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For my beloved brother Jim Meyer...who was the best musician and songwriter I’ve ever known, and always my best friend. My life wouldn’t have been half as rich without you having been in it. I love you, brother! Here’s his music: https://www.youtube.com/playlist?list=PLEypYatBBgrWxOzQGsLOs3IItVVUywSsV
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*All Kathryn Meyer Griffith’s books can be found

everywhere in eBooks, paperbacks, and audio books.

REVIEWS for Dinosaur Lake:

Monster Horror at Its Best.

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

5 STARS

~
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A Good Mystery Full of Suspense.

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

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

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

~
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A Rousing Good Read.

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

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

~
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Prehistoric Thriller.

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



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter 1
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THE WINTER HAD BEEN a bitter one, with more ice and snow than any other year since Chief Park Ranger Henry Shore and his wife, Ann, had moved into Crater Lake National Park fourteen years earlier; harsher even than the year before which itself had been record breaking. Thanksgiving and Christmas, bare of material gifts but full of comradery and thrown together meals, were almost happy times because no one had seen a dinosaur in months and it was hard for any of them to believe they still existed beyond the strong walls of their sanctuary ranger headquarters. For a while they lived in ignorant bliss as life felt almost normal again, except for all of them living locked up in a barracks-like settlement. Some of the residents began to hope the war was over, but Henry knew better. It was only the frigid weather that kept the beasts away. New Year’s came and went. People talked and visited among themselves, played guitar with Steven, or card games with each other, read books or their Kindles...and prepared...just in case the dinosaurs rematerialized. The snow fell, drifted, and covered every sign of man and beast right through to mid-April and only then did it begin to subside.

Yet the inclement weather persistently fended off the prehistoric prowlers. The respite had given Henry, his family, his rangers and Captain McDowell’s soldiers a chance to rest and strategize the moves they would make in the spring when they might have to continue the fight.

Finally, at long last, the spring thaw had arrived...and with it, Henry feared, the dinosaurs would surely return. When the snow had melted enough during a winter’s lull for patrols to resume, Henry and his son-in-law, paleontologist Doctor Justin Maltin, along with some of Captain Sherman McDowell’s soldiers, once again ventured out into the park in their M1A2 Abrams battle tanks to flush the remaining monsters out and exterminate them.

At first they found none. They journeyed across the park’s lands, into the back woods, over hills, into the valleys and up to the crater’s rim. They scanned the lake with high-powered binoculars. The soldiers threw a decayed deer carcass they’d found earlier out in the woods over the rim and watched it splash into the lake a thousand feet below. No sea monsters rose to devour it. It sank into the icy water and disappeared. Wherever they toured there were no signs of dinosaurs, not a cry, not a glimpse of a claw, fang or tail.

And as the days went by the snow and ice slowly began to melt. The temperature rose in tiny increments each day.

“It could be it’s too cold yet for them. They’re still hiding out somewhere,” Justin remarked to Henry one morning as the scientist stood feet away from their tank and gazed out over the caldera. The water was rimmed in ice and the color wasn’t the usual brilliant blue, but a pale imitation, reflecting the overcast and cloudy skies. Patches of snow and ice clung to the hard ground around the rim itself. Justin believed, as Henry did, there might be more snow coming. There was that frosty smell in the air. Justin was dressed in borrowed army fatigues, one of his baseball caps covering his long hair. The faint sunlight glinted off his gold-rimmed glasses. “Though they are warm-blooded, they don’t like the cold any better than we do.”

Henry nodded. “Maybe.”

“Or maybe,” Captain McDowell interjected hopefully in her softer voice, “they’ve left the vicinity? Vamoosed. Or are all dead? The violent winter killed them off. It was a bone-freezer.” She was lurking behind the scientist. Henry was on his right and one of her soldiers on his left. All of them had rifles slung over their shoulders and high-powered handguns on their hips. They always left one man in the Abrams because they never knew when they’d need to perform a hasty attack or retreat. Since they’d moved into Fort Headquarters, as some of the soldiers liked to refer to it, the year before, and after the years of battles they’d endured, they had become seasoned dinosaur hunters. They never took chances and were heavily armed wherever they went.

“I wouldn’t bet on that,” Justin replied. “They’re out there all right. I feel it. They are skulking in caves or snug in their nests, waiting for the weather to get a tad warmer. There were too many of them left after the final siege last fall for that not to be the case.

“Then there will be the new crop hatching out, of course.” His eyes lifted to the sky. There were no birds above them and nothing, not anything alive, moved in the woods around the humans. There was a dead calm now. Very eerie. The wildlife, large and small, had been decimated months ago. It was assumed the dinosaurs had eaten them.

“Great. Baby dinosaurs. More dinosaurs,” McDowell grumbled. “Just what we need.”

“Uh, yup.” Henry swung away from the view and headed back to their ride. “Let’s call it a day, people. We’ll get an early start tomorrow and do this all over again. We can search the other side of the caldera. Ann mentioned this morning the weather report is predicting snow, just as we thought, later today, any time now really; it shouldn’t accumulate more than a couple of inches, but it is better if we’re safe and warm indoors.”

“I agree,” Justin responded, eyes still on the sky.

The others followed him to the Abrams and climbed in. The tank, and a second one behind it, rolled towards park headquarters and through the gates as an icy snow began to fall.

The whole way there Henry had the uncomfortable feeling there were eyes on them. Lots of eyes. And, he’d bet, none of them were the usual park inhabitants or human. That’s when the bad feeling began to shadow him and for the rest of the night he couldn’t shake it. It just got stronger.

*****
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THE NEXT MORNING WAS the warmest one so far. The white stuff, as it often did in April, had raged half the night and then swiftly began to melt when the bright sun came out. That was early spring in Crater Lake. It snowed one day and melted the next, though it could just as easily snow and the snow, feet of it, stick.

Henry exited his and Ann’s room fully dressed and ready for the day’s patrol, Ann behind him, and met Justin, their granddaughter Phoebe, Laura with the baby, and Steven outside its door. Ann’s eyes lit up when she saw her daughter holding little Timothy and she pushed by her husband to get to them. The boy, with the soft blond hair and expressive blue eyes, was big for his age and already walking. He had most of the rangers and soldiers wrapped around his chubby little fingers. Over the long hard winter, voluntarily imprisoned inside the fort, the rangers and soldiers had become Phoebe’s and Timothy’s family, their protectors, too.

Ann opened her arms to the younger child. “Give me that sweet little boy.” And Laura handed the baby over. The boy grabbed at Henry as he went past him in the air between the two women and Henry gave his plump face a quick kiss. The boy laughed and Henry couldn’t help but smile. The children had brought nothing but joy and having them among them had given them new hope. This was what they were fighting for. The children. The next generation and the generation after that. The future. The dinosaurs couldn’t be allowed to take over the earth because it belonged to man and his descendants.

Phoebe was nine years old, she’d grown tall and slender, and she took on chores around headquarters as if she were an adult. She had the same chestnut colored hair and blue eyes as her mother, and as her mother, she’d be a pretty woman someday, too. She helped her mother feed the troops and keep their spirits up. Justin had taught her how to shoot a gun, a rifle, so she’d be able to protect herself. She was a clever child, brave, and a quick learner. Laura had begun home schooling the girl and did the best she could, being a nurse and not a teacher; but Ann helped and between the two they believed they were doing an adequate job.

Justin smiled at his daughter and his son, pulling his wife up against him. She kissed him on the cheek. They were well aware in these times any separation could be their last and any patrol could end in deaths. It had brought them closer.

Henry and Ann’s marriage, their relationship, too, had never been better, except for the dinosaur situation and her weakening health. Lately she rarely helped prepare meals for the men or took her turn doing any of the other housekeeping chores. She was too weak. The winter had been hard on her. She hadn’t complained or said anything to Henry, she never would, but the cancer must be winning. Her face was gaunt, frame emaciated, skin a sallow yellow and her eyes lacked the luster he was used to. She was having trouble walking and often standing; wobbling when she moved from room to room. Someone had to help her. She slept a lot and, at times, coughed incessantly and had trouble breathing. She was getting worse and was trying to hide it from him, but he’d seen. He saw everything when it came to Ann. He’d already made the decision as soon as the weather allowed, and the path out of the park was clear of snow and prehistoric creatures, he would do whatever he had to do to get her to a hospital and real treatment. He only prayed there was a medical facility still open somewhere with doctors, nurses, and the life-saving and chemotherapy equipment she’d probably need. The thought there might not be one near enough to get to, and still operating, worried him constantly.

So it was crucial the dinosaurs be dealt with as soon as possible. The park, and the surrounding areas, had to be free of them. It had to be safe so he could take care of Ann and get her what she needed, so they could all stop fighting and life could return to normal. Henry prayed for that every day.

“We ready to move out?” Henry faced Justin, Steven, and his rangers. “Who’s coming with me today?”

“I am,” Justin announced as he did almost every day. He was after all the expert on the ancient creatures they hunted and his counsel was as always welcomed. “Steven’s staying here today. He’s on fence duty.” Fence duty was the ongoing upkeep of the wooden barricade that surrounded them and kept the dinosaurs from overrunning the compound. It was constantly being shored up, reinforced; built higher and stronger. The week before, because the weather had gotten better, they’d begun stringing barbed wire along the top and bottom. It was heavy duty strength with thick and wickedly sharp barbs because it was only a matter of time now before the spring offensive would begin and their defenses had to be ready.

Captain McDowell stepped forward. So did two of her soldiers. “I’m with you, Chief Ranger. Sergeant Gilbert, Private Harmon and I. You and Maltin will make five. The other tank crew will consist of Sergeant Brinker and a team of his men.” Her smile covered most of her face. She loved going on patrol, getting out of headquarters, and hated being cooped up. Four or five men could comfortably fit in a tank and the patrols usually consisted of at least two of the machines. There was safety in numbers and how well they’d learned that since the dinosaur troubles and sieges had begun.

“All right. Let’s go then.” Henry led the group out the door and into the sunshine. His eyes immediately went to the formidable fence that encircled them. The barbed wire twisted along the top glinted silver in the sun. Laura, Phoebe and Ann trailed a little behind, cooing over the baby Laura now held in her arms. Ann’s waning strength wouldn’t let her carry the child for long. He’d gotten too heavy.

Once outside Henry turned to Captain McDowell. “You hear anything from your boyfriend lately? I tried calling him once more last night and, again, no answer. I just keep leaving these messages and he just keeps ignoring them.” Her boyfriend being Henry’s friend and long-time consultant to the FBI, Scott Patterson. Patterson had spent precious little time with them over the last couple months because he was extremely busy helping to coordinate the agency’s response to the growing worldwide dinosaur threat. He was constantly flying off here or there for meetings or for heaven knew what. He didn’t tell Henry everything that was occurring around the globe during the developing crisis but enough for Henry to know people were fighting and dealing with dinosaurs everywhere now. China. Russia. Japan. Australia. England. It’d become a war for the planet, for the humans’ very existence and lately it was becoming fiercer. But this time Patterson had been gone for weeks and Henry was anxious to hear whatever news he might have.

McDowell flashed him a smug look. “I talked to him the other night...oh, I guess it was three days ago now. He’s up to his boot straps in top-secret dinosaur crap.” She shrugged, a faint smile playing on her lips. “He couldn’t say much–all that top-secret malarkey, you know–but I gathered he was in England again conferring with some higher up muckety-muck scientists and defense officials on how best to defeat these prehistoric intruders of ours. He did ask me to tell you he’s sorry he hasn’t gotten back to you as much as he’d like but his superiors are keeping him hopping. He did say he’ll be seeing us soon. Real soon.” She smiled again. “He misses me.”

Henry couldn’t wait for that visit. Patterson was one of their most dependable links to the outside world. The Internet connections, at best, were sporadic. Some days the Worldwide Web could be tapped into and some days, more and more as time had gone by, it couldn’t. The computers, iPhones, iPads and tablets sat silent most of the time. Pieces of useless junk from a by-gone era. And when they could raise the Internet or watch television broadcasts the hard news had been taken over by sensationalistic reports and videos of dinosaurs and dinosaur attacks; end of civilization propaganda which only increased the chaos and fear. There was so much disinformation and craziness in the world. Heck, it had been bad before the dinosaurs had come, with political upheaval, rising crime and murder rates, but it was even worse now. Henry thought the whole world had gone nuts. Cell phone reception didn’t always work, either, especially in the park. It was so frustrating. He depended on Patterson to let them know what was happening beyond the park. But lately Patterson had gone to silent running. Something really big must be going on.

“I hope it’s soon. Being cut off from what’s going on out there is driving me up the wall.”

“Me, too. But I know he’ll get here when he can. He did say something to me you’ll find interesting.”

“What?”

“There’s talk of a major conference of leading scientists from across the globe convening together in England or perhaps New York sometime this month, very soon in fact, to discuss better ways to rid us of these unwanted dragons of ours. Apparently, shooting and blowing them up isn’t doing the trick fast enough. They’ve been proliferating far too quickly for what we’ve been doing. We need a better plan. The governments of the world are looking for solutions.”

Now we’re calling them dragons, huh? Cute. Justin would be interested in knowing about the conference. He’d probably want to join it. “Sounds like a good idea to me.”

As he spoke to McDowell, Henry was watching his granddaughter conversing with a young soldier. She was giggling at something the Private had said. The girl was friends with everyone and everyone liked her. Henry smiled. Then his eyes went to his daughter, Laura, as she playfully swung her son around in her arms in the open area. The boy wanted down to play out in the sunlight and the fresh air. As for all of them the long winter, and being locked up all the time, had made him crave being outside. The bright sunshine and the patches of snow on the ground called to him. With an excited squeal, the boy wiggled out of Laura’s arms, plopped to the ground and started toddling away from her, his fat little legs wobbling beneath him. Laura laughed and set out after him with her arms outstretched in case he fell. Ann was smiling at both of them and following behind. The boy could really move on his little legs. In a few seconds he was halfway across the compound, giggling and thrashing his arms in childhood joy. He was outside! Sun on his face. Happy.

Henry frowned and instinctively began to move towards the miniature escapee. It was too dangerous for the child to be out running around in the open like that. Though they hadn’t seen any dinosaurs recently, of the stomping or of the flying variety, he, of all people, knew they were out there somewhere lurking and waiting for an opportunity to prey on them.

He glanced over at his son-in-law, who was also in pursuit of his runaway son, and suddenly he caught something moving in the upper corner of his eye. A dark, fast moving blob on the horizon. An object gliding high above them and now swiftly coming down towards the earth...and headed towards Timothy. Two, three of them now...rocketing towards the humans in the unprotected enclosure.

Everyone had seen the danger.

Phoebe, her attention wrenched away from the soldier, pointing up at the sky, screamed, “Look out! Flying dinosaurs!”

There were more than one.

“Gargoyles!” Henry shouted, bringing his rifle off his shoulder and lifting it to aim. He was nearly to his grandson, reaching out for him, when the child, looking up and seeing what was above him, cried out and dashed the other way. Laura was a heartbeat behind her son by then and screaming herself now. There was terror on her face. Her hands were extended and inches away from the boy. Justin was feet beyond her and was also shooting at the gargoyle zeroing in on the child, desperately trying to bring it down.

Yelling and gunfire filled the compound as the gargoyle, hit, screeched in pain and soared off into the sky; another one plummeted to the ground about fifteen feet away from Henry. Wounded or dead.

In horror, Henry watched the smallest and closest of the flying dinosaurs, about twice the size of a man, stretch out its claws for the little boy and–

In the very moment the creature had locked onto the child and started to rise with him, Laura reached them and in a frantic tug-of-war, wrenched the boy away from the monster.

The world grew silent and stopped.

What happened next Henry wouldn’t ever forget as the image would never stop haunting him for the rest of his life. Laura fought for her child. Slapping and cursing at the creature as she pulled her son back to safety and the gargoyle spun around in the air and took her instead. As she kicked and screamed, hanging from its talons, it lifted into the sky, flew away over the barbed wire of the fence and then straight up.

“No!” Henry bellowed and shot at the thing over and over, stumbling and running along the fence trying to keep the creature in his sights as long as he could as they moved in the direction of the gates. “Let her go! Let her go, you S.O.B!” He’d hit it, he was sure he’d hit it. By then everyone in the yard was shooting at it. Someone would hit it.

The creature was sixty...a hundred feet rising swiftly in the air, struggling with its heavy human load because Laura was fighting with everything she had.

With a howl of pain, the monster dropped her into the trees outside the compound and plunged to the earth. Someone’s aim had been true.

The rest of the recovery mission was a blur. Henry and his men didn’t waste time loading into a tank. The gates were thrown open and everyone, soldiers and rangers alike, rushed into the woods searching for his daughter. Their weapons close and their eyes peeled for any more flying predators.

They found her in the snow, in a clearing not far outside the gates, a lifeless bloodied ragdoll. Either her wounds or the fall had killed her. It made no difference. She was dead.

Henry picked up her broken body and silently, tears running down his face, handed her to Justin, whose own expression was numb with shock. The heartache in the young man’s eyes was awful to see as he took Laura from Henry’s arms and carried her back into the compound where he laid her at her mother’s feet.

He’d also never forget the expression of grief in his sick wife’s eyes as she knelt in the snow, her arms protectively around a weeping Phoebe and Timothy, when her dead daughter was brought to her. Ann’s face was whiter than the snow around her. Her crying was muffled because she didn’t want to frighten her grandchildren any more than they already were. But the children knew something was terribly wrong and cried anyway. Justin took his son into his arms and the boy held on to him tightly. Phoebe ran to Henry and threw her arms around him, buried her head in his side.

“I’m sorry.” Henry could barely get the words out. “I’m so sorry, Ann. Phoebe. Justin. I couldn’t save her. We couldn’t save her.”

Justin said  nothing, but Ann looked up at Henry, her eyes brimming with tears. “I know you tried,” she whispered and lowered her head. “It was those damn dinosaurs. I wish every last one of them would go to hell where they belong.”

Then Ann, as if she were in a trance, gazed down at her lifeless daughter. Ann’s body heaved. “Oh no...our child is dead, Henry. Our child is dead.” With a gasp of heart-wrenching grief, she gathered her motionless daughter tighter into her arms and the tears streamed down her face and dropped to the ground. And all Henry could do was hold Phoebe and watch as the grief washed over him in huge waves. His only child was dead; nothing would ever be the same again. Ever.

*****
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THE REMAINDER OF THE day was a continuation of the nightmare. Justin was inconsolable and Ann, after they wrapped Laura’s body and placed her in one of the unheated storage sheds–until they could have the funeral service–ended up in bed, unable to do anything but cry and sleep. Henry scrounged up a few sleeping pills and later that evening made Ann take them. She was so distraught, he knew only rest, time, might help...if anything would ever help. How does one get over losing a child?

Captain McDowell and her soldiers went out on patrol alone that day. Now that they knew the dinosaurs were awake and on the move again they were eager to go out and hunt them down. She left behind guards posted inside the fort because after what had happened the humans would have to be extremely cautious when they exited the buildings and moved between them. There wasn’t a fence high enough to keep out the airborne varieties so Henry proposed a coverage of thick wire netting laid across the openings between the buildings, twelve feet or so above the ground and bolstered up by thick wooden posts pounded deep into the earth. So their world, again, became even smaller.

He telephoned Patterson but received no answer. He didn’t leave a message. The news he had to impart wasn’t meant for a message machine.

*****

[image: ]


THAT NIGHT HENRY COULDN’T sleep because the only thing on his mind beside his sorrow was the hatred he had for the dinosaurs that had invaded and destroyed his park, his family, his life, and now had killed his daughter. In the dark he got up from the bed and wandered towards the windows.

Outside the wind wailed and whipped around the compound. The temperature was somewhere below freezing and not a night for any human to be out in an unheated structure. He went in search of Justin and, and as he’d feared, found him in the shed with his wife’s body. The young man, his face blank and frozen white, was bundled in a coat and cap, gloves on his hands, shivering, on a folding chair.

“Son,” he tugged the man up from the chair, “you’re going to die of pneumonia if you stay out here.” He kept his voice gentle. “It’s way too cold. You’ve stood sentry over her body long enough. Come on inside, please?”

Justin wouldn’t meet his eyes. “I can’t leave her here by herself,” he muttered, “you know how she hates to be alone.”

“Justin, it’s okay. You can come inside for a while and warm up. She won’t mind.” Henry forced himself to glance at the canvas wrapped lump on the floor but quickly looked away. He couldn’t bear to think his daughter was inside it. Cold flesh. Her spirit no longer there. That she was gone...forever. Dead. Suddenly he felt very, very old and weary.

“I can’t leave her.”

Henry sighed. “She wouldn’t want you to get sick out here. What about Phoebe and Timothy? They need you now more than ever and they need you to be healthy. Come inside.”

Justin didn’t respond. He’d tried to sit back down again but Henry held him up and refused to let go.

Henry switched tactics. “I have one of the last bottles of whiskey inside and I was going to have a glass or two. I hate to drink alone. So join me.”

The younger man, staring down, shook his head. “I can’t.” His voice was tinged with anguish. “Can’t leave her.”

“Truth is, Justin, I need someone to talk to. She was my daughter. I loved her, too.”

That’s when his son-in-law met his gaze. He must have seen his own grief reflected in Henry’s eyes because he finally shook his head in the affirmative and allowed the older man to steer him out into the cold night and towards the main building.

The two were joined by Steven who was also awake and they found sitting at the table in the conference room when they came in. He wanted to be there for his friend because he’d experienced the same sort of grief when he’d lost his own wife and knew what it was like. The three of them sat up most of the night, sipping whiskey and reminiscing about Laura the wife and mother, Laura the daughter and friend. Justin finally wept and so did Henry. Steven brought out his guitar and softly sang some songs of his Laura had loved. Every so often, Henry would check on Ann as she slept, Timothy, Phoebe and the cat tucked in the bed beside her to make sure they were all right.

Once Ann woke up and, half asleep from the pills, inquired in a teary voice, “Is it true, is she really dead, Henry? Is our baby really dead?” Tears glistened on her puffy face and Henry’s heart broke all over again.

“Shh, don’t fret about it now. Go back to sleep, sweetheart. Go back to sleep.”

He kissed her on her forehead as she drifted away, snuggling their grandson up close. Phoebe restlessly shifted beneath the covers and moaned. The cat purred. Ann released one final sob as he left the room to rejoin Justin.

A short time later, he had Steven help him get Justin to a cot. The young man had drank himself into a stupor and Henry was relieved he had. There was no way he was going to let him sleep out in the shed with Laura’s body.

Henry laid down but still couldn’t sleep so he rose from the bed and watched the sun come up behind the window. Outside the world appeared normal as the pre-light arrived and the sun inched up in the sky just as any other day. The adjacent buildings looked the same, the trees and the sky...but the wire-encrusted fence encircling the encampment let him know nothing was normal any longer. The war wasn’t over.

For a moment, as the shadows of night ebbed and crept away, he could have sworn he’d seen something...something...skulking outside the window. Two sinister eyes glittered in at him. Scrutinizing him. But the eyes were different than any other dinosaur’s he’d seen so far. They actually looked as if there were thoughtful intelligence behind them. Which was crazy. He looked again and nothing was there. After what happened yesterday, he thought, I’m just seeing things that aren’t real. I’m seeing monsters everywhere. Because how could one of those creatures have snuck into their heavily protected camp without being seen or stopped? Impossible. Unless it was one of the gargoyles? No, the silhouette hadn’t been a gargoyle’s because there had been no wings on  it. If anything had even been there at all. In the end Henry convinced himself it’d been the shadows and he’d conjured it up from his fears and grief. There had been nothing there.

As the sun’s rays filled the world he saw there wasn’t anything hulking outside the window. So it had been his imagination.

When Timothy woke, Henry let Ann and Phoebe sleep, and scooping his grandson into his arms, carried the boy into the main room to give him breakfast and reunite him with his father.

Henry, though, couldn’t wait until he resumed patrolling. More than anything he wanted to slaughter as many dinosaurs as he could. They’d taken something precious from him, and not for the first time, and all he could think about was revenge. Perhaps it would alleviate a fraction of the emptiness Laura’s death had created in him.

It turned out his revenge had to wait because after that Ann’s misery overwhelmed her and he didn’t dare leave her side for days; not until her wave of grief released her. She needed him. Justin, Phoebe and Timothy needed him. So he stayed with them and sent McDowell out to do the hunting.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter 2
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A WEEK LATER HENRY thought it was at last safe to leave Ann alone. At least she wasn’t crying all the time, but her distress had weakened her further. She was a shadow of herself and he was increasingly worried. He had to find a doctor for her. Soon. He was afraid the cancer was no longer in remission and unless she got help he wouldn’t have her long and he couldn’t live in the world without both Laura and Ann.

In that week they’d fought the hard frozen ground and buried Laura inside the fence behind the main building and had her memorial service. The day had been warmer and a cold rain had fallen as they’d stood over her grave. Henry had to drag Justin away from it as the rain had turned to icy snow and night had come. The man was so distressed. “Should have protected her,” he kept saying. “Should have saved her, but didn’t. What kind of husband can’t save his wife’s life? Coward, coward, coward.”

Captain McDowell had gone out each day with her crew and hunted for dinosaurs. So far they hadn’t found any. There’d been no more marauders, flying or otherwise, trying to get inside their stockade and none were sighted anywhere. That in itself was strange. Where were they? What were the dinosaurs up to? Most likely no damn good.

Henry waited one more day after the funeral and resumed patrolling.

“You sure you want to go out today, Henry?” Captain McDowell pressed as they prepared to climb into the tank. The day was overcast and there was a strong scent of rain in the air. A storm was coming. “Everyone would understand if you wanted to take more time off.”

Henry shook his head. “I’ve taken enough time off. Ann is stable now, she’s out of bed and almost herself again or as much herself as she can be these days. She’s determined to be there for Timothy, Phoebe and Justin and under the circumstances I’m relieved she feels that way. It’s better than the weeping zombie she’s been since Laura died. Having her granddaughter and grandson to care about gives her a reason to go on. She’s become their substitute mother.” His brief smile was at once relieved and sad.

“All right, Chief Ranger, we’re going dinosaur hunting.” The woman soldier nodded her head, her manner serious. As most of them had she’d lost weight over the winter and her face sported more lines than the fall before. She looked fifty years old instead of the forty she was. “Where do we look today? Which section of the park?”

“Today, Sherman, we’re not searching for or fighting dinosaurs.”

“We’re not?” The woman’s eyes showed mild surprise.

“We’re not. Today we’re going on another mission entirely. Are you familiar with the town of Nampa? It’s about a half day away from here by car but in a tank it’ll probably take longer.”

“I know where Nampa is. I had a friend who lived there once. That was years ago, though, and she’s probably long gone along with half the population that fled months ago from the dinosaurs. They were strongly attacked early on. What’s in Nampa?”

“A doctor for Ann. Her name is Emily Macon and she’s working in a small hospital in the heart of town, or she was a few months ago. She’s been there since the beginning of the dinosaur troubles and refuses to leave. Her patients need her, she claims.”

“How do you know of her?”

“Last year when Ann underwent chemo treatment when she was staying with Justin and Laura she was given Emily Macon’s name as a physician she could see when she returned here. Macon was recommended because she’s an expert on the kind of cancer Ann has, familiar with Ann’s case because a fax of Ann’s files were sent to her last year, and she lives fairly close in Nampa. My wife has her address, telephone number and email.

“One day last week when the Internet was actually not acting up too much Ann got through to Doctor Macon and found out she was still at the hospital fighting the good fight. The doctor says, as with us, the dinosaurs that had been persecuting their town haven’t been prevalent over the winter. Now, while it’s still fairly cold, would be the time to travel there and bring her back to examine and treat Ann. Since Ann is too weak to take the trip herself, Doctor Macon has agreed to visit her here. If we promise to get her back to her hospital when she’s done attending to Ann.”

“So we’re going to collect a doctor and bring her back, huh?”

“That’s about it. And I also figured if she did a house call then anyone else who is having any physical or other health problems can see her as well. There are a few I know of who need to see a doctor for one reason or another, for meds or a diagnosis. It has been a long, hard winter.”

“That it has,” McDowell acknowledged. “Having a doctor house visit is a good idea in so many ways. I’m in.”

“Also, taking this journey will let us see how the area around us is faring. See how many, if any, dinosaurs we come across. And, along the way, I thought we’d offer sanctuary to anyone who needs or wants it. We’d lead them back here with us if they want to come.”

“Two missions, then, Chief. So let’s saddle up and get on our way to Nampa.”

“You got it. Saddle up and let’s ride.”

Henry, Ranger Gillian, Captain McDowell and one of her soldiers climbed into the first tank and Sergeant Gilbert, Private Harmon and two other soldiers got into the other. As usual they took at least two tanks when traveling across dinosaur lands because they never knew what they’d run into. He would have preferred to have Justin along with them but the young man was still reeling from his wife’s death and needed more time. Henry was giving it to him. Whereas Henry had no choice but to set aside his sorrow and go in search of help for Ann. Love. It made him stuff the grief down and carry on.

The trip through the Oregon landscape to Nampa was uneventful. They didn’t see any people, which didn’t surprise Henry because they didn’t veer off the highway. Yet on the other hand they did not see one dinosaur of any variety either, on the highway or in the bordering wilderness. Again, Henry wondered where they were.

They were about an hour outside of Nampa when a man, sprinting out of the woods on the side of the road in front of them, wildly waving one of his hands in the air while the other held a rifle, brought them to a screeching stop. It was a miracle they didn’t flatten him like a pancake. Tanks aren’t easy to halt quickly.

Henry volunteered to talk to the man and popped his head out of the top. He didn’t have a chance to ask anything before the guy, dressed in a frayed but heavy plaid coat and wearing thick glasses, began to speak.

“Where are you coming from and did you see any of those prehistoric terrors on your way?”

“We’re coming from Crater Lake National Park Headquarters. I’m Chief Park Ranger Henry Shore. And no, we haven’t seen any dinosaurs yet...today.” The smile he offered the man was meant to be friendly and the fellow smiled back. He seemed really happy to see them.

“That’s good. I mean no dinosaur sightings and all. You have a lot of the critters up your way?”

“We did. Lots. We killed most of them and we’re waiting for more to show themselves as the weather becomes warmer,” Henry said. “You seen any recently?”

“No, we haven’t seen any lately–not live ones anyway. You’re from Crater Lake, huh?”

“We are. We spent the winter hunkered down behind fortified wooden walls awaiting the spring. What do you mean by not live ones anyway?”

The man shaded his eyes with his hand. The sun was shining directly in his face. “My son, Grant, and I discovered a whole mess of dead giant critters deep in the woods behind our house the other day. Every last one of them was stiff as a rock. Looked like they’d been dead a while.”

Henry wanted to speak to the man face to face and exited the tank. He wasn’t surprised when Captain McDowell followed after him.

She introduced herself to the man.

“Nice to meet you, too, Captain. I’m Noah Winters,” the man informed them, shaking hands with both of them. He was a short guy, but stocky. His wiry gray hair was captured beneath a sock cap. “I live about a quarter mile over the ridge there with my son and my wife, Gertrude.” He stuck a thumb in the direction behind him. “I heard your tanks rumbling miles away and came running. I wanted any news you had about what’s going on out in the world these days. Our television stopped working weeks ago, power goes in and out, and we haven’t had Internet since summer because our computer blew a fuse or something and I’m not good with the things. I can use them easy enough, but I can’t fix them no how.”

As briefly as he could, Henry revealed what he knew about the world’s situation, which wasn’t much more than the man himself already knew. Dinosaurs had overrun their planet and caused havoc everywhere and the human race was fighting back. Communication at times could be spotty and unreliable. But Winters seemed glad to get what he was given. “Now, Mr. Winters, could you show us where you and your son found those dead dinosaurs?”

“Sure. Follow me to the house so I can let my wife and son know what I’m doing. They’ll be worried otherwise and might even come out searching for me. I don’t want that. Though the dinosaurs haven’t been showing their ugly selves much lately, I still don’t trust them. I don’t allow my family to meander around out in the woods much.”

“And you’re wise to think like that,” Henry stated. “Is it all right if the tanks cut through this field here and accompany us?”

“I see no problem. The ground’s so frozen their weight won’t hurt it. Where we’re going is a straight shot up that hill and through a sparse woods.” The man pointed a hand in a northern direction. “They shouldn’t have any trouble making the trip.”

Henry took a minute or two to alert the others in the tanks of what they were doing by his personal intercom radio attached to his shoulder and then, along with McDowell, fell in beside Mr. Winters as they hiked up towards his house. The tanks shadowed along behind them at a close but safe distance.

They came across no living dinosaurs. Not even one of those pesky diminutive ones that bounced around like kangaroos. It’d been like that the entire expedition since they’d left the ranger station. They hadn’t seen any dinosaurs anywhere. Like Winters, Henry didn’t trust the lull in hostilities one bit. He never took his eyes off the surrounding land as they made their way to Winters’ house. They came up to a natural fence of tall trees encircling the house and walked through them.

The house surprised Henry. It was a modern, glass-covered mansion, all sharp angles and steel, sprawling on the next hill top like one of those millionaire residences a person saw in the old Rich and Famous shows.

Winters caught Henry’s expression and grinned. “Yeah, I’m filthy rich. I created and built a start-up Internet company a couple years ago–before the dinosaur threat, thank goodness–and unloaded it for a lot of money. I was lucky. It’s worth a hell of a lot less now, I imagine. What with the Internet so unpredictable these days.”

Henry stared at the man and again at his house as they moved up the sidewalk and entered it.

The tanks roared up the hill through a break in the trees and parked in the enormous driveway; cutting their engines and bringing back the silence. Sergeant Gilbert and Ranger Gillian lifted their heads out of the tanks and Henry waved at them. “We won’t be long,” he shouted.

Henry, returning his attention to Winters, was mulling over two things: Wasn’t it strange how one could never tell a millionaire by the way he looked and dressed? And, glancing up at the house before him...boy, one of those big dinosaurs would have a field day smashing all those beautiful windows. The humans inside wouldn’t stand a chance. He shuddered, just thinking about it. But Henry didn’t let the house’s owner know what he was thinking. Why scare him?

Then another surprise. “I know what you’re thinking, Chief Park Ranger,” Winters commented as he led them inside. “All these glass windows with the big-footed dinosaurs rampaging about and all? Not real safe. But my family and I know how to defend ourselves. We all got our carry licenses last year; took classes and everything. If any of those monsters get anywhere near our home we’ll shoot them to pieces.” He raised his rifle and shook it gently. “And I’m a crack shot. So is my son and wife.”

“Sometimes,” Henry said, studying the beautiful room he found himself in, “rifles aren’t enough. Even three of them.”

“Well, here’s the thing,” Winters laid his rifle down carefully on an elaborately carved mahogany coffee table and met Henry’s gaze, “as strange as it sounds we haven’t had any prehistoric visitors around here at all. Not a one. It’s like there’s an invisible protective shield around my land and this house. My son and I have run into some of those voracious critters from another time out there.” He waved his hand at the window. “We’ve fought them out there, but not a one has come past that line of trees since the wars began.”

“The wars?” McDowell, who had walked past them and further into the house to see it better, asked. She was gawking at the lovely possessions the house was filled with. There was money here. A lot of money and good taste.

“You know,” Winters supplied, “the dinosaur wars. That’s what I’m calling all this trouble we’re having with those creepy throw-back monsters.”

“Huh,” McDowell muttered. “Good a name as any for what’s happening, I guess.” She reached out and touched the smooth shiny nose of a life size black leopard statue. It was stunningly realistic, exquisite, and probably ludicrously expensive.

In fact.... Henry was looking around now. There were animal statues everywhere. Marble, stone or wood. They were intricately carved and were beautifully made. Winters must be an animal lover. There was even a dinosaur statue, a small T-Rex about the size of a man, in one corner of the room by the windows. Maybe that was why the real dinosaurs stayed away? Henry almost laughed, but he didn’t. Nothing to do with dinosaurs ever made him laugh anymore.

Henry and McDowell were introduced to the man’s wife and son and the man told his family why they were there. “I’m going to lead them to that place you found the other day, Grant, down in the hollow. The one covered in dead dinosaurs?” Winters explained to them and his son bobbed his head in understanding.

The boy looked to be about nineteen, tall and lanky with a head of bright red hair and a cynical smile. He’d gotten up from a plush couch and shook hands with Henry and McDowell. He didn’t say much other than hello. The quiet sort.

Winters’ wife, on the other hand, was a friendly middle-aged woman with hair down to her waist and very white skin. She was pretty for her age and with eyes the same olive hue as her son’s, though she was a great deal more talkative. Her name was Shelia. She seemed happy to meet them and offered them refreshments of sandwiches, potato chips and something to drink.

“I just baked a humongous ham last night and we have plenty,” she addressed McDowell. “You must be hungry. Could I make you both one or more sandwiches?”

McDowell slid a glance sideways at Henry. They’d been on the road since morning and food sounded good. He nodded.

“We have more men outside in the tanks–” McDowell didn’t get to finish her sentence before Shelia completed it.

“That’s okay. I can make you a bag of sandwiches and chips to take to them when you return from your little expedition with my husband, so they’ll have some food, too.”

“That’s too much to ask of you,” Henry said, touched she would even offer.

“Oh, no, Chief Ranger, I’d be honored. We humans have to stick together now more than ever.”

And Henry had to agree on that. “That would be so kind of you. But if it’s all right we’ll have those sandwiches after our little trek into the woods. It’s getting late and we still have a far piece to go before the day is through.”

“They’ll be ready when you get back,” Shelia spoke. “Should I put mustard or mayo on them?”

“It doesn’t matter. We, and our men, will eat just about anything. Fresh baked ham will be a treat enough in itself,” McDowell told her.

“We ready to go then?” Winters had given his wife a kiss and picked up his rifle again.

“Can I come along, Dad?” his son asked. “I know a short cut you don’t to that place. I can get us there and back faster.” The boy showed interest for the first time.

Winters appeared to think about it and looking out the window at the waiting tanks, he decided, “That’s fine, son. I guess the sooner we get there and back, the better, for all of us. We haven’t seen any dinosaurs out and about for months but there’s no reason not to be cautious. Go get your rifle and put on a warm coat, but hurry.”

Within minutes the four of them were outside, joined by Gillian and Harmon, and in the woods moving briskly between the trees. Because Winters claimed the route was too congested for them to roll through, the tanks would wait for them at the house. The sun was on the downslide of its daily path and Henry was impatient to get there, see what had to be seen, gather samples, and get back on the road to Nampa. He wished Justin was with them, but he wasn’t so he’d just have to make do. He’d take photos with his cell phone and gather flesh samples for the paleontologist to examine later.

It was quiet in the woods. No signs or sounds of dinosaurs. But there was also no other animal noises either. The eerie stillness still unnerved Henry.

About two miles into the brush they came upon the valley Winters has spoken of. It wasn’t really a valley as much as an indentation in the ground about fifty feet across. No way of telling how deep it was because it was filled with dinosaur corpses. There had to be at least fifteen or twenty dead ones in front of them stacked up like decayed cordwood in the hollow. Henry walked to the edge of it and stared. Good thing it was as cold as it was or he imagined the stink would be overpowering.
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