his friends had given their lives to protect others. Then there were the horrendous dreams where he found himself living and fighting back in the fortified ranger headquarters, seemingly in the middle of the final wars, or on the day their daughter, Laura, died. He would find himself repeating a whole day, or many days, as if it were occurring again in real time.

Those nightmares persisted, and he’d often wake up shaking, in a cold sweat, with only one thought on his mind: Thank God, that was only a dream! But it left feelings of angst and disorientation that would hang on for hours.

All in all, he had way too many night terrors, and experienced them much too often. In some ways, he felt, it was akin to a soldier’s PTSD trauma. When individuals suffered through any sort of life trauma or war, it could haunt them for the remainder of their lives.

After the dinosaur wars, many had sought psychological treatment to help them get over the horrors they’d seen or experienced. Henry himself had considered seeing someone, but, in the end, talking all the bad memories over with Ann and his friends had gotten him through the worst of it, except for the lingering nightmares. Yet he had to admit, even they had begun to dwindle more each year. He looked forward to the day or night when he no longer had any scary dreams at all. One day.

Sitting there, Henry let his gaze take in the land and cabin around him. It was a lovely homestead, and he was proud of it. It’d been his and Ann’s dream for years, and they finally had it. He was a lucky man.

Ann had filled the cabin’s interior with furniture she’d found in antique stores, and accessories and souvenirs from their travels. Oh, it wasn’t their old cabin in Crater Lake National Park, but it was beautiful and inviting in its own ways...and now, it was home. Best of all, it was close to town and their friends, the Pattersons; Scott, Sherman and their little boy, Dylan.

Captain Sherman McDowell, now Scott Patterson’s wife, had had a son, Dylan, two years before. They had named him Dylan in memory of Dylan Greer, Patterson’s old FBI partner and friend who’d died fighting the first dinosaur at the lake. The boy, friendly and remarkably clever for his age, was a joy to all of them. Ann, especially, adored him; which made sense, because she didn’t get to see her grandchildren, Phoebe and Timothy, as much as she would have liked because they lived in New York with their father, Justin, and Justin’s new wife, Delores.

They saw their former son-in-law and grandchildren as often as they could, but Justin was a busy man, heading up that fancy paleontologist job for Delores’ billionaire brother, Jeff Smith, in the Big Apple. Though the live dinosaurs were gone, there was still much to be studied about how and why they had nearly overtaken the planet. Justin and his colleagues would be busy the rest of their lives on that puzzle.

Other things had also changed since Henry had retired from being chief park ranger at Crater Lake National Park. Some were happy changes, and some were sad.

Ann no longer had to visit Wilma in the nursing home. Wilma had gone to join Zeke in the afterlife a year before. Hers had been a peaceful death, and they had been grateful for that.

But, all things considered, their new lives since leaving Crater Lake had been good, were good. Most of the time, he didn’t miss the park and his old life as chief park ranger, though he sometimes would stop in at the rangers’ headquarters to see how Chief Ranger Collins was doing, and to check if any dinosaurs had been spotted–but none had been seen now in over three years–and he darn well never missed those awful monsters.

As Ann, he liked his retirement just fine. He kept busy around the cabin, there were still things to be done with a hammer or a paint brush, and he went hiking and fishing often with Patterson. He’d revived one of his old hobbies, photography, and had just purchased a second expensive camera and lens.

He and Ann took regular RV journeys to places they’d always wanted to go. National parks, historical sites, and their scattered-over-the- country friends’ houses, were their favorite destinations.

They’d recently returned from a week’s sojourn to the Smoky Mountains. Their cat, Sasha, riding in the truck during the trip and hiding in the camper when they had arrived, had gone with them. Henry had gotten some spectacular photos of the mountains in the misty mornings, and at twilight of the fog, a living, breathing entity creeping along the roads and paths. He and Ann had camped beside a shimmering lake, and when the small animals, beavers, raccoons, foxes and deer had come for a drink, he’d photographed them all. He’d collected many similar amazing photographs in the last two years, and a few, blown up at the local Kinko’s, framed in natural wood, adorned the walls of their cabin.

Besides her blog, and the occasional article for the revived Klamath Falls Journal, Ann kept herself busy, too. With the book about their travels, she was trying to convince him to let her include his photographs. He was thinking about it. Maybe she’d publish the book sometime next year. So, in retirement, there was more than enough to keep them both occupied and satisfied.

The years of the dinosaurs, Henry brooded, were fading into the past more each day, for a lot of people. At times, even his own mind would play tricks on him and question: had those years really happened? Had they actually had to battle monsters for their very survival? Had they really lived behind the stockade walls of the ranger’s station for years, starving and battling for their very lives, for all that time? Sometimes, unless he was dreaming it, he could hardly recall what it had been like. Perhaps he didn’t want to remember, and his conscious psyche helped him mute those memories.

Yet, he never allowed himself to forget the rangers and friends, his daughter, whom he’d lost. He could see each one of their human faces vividly in his mind; hear their voices, and remember what they’d been like when alive. How they’d died.

His sweet daughter Laura, snatched up and dropped, broken and lifeless, into the woods by a sky predator. He remembered Ranger George Redcrow, who’d given his life to protect Ann when the first dinosaur, that they had sarcastically dubbed Godzilla, had attacked her and almost eaten her alive; Dylan Greer, who’d died saving his friends pursuing Godzilla in the caves; aquatic biologist Mark Lassen, who’d operated and died in the Deep Rover while hunting that same dinosaur in the lake and the caves beneath it.

Then there was Ranger Ellie Stanton and Ranger Matthew Kiley, who’d died together as they’d fled from one of the many dinosaur assaults years later; co-pilot Lt. Mark Wilkerson, who’d perished in a helicopter crash caused by the flying fiends Henry had called gargoyles.

And there were so many others whose lives had been taken by the dinosaurs. No, Henry didn’t want to forget them, but he also didn’t want them to haunt him anymore. For a long time, their ghosts had stalked and pestered him, but he’d left them behind in the park, or so he hoped.

The frown on Henry’s face, though, melted as soon as Ann, in robe and slippers, stepped out onto the porch to join him. She leaned over first thing, and gave him a kiss.

“Ah, so you’ve finally dragged yourself from bed, huh?” He smiled at her and patted the seat next to him. “It’s about time.”

“Finally?” Ann yawned as she settled down in the rocking chair beside him and stretched her feet out. She was cradling a cup of steaming coffee, and took a sip of it. “Honey, according to the clock in the kitchen, it’s only six-thirty a.m. An hour only roosters love.”

“Six-thirty is not early, sweetheart.”

“Yeah, when we were working in the outside world, we had to get up that early. Now we don’t, so I don’t. In my mind, sleeping as long as you want to each morning is a perk of retirement, and you know how I love perks. How long have you been out here?”

He smiled at her, his eyes straying to her coffee. “Since dawn. About an hour. I love sitting here and watching the sun come up. The view of our exquisite yard is breathtaking.”

He inhaled the fresh air. “And I want to enjoy the mild weather for as long as I can. Soon it’ll be freezing out here, so I will take my porch time while I can.”

“Humph. You couldn’t sleep, huh?” Ann was aware he still had the nightmares, and that sometimes when they woke him up early, he couldn’t recapture sleep.

He shook his head. “No, not exactly. I woke up, looked out the window and saw the spectacular sunrise and, well, the coffee pot and the porch called me.”

“Yes, it is a lovely morning, a splendid porch, and a soothing view from here.”

They both loved to sit on the porch and admire the property around them. The yard was bordered at the end in thick trees. It was almost like sitting on their old cabin’s porch, surrounded by the park. Henry thought that was why they both felt so at home here.

Glancing over, he caught the uneasy expression on her face before she erased it. Reaching over, he stole her cup, took a gulp, and handed it back to her.

“Would you like another cup of coffee, sweetie?” she asked.

“I would. But I’ll go in and get it myself. I was about to get a refill before you came out.” He rose to his feet and retrieved his empty coffee cup from the porch railing. “Don’t go anywhere. I’ll be back.”

When he reclaimed his rocking chair, cup in hand, he said, “Okay, now you can tell me what’s wrong. I know it’s something. It’s all over your face.”

She released a breath, and for a second he didn’t think she was going to fess up. Then, “You might as well know. I had that nightmare again last night.”

Aah. “The one about Laura?”

“That one.”

He took her hand in his. It was so cold. He knew the nightmare she was talking about. It was the one where she relived, in every horrifying detail, Laura’s death when the winged gargoyle had snatched their daughter up from the grounds inside headquarters, and flown off with her. They found her broken, bloody body outside the gates in the woods. He felt his wife’s anguish, because he had his own version of the same dream, and knew how awful it always made him feel. “You haven’t had one of those dreams in a long time.”

“I know. It’s been a year, at least.” She resumed drinking her coffee, her eyes leveled over its rim as she looked into the woods. “That dream, always the same, was bad enough last night, but even worse, because when it was over, I also dreamed of George.” Her voice held a touch of old guilt, and her head lowered.

“You dreamed of George Redcrow?” Now Henry was surprised.

She nodded her head, gently shuddering. “I dreamed of that night when he saved me from that first dinosaur, and he died instead of me. It was so real, down to every last detail. The wild rush through the night woods trying to escape the monster, the heart-pounding terror as George and I fled, and the way George screamed as the monster took him. George’s blood as it spattered over me. I woke up in a sweat, crying. It was so horrible.”

Henry got up, went to his knees in front of her, and enclosed her in his arms. “It’s all right, Ann. It was only a nightmare. You’re awake now, and you are safe. All the dinosaurs are long gone. The world belongs to the humans again.”

“Or, so they want us to believe. For now.” There was a strange tone in her voice. “There have been dinosaurs discovered since the wars ended.”

“Very rarely. And it’s been a long time since one has been spotted and destroyed. Years.”

“Still...it is possible they aren’t all gone. They could rematerialize.” 

“They are gone.”

“I know we have to believe that, but, Henry,” she met his eyes and hers were filled with unease, “I still have that creepy feeling I used to get right before the dinosaurs would attack, like a premonition. That panic.”

He repeated the words. “They are gone. The scientists, the government, and the military – Justin – say they are. Everyone says they are.”

Ann didn’t respond, merely remained in his arms, quiet. It occurred to Henry then, that both he and his wife were still being haunted by all they had gone through. Time would help, he hoped. Just more time.

That’s when Henry’s cell phone, also laying on the porch railing by his coffee cup, rang, breaking the morning’s silence. He grabbed the phone and stood up. Facing the yard, he talked into it. “Henry here.”

It was still hard not to call himself Chief Ranger Shore when someone addressed him, or when he answered the phone. He’d done it for months after he’d first resigned his position, and sometimes, if he was tired or distracted, the old title would slip out. Coffee helped, and since he’d had three cups already that morning, this time he got it right.

“Henry, this is Collins,” the voice on the other end said. “Sorry to call so early. Did I wake you?”

“Well, good morning Chief Ranger Collins,” Henry greeted his old employee and friend, as he leaned against the rail, his eyes still on Ann. “And no, you did not wake me. I was up with the sun today, and right now Ann and I are on our porch admiring the morning and drinking coffee; relishing our retirement. It’s a beautiful day.”

Ann got up, cup in hand, gave him a quick peck on the cheek, and went into the house. “I’ll be back. Going in for sustenance. Donuts. I’ll bring some out for you.”

He watched her go inside, then gave his full attention to his friend on the phone. “What can I do for you, Chief Ranger?”

“Er, well, I was wondering when you were going to stop by again and pay us a visit? It’s been a while, and the guys are asking about you. They miss you. And they want to see the newest pics of your cabin and hear what you and Ann have been up to.”

That made Henry feel good. They hadn’t forgotten him. “I miss all of you, too.” And he did. He’d worked with most of the rangers for years, and they’d gone through so much together. Good and bad times. Life and death times. Dinosaur times. But he caught something else, something more serious than friends missing friends, in between the man’s words. Trepidation. “Is there something wrong, Chief Ranger Collins?”

There was a heavy pause. “I don’t know, Henry. Something strange has been happening around headquarters lately.” Collins stopped talking again.

Henry didn’t want to ask, because an old alarm was sounding in his head, but he had no choice. “Yes? Spill it. Just by your voice I know it’s something.”

“It could, or it could not be...you know your old office is now my office?”

“Of course it is.”

“I think, I’m not sure, but I think...oh, darn, I’m just going to say it...in the last couple days, I’ve seen something outside my office’s windows. Some sort of creature, and not one of our local park inhabitants, either. An odd, shadowy little thing.”

“You sure it wasn’t a raccoon or a squirrel? I recall those curious critters were always jumping up on the outside window ledges to look in.”

Henry held his breath.

“Nah, it wasn’t a squirrel or a raccoon or a baby bear, though I had thought for a second when I first saw the thing, it could have been one of them. A darn big raccoon, or a small baby bear. But it wasn’t any of them. I don’t know what it was.”

Collins words came quickly then. “It shows up right before dark, peeks in at me, and gestures with these weird little arms. I get the feeling it’s trying to tell me something, but I have no idea what. And I remembered the office used to be Ann and yours makeshift bedroom during the siege, and you sometimes spoke about a strange little visitor you’d have at the windows. A visitor you claimed helped us at pivotal times. You know, during the dinosaur days?”

Startled, Henry had a sudden memory of the office, when throughout the war, it’d been his and Ann’s temporary bedroom. In his mind, he once more saw the beds against the walls in the shadows, the grandchildren sleeping in them, the clothes piled up everywhere, and Sasha napping in her corner bed. He saw the guns ready in the locked closet. He glimpsed Ann’s ill and frightened face during one of the worst and final of the dinosaur attacks. She’d been battling cancer for the second time and she had been so very ill. He shook his head. They were all bad memories he didn’t like to dwell on.

“All right, what did you see? Can you describe it any better?”

Another pause. “Now that’s a tricky one. The creature rarely sticks around longer than a moment or two, and it’s usually dusk outside when it does. It doesn’t come during the brightest part of the day, but it has shown up now more than once. Yesterday evening, it appeared while there was still a little light, and I got the best look at it so far.

“It doesn’t appear to be all that large, perches on the outside windowsill, and peeks inside as if it is looking for something, or someone, and it has skin that resembles, somewhat, fur. Its snout is flatter than the smaller dinosaurs we’d seen in the past, with wide nostrils. Its eyes are round, liquid, aware, and strangely...human.”

It was the monkey-dinosaur, Henry grasped with a start. It was his little simian-like dinosaur friend, who’d helped them in the last days of the wars. He was sure of it. But it had been over three years since he’d last seen the little guy. He’d believed it was dead, along with all the other dinosaurs; that it and its kind had eaten the tainted meat the humans had put out as deadly bait, and had all perished. Apparently, it hadn’t...if it was the same dinosaur...if Collins had seen a dinosaur at the window at all.

Since the dinosaur wars, Henry and others, as many people across the globe, often thought they saw dinosaurs when there were none. They’d see one out of the corner of their eye, hiding behind a tree or a rock, or hear one snarling out in the woods, when there wasn’t anything there. Like ghosts roaming the world, the dead dinosaurs continued to plague the humans.

Henry saw dinosaurs all the time, though he didn’t tell anyone, not even Ann, and barely believed he saw anything real at all...on some level, he comprehended the monsters he saw on the periphery of his vision were all in his imagination.

A dinosaur that was behind a bush one second, and then gone the next, was not real. A dinosaur on top of his cabin as twilight slipped into night, was not real. His mind conjured up dinosaurs around every corner or down every shadowy hallway in his home, but they were not real, either. Henry knew that.

Still, every time he spied one of his imaginary dinosaurs, even for a fraction of time, all the old fears and emotions flooded over him, and he was back in the war days, with adrenaline racing, heart pounding. Like a high, it would take a while for him to come down.

Bringing himself to the present, Henry answered Collins. “That creature does sound like the little guy I once knew. I suppose this call is your way of asking me to come out there to further discuss this matter?”

Henry looked up as Ann came through the door, a box of powdered donuts in one hand and a cup of coffee in the other, and plopped down into her porch chair. She held the box out to Henry. He shook his head no.

In the meantime, on the phone, Collins continued, “I suppose it is. There’s also another matter I want to get your take on. I’ve been chief ranger now for three years, but you’re still the expert, Chief. I still respect your opinion on some things.”

Henry felt flattered. It was good to be needed, even after three years of retirement. “Hold on a second, Collins, while I clear my schedule with my sweet wife. She just came back out on the porch with me.”

“Say hi to her for me, would you?”

“I will.” Henry met his wife’s gaze as he put his cell on speaker phone. “Chief Ranger Collins says hello.”

“Hello, Todd,” Ann announced, loud enough so the man on the other end of the phone could hear her.

“Do we have anything special on the schedule for today, sweetheart?” Henry inquired of his wife.

Ann paused as she considered the question. “Not that I can think of at the moment. I had planned on doing some shopping in town this morning. I was going to look for curtains for the kitchen, too. Some other errands I have on my list. But that’s all me. Your calendar is free and wide open. Why?”

“Collins would like me to come visit him today. He says the guys miss me. Would you mind if I went?” Henry smiled, hoping it hid the unsettling feeling he had begun to have. Ann was extremely intuitive, so he was careful not to let her see anything in his expression that would tip her off.

“No, I don’t mind. Would you be going right away?”

“In an hour or two, I guess. I’d probably stay for the day, and catch up with everyone. Have an early supper with the gang. You know?”

Ann’s laugh was understanding. “I know. You get there among your own kind,” she grinned as she emphasized the two words, “and you lose track of time. You rangers remind me of a group of gossipy old women when you all get together. When do you think you’ll be home?”

“Not too late. I promise.”

“That’ll work out nicely. I thought, after I was finished shopping, I’d stop by and see Sherman and Dylan. That kid is growing like a weed, and if I don’t see him at least twice a week, I won’t recognize him. Sherman knows I’m coming, and has invited me to supper.

“Scott, she says, is away on some work trip or something. So, if you’re going to be gone all day anyway, I can accept her supper invitation, since I know you’ll be having supper with the guys.”

“Did you hear all that?” he asked Collins.

“I heard it, Chief. I’ll see you when you get here. Bye Ann!”

“Bye Todd!”

Henry clicked the phone off, replaced it on the railing, and reclaimed his chair beside his wife. He took two donuts out of the box. “I hadn’t planned on doing that today. For that matter, going anywhere. But it will be good to see the guys again.”

“Spending the day,” Ann murmured, “at the scene of the crime?”

Henry didn’t know why, but he chuckled. It was the way she’d said it. As if the park was guilty for what had happened there. It wasn’t. It was merely a piece of wilderness full of trees and wildlife.

“It was my job, our home, for a long time, no matter what events transpired there. Before the dinosaurs came, we’d spent many happy years there. We will always have the memories, won’t we? I still miss those days. Do you miss them, Ann?”

Her sigh told him everything before her words did. “You know I do.  I, too, miss the life we had in the park before the dinosaurs reared their ugly heads. I loved living there. Before.”

He took her hand in his. “So did I, sweetheart. So did I.”

“But I also love our new home, and living here on the edge of town. I love being retired; doing what we want to do, when we want to do it.”

“So do I.” Henry squeezed her hand, and got up to prepare for the day. It would most likely entail guns and dressing appropriately in warm hiking clothes. He just had that hunch.

It was that moment that Sasha picked to come bouncing up on the porch. She jumped into Ann’s lap and began purring. The cat seemed to like its new home as much as they did. She had explored the whole property, and apparently approved of all of it. 

*****
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AFTER SOME DELIBERATION, Henry decided to postpone his trip to Crater Lake until later in the day, closer to sunset. He knew Ann would be leaving the house soon, and wouldn’t know when he left. He’d shoot her a text message when he was on his way, though, so she knew he had left later than he’d originally planned, and might be gone late. There was a reason he wanted to go later, but he didn’t admit it to himself.

Ann left the house after their conversation on the porch and he fiddled around, gathering what he might need for the trip, and drove off in mid-afternoon. Before he started the drive, he texted Ann, and told her he could be gone until very late, and not to wait up for him. He knew she wouldn’t like it, but she wouldn’t be angry about it, either.

As Henry drove from Klamath Falls to Crater Lake, he couldn’t help but remember so many other trips he’d taken along the same route. It was a beautiful day, sunny and warm. 

When the drive began, he was nervous, unsure what awaited him at headquarters, but halfway there his mood changed. He’d traveled this way so many times over so many years, when Ann worked at the newspaper and they resided in the park.

By the end of the drive, as he approached Crater Lake’s entrance, the old feeling of going to a place he’d known and loved well, had returned. The years since, and the bad dinosaur times in the park, evaporated...it was as if he were going home.

Yet, as he drove his truck into the park his eyes raked the forest around him...for dinosaurs. He didn’t see any. Real ones anyway. But there were dinosaur ghosts every mile of the way, skulking in the woods, and his sense of self-preservation ratcheted up to high alert.

Chief Ranger Collins greeted Henry with a grin and a firm handshake after Henry strolled into headquarters. When the other rangers on duty saw their ex-boss, they crowded around and shook his hand, laughing and slapping him on the back. They were happy to see him. Henry caught up on what the rangers had been up to, and caught them up on what he and Ann had been up to since he’d seen them last.

Henry brought out his cell phone and showed them photos of his and Ann’s new home, inside and out. He produced pictures of the porch, the garage, the yard and the RV.

Everyone said the cabin, their new place, looked even better than their old cabin. Henry wasn’t sure that was true. Ann and he had cherished their cabin in the park, had been devastated when the dinosaurs had reduced it to rubble, but he took the compliments with the generosity they were given in. The rangers he used to work with were just happy for him and Ann because they’d obtained their dream. 

It felt good to see the place and the old gang again. In some ways, it was as if he’d never left. Yet, as he took in the smiling faces and the familiar spaces around him, the memories, good and bad, assailed him.

He and Ann had lived, locked in and hunkered down in fear for their own protection, in this building for a long time. The make-shift cubicles and room divisions were gone; the bars on the windows had been removed, as had the lofty outside stockade walls of wood topped with coiled barbed wire, but Henry could still see it all the way it had been.

Some of the rangers decided to meet Henry and Collins for an early supper at the Crater Lake Lodge. The ones on duty would take a meal break, and afterward resume their shifts. Henry was enjoying the visit, joking and reminiscing with old friends. It was so good to be among his rangers again.

One of the rangers entertained Henry with the story of his successful deer hunt the year before. The young man had brought down a buck with an impressive ten point rack on its head, and was ever so proud of himself.

Someone mentioned that Jed Ranger Williamson was now engaged to a town girl, who, ironically enough, worked for the Klamath Falls Journal as a copy-editor. Four years into the job, the young man was now a seasoned park steward, and it made Henry feel he’d made the right choice by originally hiring him. Collins maintained Williamson had grown into a fine ranger.

Ranger Peter Gillian’s three kids were now all grown. His two boys were in college, and his daughter had already graduated and was working out-of-state as a lab technician in a cancer research center. Gillian, of all of Henry’s old rangers, had aged the most. His hair was almost totally gray. He told Henry he would be retiring the following year. “It’s time. My wife wants to do the traveling thing like you and Ann have been doing.”

“You’ll like that. Ann and I have loved seeing the country since I stopped working,” Henry voiced to Gillian. “Say hello to Melissa for me, okay?”

“I will do that.”

Ranger Eddie Cutters and Henry talked photography, and exchanged tips on lighting and lens. The tall, red-headed ranger bragged about this wife Marla, who though still a dental assistant in Klamath Falls, was now attending dental school to become a dentist.

“She’ll be a full-fledged dentist,” Cutters said, “in two more years.”

“Good for her, Ranger Cutters,” Henry congratulated him.

The rangers Henry had left behind had continued to learn and grow in the job, and he was proud of them.

Henry was also introduced to one of the newest rangers Collins had hired soon after Collins had gotten his promotion to Chief Ranger. Ranger Richard Finch was not only a seasoned park ranger who’d worked in other national parks most of his lif,e he was a licensed helicopter pilot.

“That was smart. You picked wisely,” Henry kidded Collins, “because I imagine a helicopter pilot slash park ranger is a handy person to have easy access to, right?”

Collins retorted, “It sure is. Now when an emergency pops up, Ranger Finch can fly me anywhere I have to go. And, another plus, Ranger Finch is an excellent tracker and a great ranger all around.”  

After a while, Collins pulled Henry aside. “Before we go to the lodge for supper, let’s talk in my office. It’s more private.”

Leaving the gang of jawing rangers behind them, Henry accompanied the chief ranger across the room and into the office. Collins closed the door.

“How are Emma and the kids?” Henry was admiring the framed picture on Collins’ desk. It portrayed a nice looking family, smiling and happy.

“Emma’s fine. She’s into quilting big time these days. Every bed in our house has a new quilt.” He laughed. “She’s also lost a lot of weight. She looks good. The oldest boy, Joey, is in St. Louis working as a manager for some brewery; Louis is a hoity-toity IT tech nerd in California, making more money than I ever will; and Angela, the lawyer, is in Medford with her husband. They just had their first child, a girl they call Katie.

“My kids are grown-up now, Henry, and living their own lives. I’m proud of them, but I miss the children they used to be, the children I used to have, and the things we used to do together. Time.” Collins snapped his fingers as his head moved back and forth. “It goes by way too fast.

“You and Ann doing all right? Is retirement all you’d hoped it would be?”

“It is, and more. Ann and I are planning to travel to some place we’ve never been before, in the spring. We have yet to settle on a destination, but we will. We see our grandkids in New York every couple of months, and spend a week or two with them at a time, or they come and spend weeks with us. Keeping them in our lives, and close, helps us keep Laura close. Phoebe is a teenager now, and she looks so much like her mother did at that age, it’s spooky.

“And...as everyone knows, we recently finished building our new cabin, and we love it. You and Emma must come for a visit. Soon. Life’s been good since the dinosaurs stopped terrorizing the earth.”

“And let’s pray it stays that way.”

“For sure.” 

Henry and Collins exchanged a doubtful look. They knew why Henry was really there, and it wasn’t just to hobnob with his old work mates. A dinosaur was a dinosaur was a dinosaur...little, middle-sized or huge.

“You know, I’ve visited before, but it was strictly social. It feels strange,” Henry commented, as he wandered over to the windows in the office that had once been his, and looked out into the late afternoon, “being here under the circumstances.”

“I guess it does. But I had to tell you what I’ve been seeing. I have a hunch it’s somehow important.”

“I think you’re right.” Henry pivoted around and faced his old friend. “What else can you tell me about your little visitor? And is there anything more you can think of that might explain its appearances, or what it might want?”

“Well, like I said this morning, I got the impression the creature was trying to tell me something vital. I just couldn’t understand the little thing. I thought, with your history with the dinosaurs and it – if it’s the same visitor you and Ann had so many times during the wars – you might understand what it was trying to get across better than I.” Collins, now sitting behind the desk, reclined into his chair, and his fingers tapped on the desk before him.

Henry knew the man well enough to see he was disturbed by the implications of what they were discussing. Everyone was so sure the dinosaurs were all dead and gone, that the thought they might not be was more than disturbing.

“Henry,” Collins suddenly confessed, “you and I both realize that if even some of them, the dinosaurs I mean, aren’t really gone, even the smallest, most insignificant of them, that would not be good.”

Henry lowered himself into a chair across from the other man. “My son-in-law, Justin –,you remember him, don’t you?”

“Of course I remember Justin. Three years isn’t so long ago that I’d forget a soldier-at-arms and a friend I once fought, lived and worked alongside of. And how could I forget the esteemed paleontologist who created the virus that rid us of the dinosaurs? He’s become a world famous dinosaur expert and hero for his contributions. His anti-dinosaur virus saved the world.”

“With others’ help, he saved the world. There was a whole army of us helping, and Justin would be the first to agree with that truth. But, unlike us, he’s still on the front line, working with the most respected paleontologists in the world, studying what happened so it doesn’t happen again. But he believes the danger is over, and has been for years. I thought the dinosaurs were gone, too.”

“So did I, until your little friend began visiting me.”

“The real question is: why now after all this time?” Henry asked aloud, though he didn’t expect an answer. “If the creature you’re seeing is my little friend, if it escaped the mass extermination and has been safe in hiding, why is it showing itself here? Now? What is so crucial it had to come? It must know it’s dangerous to let humans know it is still alive.”

Exhaling, Collins hesitated, obviously pondering on something or other, and hesitantly divulged, “This might mean something, or it might mean nothing. Were you aware, Henry, about two years past, we again had a chain of earthquakes in the park, deep in the back woods? They were as massive and as bad, if not worse, than those years ago, when you were chief ranger here.”

The news gave Henry a shock. “Why didn’t I know about them? Two years ago, you say?”

“About two years, give or take a couple of months either way. You weren’t chief ranger at the time, remember? I was. I think it might have been when you and Ann were off on that first long retirement vacation to Maine.”

“Two years ago. Yeah, I think we were in Maine. How much damage did they do? The earthquakes, I mean. Where in the park were they?”

“You know the area...around and under Watchman’s Peak. The seismologist who discovered them, and called me about them, reported they were deep underground, with tremors that rippled away from the Peak and towards the lake.

“The land heaved up and uncovered a chain of these really deep caves. Not much mention was made of it on the news at the time, because it didn’t destroy anything much, other than the ground, the land itself. There aren’t any people or buildings there. So no one was hurt, and nothing of importance was destroyed.

“Other than being informed by that seismologist there had been earthquakes, I wouldn’t have realized the full scope of the damage they’d done, the place was so isolated. But last year, some poor hiker got lost out there, and when we were searching for him, we came across the transformed landscape.

“The destruction shocked the heck out of me. It appeared as if some giant had taken a gigantic shovel and dug up huge holes in the ground, or like someone bombed the area. The holes also uncovered these yawning caves that seem to burrow extremely far into the ground. You wouldn’t recognize the place.”

“Did you find that poor hiker?”

“We did. He wasn’t careless or inexperienced. He simply had a bit of bad luck that could have happened to any of us. He’d fallen into one of those holes I was just talking about, and broke his leg. He was darn lucky we found him. The next night, the temperature fell below zero and then we had an early snow. If we hadn’t found him when we did, he would have become a popsicle.”

“No doubt.” Henry was once more observing the view outside of the window. Dusk was about two hours away.

The two men spoke of other things, like what else was going on in the park. The Mazama and Lost Creek Campgrounds had been expanded, modernized, and the visitors’ daily tour numbers had doubled. The park was running on full steam again, and Henry was happy to see it was.

Afterwards, they drove up to the lodge for an early supper with some of the other rangers. The lodge, as all the other dinosaur-damaged buildings in the park, had been restored to its former glory, even better. For Henry it felt good to be eating at the lodge again, appreciating the stunning view below of the lake. It was comfortable being with the rangers, and everyone had stories to tell and questions to ask. For a while, it was like the old days. It felt normal. It felt peaceful.

As the day began to wane, Henry and Collins took leave of the others and returned to Collins’ office at ranger headquarters.

“You said the visitor shows up at or around sunset?” Henry was standing by the window, staring out into the twilight. His eyes searched for a small shadowy shape, but didn’t see any. “How do you know it’ll show up at all?”

“Purely a wild guess. It has come by three nights in a row. If you ask me, I think it’s been waiting for you. So, my bet is, it’ll be here sooner or later.”

“Tonight?”

“Could be tonight. When it showed up last night, it acted even more agitated than usual. It seemed panicked, really.”

The light was nearly gone when a shadow appeared outside the window. It let them know it was there by tapping at and shoving its face up against the glass; peering in. It must have seen Henry, because it began to bounce up and down and chatter away like a gleeful child, gesturing at him to come to the window.

Henry had been seated on the edge of the desk showing Collins photos on his cell phone of the new cabin, and some of his and Ann’s travel pictures. He had detected the creature at the window first.

He got up and moved towards it. He almost couldn’t believe it. It was the monkey dinosaur who had helped him and Ann years ago, or at least, appeared to be the same little guy.

Then the dinosaur grew so excited, seeing him, and Henry could have sworn the creature grinned at him – or its facsimile of a grin. It waved its arms around, and seemed to dance with joy on the other side of the window. The dinosaur really seemed happy to see him. It was as if the creature truly remembered Henry.
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