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Henry woke that morning with the first rays of dawn, got out of bed, stretched, and stumbled into the kitchen for coffee. His plan for the day was to nail up the squirrel house, he’d finished building the night before, hang in the backyard Oak tree. And paint it. He’d put it up high enough, partially hidden among the leaves and branches, so the squirrels would feel safe, yet low enough he could easily fill the container hanging beneath it with food without having to use a ladder. The spring had come late this year, and he was glad to see it. He’d had enough of snow and ice; enough of an Oregon winter. He liked hearing the birdsong; seeing the racoons and squirrels darting around the yard once more. He welcomed the baby critters and the new warmth of spring. He and Ann had always loved this time of year, only second to fall.

He’d been building a variety of comforts for the wildlife the last couple months since he’d left Area 52. It gave him something to do, and kept his mind and hands busy. He enjoyed creating things with his hands. It gave him a sense of accomplishment when he finished a wooden birdhouse or, in this case, a large squirrel family condo with many entrances. He not only built the structures himself, but enjoyed prettying them up with trim and painting them in bright colors. It tickled him to watch the antics of the flying creatures and the fluffy-tailed squirrels visiting, or living in their new houses. He’d sit on the rear porch for hours, with a cup of coffee, and observe the creatures scurrying or flying from tree to tree. Smile at the way the creatures would frantically chase each other around the yard like gleeful children. It soothed him. Ann would have loved it, as well. He wished she’d be there to see it with him. His sigh was so soft, it was almost soundless.

As the ex-chief park ranger waited for the java to brew, he looked out the window into the woods that ran along the edge of his property. There were a bunch of bushy tails playing tag along the topmost branches of the trees.; jumping from limb to limb, tree to tree. They were acrobats extraordinaire. There was–as clearly as he could make out from inside the house–what had to be a baby squirrel, it was so tiny, launching itself from branch to slender branch; practically sailing through the air precariously high above the ground from tree to tree. Its jumps fluctuated so wildly it was as if it were flying. Once or twice, Henry held his breath, fearing the little fella wouldn’t complete the jump and would plummet to the ground, but it didn’t. It flew through the air and its tiny claws caught the fragile limbs, clamping on, and swung its wee body into another branch each time. Astounding. He watched the miniature daredevil for a while until it vanished into the wall of green. The smile it brought was a good way to start his day.

On the perimeter of his property, there was also a deer, a small doe, standing perfectly still staring back at him, ears twitching. Then another one materialized behind her. A majestic male with the beginnings of a rack on its head. Standing up, Henry was about to go fetch his camera and try to get a picture of them, but he was already too late. An instant later both deer merged into the trees again. Henry loved that about his home. He was surrounded with nature, and he enjoyed watching the wildlife move through, and around, his yard. It made him think sometimes he was still in his beloved park in that cabin he and Ann had cherished so much. Ann at his side. A long time ago. Another life. At least now, he could look back and cherish the good memories.

He opened the window above the sink, and deeply inhaled the flower-scented air. Ahhh. So sweet. A warm breeze drifted in and lightly brushed his face. June. His eyes strayed to the cat calendar on the wall. The June page had a cute tuxedo cat, a lot like Sasha, on it playing in a garden. A frown touched his lips. Ann had been gone exactly a year and a half ago today. Eighteen months. Where had the time gone? He’d known the date was coming, but he’d tried to ignore it. Justin kept telling him to stop marking the dates. All it did was depress him. But Henry couldn’t stop. Six months...twelve months...eighteen months. So much had happened since then. His life had gone on and, at times, a year and a half later, he was almost happy. Almost. He shook his head and looked away. Had it really been that long? It had gone by so quickly. Sometimes it seemed as if she’d been gone forever; sometimes, when the anguish of her loss still overwhelmed him, as if she’d just died. He missed her so much, but he tried to be as content day to day as he knew she would have wanted him to be. The way he would have wanted her to be if he’d been the one to die. He figured he’d appreciate and enjoy the life, the years, left to him; for someday he’d be with Ann again. In time. So, he tried to spend time with his friends, his family, kept up his photographic hobby Ann had always been so proud of him for, built squirrel and bird houses, enjoyed his home, was a faithful servant to his demanding cat Sasha. Remembered the days and years with his wife. It wasn’t a lot, but it was enough. No use in complaining. He wasn’t alone in his widowerhood. Millions of people lost their spouses every year. Now was just his time.

This being the day he’d dreaded Henry had arranged to spend it with Chief Ranger Collins up at Crater Lake. He’d been invited for lunch with Collins and Henry’s old ranger friends. He’d be driving there as soon as he nailed up that squirrel condo, painted it, and stocked it with nuts and corn. That shouldn’t take long.

He poured his coffee, carried it to the table, and drank it. The squirrel house was sitting in the middle of the table, and he drew it to him. The smell of fresh wood and paint–he’d given it a first base coat of white, to be able to see the squirrels better against it, bordered in red and blue stars–were strong. He rotated it in his hands, inspecting it; rubbing his fingers along its edges.  One last check to be sure it would be rain proof. “Looks good,” he muttered, taking another gulp of his coffee. He was forgoing breakfast because he was saving his appetite for lunch at the Crater Lake Lodge. He planned on having a huge meal. The Lodge served great food and he had missed it. He looked forward to eating there again.

His cat, Sasha, padded into the kitchen and jumped into his lap.

“I guess you want to be fed, huh, Puss-Cat?”

The feline meowed. Yes, feed me. That’s why I’m here in your lap being so affectionate.

Henry got up, opened a can of one of Sasha’s favorite wet foods, dished it out, and placed it on the floor. The cat wasted no time and woofed it down in minutes. Henry freshened the cat’s liquid in her bowl. After Sasha lapped up some of the water, she waddled out of the cat door and into the backyard, and around the house. Henry knew the cat wouldn’t stay outside long; and would keep close to the house, away from the woods at the end of the yard, and the dangers that lurked there. Part of the day she’d sleep beneath the porch, one of her favorite places. She always came inside once it was dark.

The feline being taken care of, Henry collected the squirrel house, the wooden braces, nails and the hammer, can of paint and brush, and went out the rear door. Walking out to the end of the yard he spent the next fifteen minutes hanging up the squirrels’ home. Gave it its second coat of paint. When he was satisfied it looked good enough and would support a multitude of critters he returned to the house. He wanted to get on his way to Crater Lake.

As Henry was getting ready to leave the house, a knock came at the door.

“Scott,” Henry greeted the man with a friendly pat on the back, as he let him in. “What are you doing here so early in the morning? Anything wrong? Are Sherman and the kids, okay?”

Scott Patterson exhaled. “No, nothing is wrong. Everyone is fine. Sherman is spending the week at her mothers with the children. They’ll be gone until next Monday. I could have gone with them, but I passed. I like my in-laws well enough, but I need some me time. I want to do something I want to do before I start my next job. So far, I’ve spent most of my vacation with the family; doing family things. They left this morning and I’m bored. So, I thought, with the whole week on my hands, I would join you for lunch today at the Lodge. If it’s all right with you?”

“Of course, it is. How did you know I was going up there today?” Henry was surprised, yet pleased he’d have his friend along for company. He didn’t see enough of Scott since the government had closed down Area 52.

“Actually, Chief Collins called and invited me. Said some of the old gang were getting together for lunch and wanted to know if I’d like to join all of you. I said positively yes. I haven’t seen Collins or the other rangers for a while. It’d be nice to catch up with some of them.”

“I didn’t even know you were going to be home this week,” Henry said. “I thought you were getting ready to fly off on some top-secret consulting job?”

As usual when talking about any of his jobs, Patterson’s face went blank. He never divulged anything about his jobs, unless he received permission to. “The job has been delayed for another two weeks, maybe more. Paperwork snafu or something. I don’t mind. Sherman’s happy to have me home for as long as she can. As you know, once I take a job I can be gone for quite a while.”

“Your wife is all right with having you home longer, even after she’s had you home for months? After the family went on that long fancy vacation? Where was that again anyway?”

“Disneyland, and after that we spent three weeks at a rented beach house on the ocean. Nice bungalow right on the water. It was great. You know Sherman. She’d love it if I’d just finally hang up my badge, consulting, too, and retire once and for all. But I want to make sure that the kids have money for college, and we’re well set for retirement. I figure I need to work another decade at least. Families are expensive.”

Since their stay at Area 52 had ended so abruptly, Henry had returned home and resumed his leisurely, boring, life while Patterson had taken time off to be with his family. To have a long rest, some fun, and to spend quality time with Sherman and the children. But the ex-FBI agent, he’d told Henry, as much as he loved his family, was more than ready to resume work.

Patterson ambled into the kitchen and made a beeline for the coffeepot. He was in his slumming clothes. A clean T-shirt and brand-new jeans. “Good, coffee is still warm.” He grabbed a cup from the cabinet, filled it nearly to the top, went to the refrigerator and, taking the carton of milk out, poured a little into his cup. He didn’t take sugar. “I needed some friend time, and when Chief Collins telephoned I was glad to accept the invite. Glad to see the old Lodge again, and be with the rangers.”

“They’ll be happy to see you, too. Why don’t you pour your coffee into a go cup,” Henry took one from the cabinet and handed it to him, “and let’s go. I’m anxious to get out into the fresh air, the sunshine, of the park and the woods. I’ve been hanging around alone here in the house entirely too long. I’m growing roots to the floor. My brain is turning to mush.”

Patterson gave him a thumbs up. “You got it, buddy, I’m right behind you.” Patterson dumped his coffee into the go cup as Henry refilled Sasha’s food bowl, and then trailed Henry outside to the porch.

“I’ll drive.” Henry locked the door behind them.

“I won’t squawk about that. It means I can sit back and enjoy the scenery. Let you dodge all the wildlife that will scamper across the road.” Patterson laughed. “At least these days you don’t have to worry about rogue dinosaurs popping up everywhere; jumping on our vehicle, or lying in wait to attack from behind a boulder. They’re all gone. Forever. Thank goodness.”

“No, we don’t have to worry anymore about dinosaurs.” Henry felt a little uneasy keeping the truth of Oscar’s existence from Patterson. From everyone really, except his son-in-law Justin, who he’d told months ago about seeing Oscar out in the deep woods of Crater Lake. That had been a mistake, too late now, but he trusted his son-in-law to keep his secret. Henry had thought it was best if he didn’t reveal Oscar and his family’s survival to anyone else. Bad enough Justin knew about it. Secrets had a way of getting out and he wanted the intelligent creatures left in peace to live their lives without being hunted, rounded up, captured, and experimented on. Better if no one else knew the creatures were in the deep woods of the park. Safer for them that way. He hadn’t meant to tell Justin, but the secret had slipped out one night when the two of them were reminiscing about Oscar and his bravery; how the dinosaur had saved their lives many times, and Justin seemed so miserable that the courageous little beast was dead. Henry had to tell him that, no, Oscar wasn’t dead. He was alive and well. He’d seen him. Justin had been overjoyed.

Thinking of Oscar, Henry wondered, as he had so often lately, if the small dinosaur was still living out in the far reaches of the park’s woods; if he and his descendants were all right. Henry had searched for Oscar many times since that day Oscar and his progeny had surrounded him in the back forest, but hadn’t run into Oscar again. It was possible that the dinosaur and his family had moved further up north into a wilder and more isolated territory to escape humans altogether. Maybe they’d moved up into Canada. He wouldn’t blame them. If people knew Oscar and his family existed, the dinosaurs would be mercilessly hunted.   

The men got into the truck and headed towards Henry’s previous stomping grounds. As usual, he felt better, freer, when he knew he would soon be in his old park among the rangers, the landmarks he was familiar with, and the soul-healing nature of the park. Crater Lake had been home for so long, Henry, since Ann had passed away, often felt happiest there. When he was there, he could almost believe Ann was still alive somewhere else. Their cabin in the park. Her job at the newspaper, or out running down a story. Shopping in Klamath Falls, or visiting friends in town. And he was only out in the park working his job. It was a nice illusion, for a while anyway, until reality reared its ugly head, and he had to go home. Then he knew the truth.

It was also good, on a warm summer’s day in the sunlight dappled by the tunnel of passing shade trees, to be driving through the entrance of Crater Lake National Park again. Just as he’d done so many times before over his park ranger career. His face was smiling. The drive revived so many happy memories. Before the dinosaur plague, of course.

The year before, in the depths of a snowy winter, months before he’d been rescued and had been saved by the timely miracle of going to Area 52, he’d grieved Ann’s loss while he’d been in the park. Lost in a fevered delusion that she was still alive and with him. Those had been dark days. Strange, now, he could recall little of those first six months after her death. A lot of crying, anguish, and lost days and nights. He had to admit, he felt better now. Different. He missed Ann every second of every day, would never forget her, and would love her the rest of his life, however long that would be, but he had accepted he would be alone until he went to join her one day. He could wait. Eventually he and Ann would be together again. Forever and always. Until then he’d promised himself, and Ann, that he would live the best life he could; not let the sadness cripple him. He’d spend time with family and friends. Try to be happy. Him and Sasha.

“I guess,” he snidely directed his query aside to his passenger as he guided the truck down the highway, “you can’t talk about your new government project, right?”

“Nope. Classified. Top-top secret of the highest level. Unbelievably classified. Sorry. The government would put me behind bars me if I told anyone anything about it.” But his friend’s tone was tinged with a deeper disquiet that Henry, knowing Patterson as well as he did, could sense, perhaps, when most people wouldn’t.

“That bad, huh?” Henry slowed the vehicle down to let a fox skitter across the road in front of them. Even foxes had the right to live. He avoided creating roadkill whenever he could. The creature halted on the other side, looking back at them, then ran off into the woods.

“You have no idea.” The other man glanced away, pretending to care about the fox. Henry knew then something really scary was going on in the world. “I wish I could tell you, Henry. I really do. It would do me good to get it off my shoulders a bit.”

“Is Russia about to start a nuclear war, World War Three, perhaps? Or possibly North Korea, or China, is preparing to launch their missiles at us? Wipe us out for good and for all? Take over the world order?”

Patterson purposely gazed out his window, head turned away, and muttered, “Henry, I can’t talk about my new assignment. I’m so sorry. I wish I could, but I can’t. Please stop pressuring me. We’re friends, and, you know, it hurts me to keep things from you. I don’t want to end up in jail, or see you locked up either, if I tell you something I’m not supposed to.”

Henry couldn’t stop himself. “Would you tell me if there was a real danger to those I love, humanity, the world, if that came to pass, so I could prepare?”

Patterson released a sigh, still studying the passing scenery. “No matter what the government said, Henry, I would tell you. They can shoot me afterwards, but I would warn you, and those I care about, if a great catastrophe was coming. Government be damned.”

Henry’s curiosity was a hungry beast, but he reined it in. Patterson’s job, as an FBI agent and later as a consultant, had always been all about secrets, and Henry respected that. It was enough for him that Patterson would risk his job if he believed things were grave enough that he’d shatter his pledge to not divulge the secret and confess it to Henry. It was enough.

The park was as gorgeous and calming as always in June. The nights would be chilly, and the days a little cool, except warmer in the sunshine. Once they’d gone through the entrance, Henry rolled down the window and breathed in the fresh air filled with the scent of trees, grass, and everything that smelled like home to him. He was glad to be back in the park.

“I missed this place.” Patterson’s eyes were taking in their surroundings, a big smile on his face. “Even if, along with the good memories, it has a ton of harrowing ones.”

“Like when we were running for our lives from Godzilla, or fleeing from those flying banshees? Shooting at One-Eye, or those little glowing red-eyed devils that infested the night woods?”

“Fun times indeed. I remember them all well.” Patterson stretched his legs before him, raised his arms, and moved his neck back and forth. “I need to get out and move around. Been sitting too long, I’m stiff.”

“That’s what happens when you get old, buddy.”

Patterson humphed. “You should talk. You’re a heck of a lot older than me.”

“And don’t I know it.”

When they arrived at ranger headquarters, and strolled in, Chief Collins met them outside his office. “You two made it here in record time. It’s good to see both of you.” The man thrust out a hand for them to shake, which they did.

“It’s good to see you, too, Chief Ranger.” Henry was gazing around at the station. There were no other rangers there. They were out patrolling the park, or leading groups of summer tourists on hiking tours; or already at the lodge waiting for the three of them. Late June was the beginning of the summer season. Most of the snow had melted, except in the far reaches of the park or up in its mountains. The visitors’ numbers were larger. Though Henry did wonder why headquarters was completely empty. That was unusual.

“The rangers are out on tours spieling tales to the visitors, huh? Patrolling the park, or out checking the campgrounds?” Henry inquired of Chief Collins, as he peered into the other offices. They were empty, too.

“Some of them are. Truth is, we’re down a couple rangers right now. One, the new guy Ranger Perkins, the one I hired right after you retired, already quit, and moved on to be a cop in Ashland, and another of my rangers, Thomason, is out on extended sick leave.”

“What’s wrong with Thomason?” Henry inquired.

“He broke his leg in two places while leading one of the trickier tours a week ago on Mount Scott. He slipped and fell. It happens, as well you know. All the extra rain we’ve had the last month had loosened the shale on the path. He took quite a tumble, but saved a visitor from falling instead of him. Good ranger. He’ll be out a while.”

“Ouch. Poor Ranger Thomason. I had a broken bone once. It was no fun.” Henry made a sympathetic face. “Tell him I hope he heals quickly, and well.”

“I’ll do that, Henry. He’ll like that you thought of him. After the dinosaur wars, you’re his hero.”

“No more a hero than any other dinosaur fighter, man, woman or child,” Henry said, “who stepped forward and fought the prehistoric beasts. As far as I’m concerned, there were a lot of heroes during those years.”

Chief Collins lifted an eyebrow at him, slightly amused. The man stood there, hand on his leather gun belt. “Not according to most of the rangers here. You were the hero.”

Henry shrugged the compliment off. A lot had happened since his hero days. He preferred to live in the present. It wasn’t as fulfilling, or even as exciting, but it was real.

His eyes roaming around, Henry thought the station looked about the same as when Henry had been Chief Ranger. Though it was the rebuilt, nicer headquarters, he’d worked from in the last years of his career before he’d retired. The dinosaurs had destroyed the original one. The newer station was larger; more fortified, surrounded in tall metal barricades, because it had been built towards the end of the dinosaur wars, and no one was sure the dinosaurs were completely gone. And, of course, they weren’t. But the new headquarters, and its protections had never been tested. The dinosaurs had stayed away from it. Pure luck, Henry had always thought.

“Let’s not dawdle.” Collins closed the door to his office. “Some of the men are at the Lodge right now waiting for us. And I’m ready to eat.” The man patted his ample stomach.

“I second that.” Patterson was already on his way to the exit.

The three men left headquarters and, following each other in their vehicles, drove up to the rim and the Lodge.

As Henry got out of the truck his eyes scanned the familiar panorama around him. Memories flooded in. This park had been Ann’s and his home for so long. How many times had they stood right on this spot, holding hands, or arms around each other, staring out over the beautiful lake, in all kinds of weather, sunshine, rain, snow, on their way to the Lodge? How many times had they had lunch or supper here? Too many to count. The food had at all times been excellent and it was their favorite place to dine in the park. The lake was below, the water shimmering, azure diamonds sparkling among the white tipped waves. He could almost feel Ann beside him as he and the other two men made their way into the Lodge. The building also, during the dinosaur years, had been partially rebuilt. Another victim of dinosaur destruction years ago. Yet the décor had been lovingly and faithfully restored. It was like going back in time when he walked into its lobby and into the main dining area. Oh, the memories.

Waiting for them at the large round table next to the wall of windows overlooking the lake were Rangers Finch, Cutters, and Samuel Cromwell. Ranger Cromwell had been hired after Ranger Perkins had quit. He was a short man with a radical crewcut, sharp brown eyes, milk chocolate skin, and a smile that never seemed to leave his face. Collins had told Henry on an earlier phone conversation that Ranger Cromwell was a dependable, competent, and very sociable ranger. The other rangers liked him. The visitors adored him. He was a good fit for the department.   

Hellos, big smiles, handshakes all around, and catching up with what everyone had been up to, were made, and the men settled down to their meals, after ordering them, when the plates were brought out. Henry, as he always felt when with the rangers or in his park, was happy. He beamed, listening to the rangers’ entertaining park stories of wild animal encounters or crazy visitors doing even crazier things. Most, if not all, experiences had happened to him once, if not more, over the years he’d been Chief Park Ranger there. Everyone contributed their own comical or poignant tales of the job, laughed and enjoyed the comradeship of the other rangers. Henry was at home. For a short while he wasn’t a grief-stricken widower. He belonged. He was a ranger again in the park he loved.

Ann was probably smiling down at him from the great beyond. Hi Ann. Here I am having fun back in the place where we were our happiest...and most terrified. I am trying to live the best life I can without you. But, don’t ever forget, I will love you forever and always. I will never forget you, Sweetheart. I miss you.

As Henry socialized with his old and new friends, his eyes kept revisiting the lake and the landscape around it. It was so beautiful with the sun shining down on the water. The rim of rock circling and containing it presented the water as if it were an exquisite sapphire jewel. The beauty of the lake and the land around it was breathtaking. Henry never got tired of gazing at it. He missed it. The lake, the park...the past. Yes, even the horrific dinosaur days, because Ann and Laura had been there with him.

“I heard that the California and Oregon wildfires are getting dangerously close to the park’s perimeters?” Henry was in a conversation with Chief Ranger Collins as they were eating their desserts. Henry had chocolate cake and Collins was working his way through a bowl of ice cream.

“I’m afraid they are,” Chief Collins admitted with a scowl. “We’re watching their approach and making preparations for when and if they get into the park’s land.”

“You’re not worried,” Henry pressed, “that you’ll have to shut the park?”

“Oh, I’m more than worried. The wildfire in the southern regions of Oregon looks to be as massive and destructive as the one we had here in twenty-fifteen. You remember that one? You were still chief then.”

“I remember it.” Henry’s concern had ratcheted up at the mention of the twenty-fifteen fire. It had been horrible. One of the worst ones Crater Lake had ever had, other than the two thousand and six one. Both had closed the park for months, during the height of its summer season. “And throw in that we were in the middle of the dinosaur troubles, I can’t easily forget it. You think what’s coming will be as bad as twenty-fifteen?” 

“It could be worse. The wildfire is moving incredibly fast and already nibbling on our outskirts.” Chief Collin’s face pivoted to the window as if he could see the smoke out there somewhere above the trees already advancing on them. “I’m praying the fire is stopped before it gets here. The fire in twenty-sixteen alone ate up over twenty thousand acres in the park. Doesn’t look good so far, though the Oregon National Guard has been deployed to aid the firefighters and emergency operators. You know what that means, Henry.”

“I do.”

“They’re throwing everything they have at it. But as you know, it’s a last-ditch effort when they bring in the Guard.”

Henry knew the truth of that. The wildfire talk had unsettled him. No matter how long he was retired he still cared about Crater Lake and the rangers. They were a part of him. “Let’s hope they bring the fire under control then for all our sakes, and the park is spared...this year.”

There was a murmur of agreement from the rangers at the table. By then the men were drinking their last cups of coffee, most having finished their desserts. Two of the rangers had to return to their shift and get back out in the park. Lunch was about over. For Henry, it had been a nice respite from his lonely life. He was more than grateful that the park, and his friends, were always here for him. He could come visit whenever he desired.

Then the conversation took a weird turn. One of the rangers, Ranger Finch, said in a hesitant voice to Collins, “I meant to ask about this when I came in later, Chief, but since you and some of us are here, I’ll do it now. Has anyone,” and here the ranger glanced around at everyone else at the table, “seen those strange lights that have been hovering and blinking over Lightning Springs and Dutton Creek areas the last few nights? Have any visitors mentioned seeing anything unusual in the skies at those locations, especially at night?”

“Strange lights? In the skies?” Chief Collins repeated, a confused expression on his face.

Ranger Finch exhaled, his face becoming a little red. Apparently, talking about what he was talking about was uncomfortable for him.

“Go on, Ranger,” Chief Collins encouraged the man.

With furtive looks around him, Ranger Finch did. “I was out driving along the trail out there the other night at the end of my shift, I like to take that route before I go home as it’s so calming, usually anyway, and I saw these creepy multi-colored orbs playing around in the sky above me. They were spinning in lazy circles around each other. There had to be ten or twelve of them. Spheres of different colors. Quite pretty, in fact. Then after a couple minutes, they scattered and shot up into the sky. Gone. Just like that. In a flash, moving faster than anything I’ve ever seen.” He snapped his fingers. “Never seen the like of it. And I’ve been a ranger here for, as you all know, a heck of a lot of years. To be truthful, they kind of spooked me. They moved so quickly and exited even quicker. I thought it was just my imagination. First time. It was late, I was tired. Then...two nights later I saw them again, or I thought I saw them again. Also, at the end of my shift.

“This time when I was driving past Dutton Creek right after sundown. This time there were more of them. I think, I’m not sure, but they seemed to be a different shape. Hard to tell because they were pretty far up.” The Ranger pointed upwards at the rafters. “A little more triangular, I think. They made these weird noises as they chased each other. There was something about them that gave me the creeps. They made me feel...anxious. I drove away and, I swear, at a distance, they followed me for miles. Then, just as abruptly as they’d appeared, they were gone. Again.”

Henry caught the sudden interest on Patterson’s part. He was listening intently to what Ranger Finch was saying. Very intently.

“I haven’t seen anything like that.” Collins scratched the side of his neck, thinking. He turned to the other rangers. “Anyone else seen Finch’s strange lights in the sky anywhere else in the park? Anyone seen anything unusual anywhere?”

“No. I haven’t.” Ranger Cutters had pushed his empty dessert plate aside, and moved his coffee cup into its place. He picked the cup up and drank.

Ranger Cromwell was shaking his head. “Me, neither. Haven’t seen any spooky orbs dancing around in the skies anywhere in the park. Maybe you were seeing some campers’ flashlights bouncing around through the trees? Their car headlights perhaps? Lights sometimes do peculiar things in the dark woods, especially in the fog. And it has been foggy out there in the hollows the last couple nights.”

Ranger Finch appeared perplexed. “They weren’t campers’ flashlights or car headlights. I know what those look like. I was hoping someone else had seen them. So as to prove I wasn’t crazy.”

“I can check with the other rangers, Ranger Finch,” Chief Collins offered, “and see if any of them have seen anything like that. But I imagine if they had they would have reported it. Don’t you?”

“Not really,” Finch murmured. “I almost didn’t. I didn’t want you and the other men to think I’d gone mad cow.”

Seeing how upset Finch seemed to be over the sightings, no one laughed. Patterson’s face had a pensive look on it.

The group finished their meal and began to break up. The rangers returned to their shifts and Chief Collins, the last one to leave, back to the station.

“Hey, we need to do this more often,” Collins remarked affably as he trailed Patterson and Henry out the door and into the sunlight. “Patterson, you need to keep in touch more. You don’t live that far away.”

“I know. Been busy, though.” Patterson shrugged. “Work, you know.”

Chief Collins nodded. “I know, I know. Work you can’t talk about.”

“You got it. Government secrecy, you know.”

“Yep. Don’t we all know. You FBI, secret agent, types are all so enigmatic. I guess it’s part of your charm, Patterson.”

The Chief swung around to Henry. “It’s always nice to catch up with you, Henry. Come on by for lunch anytime. Or supper. Or just when you want to chat. I’m usually here.”

“I know,” Henry replied. “And I’ll be sure to do that. You’re a good friend, Todd. Thanks for today.”

Henry suspected it was Collin’s attempt to get him more out into the world; see more people and not bury himself alone in his house all the time. But Henry wasn’t alone. He had family and friends. Since Area 52 had been dismantled he had stayed in touch with Doctor Isabel. She often came to visit him. They had become fast friends. Sometimes, when he was visiting the grandkids in New York, he and Isabel did things together, like see a movie, go out to dinner, or just sit and talk for hours. Just friends, so far, but Henry grew fonder of her all the time. He wasn’t ready to love anyone again yet. Ann was still, to him, his great love, and always would be. But it was nice to have a woman friend, though, to talk to, especially about things concerning his granddaughter. Phoebe. Phoebe was becoming a woman and sometimes Henry needed advice on dealing with the girl. The other scientists from the base he’d gladly let go. He’d never gotten really close to any of them.

Since Henry had left Area 52, though, he had accepted the truth that he needed to expand his friend circle. He needed more people in his life. He was working on that. These days he never missed a chance to make a new friend.

Justin, Delores, and the grandkids also visited him often, too. Then there was Patterson, Sherman, and their kids. He invited them over for get togethers all the time. Patterson and him had also gone camping once or twice since the weather had warmed up. Henry was trying.

And now June was winding down, Henry was thinking of planning a fourth of July barbeque, and inviting Isabel, Justin, and his family, Patterson and his, and musician Steven James, now a full-fledged nurse who worked alongside his doctor wife, Emily, in Nampa. Make it a weekend affair because Justin and James lived too far away just for a one-day get-together. Henry had decided to make it a real big event. He was excited about it.

*****

[image: ]


STUFFED WITH FINE FOOD and good companionship, Henry and Patterson took their leave of Chief Collins and climbed into the truck.

Patterson glanced over at Henry. “How would you feel about taking a short camping trip with me down around Lightning Springs for a few days? Just us, our backpacks. Traveling light. Leave your Scamp home, and do it the old way? On foot. Look like you could use the exercise.”

“Thanks.” Henry wasn’t surprised, he’d almost expected the invitation. He’d seen how attentive the ex-FBI agent had been during Ranger Finch’s discussion of the strange orbs he’d glimpsed. Henry had seen the eager glint in his friend’s eyes. Something was up all right.

Henry took a wild guess. “You want to check out those first sets of strange lights Ranger Finch saw there, huh? See if they do a repeat performance?”

“You know me too well, Henry. Sherman and the kids are gone for a whole week, the weather is supposed to be pleasant, so this would be the perfect time to go out camping with my best friend. After our stint at Area 52, I’m interested in all things unexplained and mysterious.”

Patterson’s declaration had touched Henry. “I’m your best friend? Really?”

“You are, with Justin a close second.” The man gave Henry a sincere look, and then patted him on the back. “We’ve been through so much together, Henry. Going way back to when Dylan Greer and I first met you when you were Chief Park Ranger. When we were going after that first water dinosaur. Godzilla, as you called it, if I recall correctly. Then through the years after when there seemed to always be more dinosaurs to fight. And in my line of work, one doesn’t get the opportunity to make and keep many friends over the years. They keep dying. So, yes, you’re my best friend. Living anyway.

“And I’ve been wanting to take a camping trip anyhow. Get out in the wilderness, with nature, trees, and streams around me again. Breathe clean forest air. Sleep in a tent and sit out by a campfire under the stars. Just what I need before the next top-secret job claims me, and the working world closes in again. My soul cries out for a freeing wilderness excursion.”

“When do you want to go on this little camping excursion?” Henry started the truck and pulled out of the Lodge’s parking lot. The afternoon sun shone down on them. There were light shadows flickering through the trees around them. It was a lovely afternoon.

“How about first thing tomorrow morning? Why wait? The weather, they say, is going to remain nice for the next four, five days. I’m a bachelor for at least the next seven days. Perfect timing.”

“Good weather, huh?” Henry thumped his fingers on the steering wheel in thought. “That means clear night skies, then. You’re hoping you get a glimpse of Finch’s eerie orbs, aren’t you?” Henry maneuvered the truck down from the rim and onto the road that wove through the park. Maybe discover what they are?”

“Maybe.”

“You going to tell me the real reason you’re interested in these lights?” Henry probed.

Patterson didn’t say anything at first, then, “I wish I could, but...”

“I know, I know,” Henry muttered, “it’s classified, top secret, right?”

“Maybe.” Patterson was being evasive so Henry suspected the man knew more than he was saying, or was allowed to say. It was hard for Henry, after being privy to the secrets at Area 52, to now find himself on the outside again. He didn’t like it. His curiosity was killing him. But he also respected Patterson’s need to protect his occupational secrets. During the dinosaur wars, Henry himself had kept many a secret...to save people he loved from worry. Sometimes secrets were necessary to give people you love peace of mind.

On the other hand, Henry already had his suspicions to what the eerie illuminations in the night sky might be. After all he’d experienced and seen at Area 52, he couldn’t help but wonder if those glowing spheres weren’t extra-terrestrial in nature. The inhabitants of the orbs, if they were spaceships, could be even the ones who had stolen the two crafts from Area 52, or conceivably another species from a different planet? If there was one alien civilization roaming the cosmos out there, why not others? For years and years, humans had seen different shaped alien spacecraft flitting around in our skies...so there could be more than one variety. It was possible, wasn’t it? More than possible. Of course, if true, that would create another problem altogether. Earth had become a target. Not all aliens, his invisible alien friends at Area 52 that night had warned him, were friendly. Henry felt a shiver creep through his body.

As the ex-chief park ranger drove through the park, he found himself with nagging thoughts. If the orbs were extra-terrestrial in origin, he didn’t believe it was a good thing. After all, the ancient descendants of the Area 52 aliens, and every creature and bit of DNA evidence connected with them worldwide, except for Oscar and his clan, had been mysteriously swept from the planet. If his Area 52 aliens had returned, what did they want? And if it wasn’t the invisible dinosaur aliens, it might just be another extraterrestrial variety that might actually present a real threat. The dinosaur aliens had told him there were many other aliens in the universe. Some not so friendly, either. It made sense therefore that another alien species might be clandestinely spying on the human race, for one purpose or another. Inwardly, he shuddered. The planet had just survived a war with viciously intelligent dinosaurs, a close encounter with dinosaur aliens, and he really didn’t want to be faced with another possible world destroying menace. He’d gotten used to mundane normalcy again. He just wanted to live the remainder of his solitary life in tranquility and peace. Then die.

Henry was a patient man. So perhaps, if they spotted the lights and Henry was personally witness to them, Patterson might be convinced to reveal a part of the mystery he was hiding–if Patterson’s secret had to do with aliens. Henry really had no idea.

For a short time, before they’d exited the park, Henry and Patterson talked about the lunch they’d had with their old friends, and how great it had been to catch up with everyone; to be in the park again at the Lodge, without ravenous dinosaurs chasing or trying to kill them. How delicious the food had been. 

Once they were on the highway towards Klamath Falls and Henry’s place, Patterson stopped talking. Henry had respected that, and the remnant of the journey was quiet. Henry didn’t mind, because he was busy thinking about what he’d have to gather and pack for the morning’s camping trip. How much food and water he’d have to leave for his cat. It kept his mind busy. It would be good to get out in the woods again with his friend. It had been a while.

*****
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ONCE AT HENRY’S, AFTER agreeing what time they should leave in the morning, what they should bring, Patterson went home to also pack up his camping stuff.

“See you about eight a.m. tomorrow,” Patterson spoke before he walked out the door, and drove away. “And bring your rifle and gun.”

“I typically do when I’m camping in the wild. Bears and wolves, you know.”

“Yeah, bears and wolves.” Patterson had flashed Henry a sardonic grimace as he’d stepped off the porch; headed for his car. Over his shoulder, he sent a wave back at Henry.

In the kitchen, Sasha was sharking around Henry’s feet begging for supper, and he gave the cat a large hunk of her favorite wet shrimp and tuna food. He’d have to leave a plentiful supply of dry, canned food, and water for the feline when he left the following morning. Patterson had estimated they might be gone for three or four days. Though Henry could easily leave Sasha alone for longer, if need be. She had a couple of automatic cat feeders and a ceramic cat fountain he’d bought. She had her cat doors to allow her to come and go. The cat was an independent little cuss, but she would miss her human if he was gone longer than that.

Henry was pleased to be preparing for a camping trip with his old friend, in the woods he loved so much. He was fairly sure that they were going so Patterson could search for those mysterious orbs. It didn’t matter to Henry. They were going camping. He seized any chance he could to go into the wild with a friend. He was also curious about what Ranger Finch had reported. Hmm, maybe they’d see those strange lights for themselves. That would be interesting.

So he would be ready in the morning, and not have to rush his morning coffee and quality time with Sasha, Henry packed everything he’d need for the next three or four days camping and then headed to bed. Eight o’clock would come soon enough.
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Chapter 2
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Henry and Patterson leisurely traipsed through the forest’s undergrowth in the vicinity of Lightning Springs, dodging the trees and rocks, and carefully trudging through the leaf covered dips in the earth. The fading sunlight filtering through the trees, though, was still warm. For a while yet anyway. When the night came it would cool down considerably, and it was getting late. June in the park was still not summer. There remained snow on the high ridges and upper elevations of the mountains. The nights could get down into the thirties. Both men had brought warm clothing and winter sleeping bags. They’d build a roaring fire once they set up camp.

It was invigorating to be hiking out in the woods again. He’d let weeks go by without going out; it had been too cold in the park until recently. Henry knew the exercise would do him good, but he’d most likely be sore as all get out tonight.

Henry halted, and peering behind him, met Patterson’s eyes. “When do you want us to pitch camp for the night?”

Because where they’d been hiking was too dense for a vehicle to pass through, they’d left Henry’s truck, covered in a heavy dark green tarp, in an open spot they would remember, and would return to it on their way out of the woods. Opting for primitive camping, they carried single-man tents with them, and were traveling light. When Patterson hadn’t wanted to bring the camper, Henry assumed it was because the ex-FBI agent desired to keep a low profile, because as Patterson put it, the camper would be too easy to see. Seen by whom, the ex-agent hadn’t said. Yet Henry had a notion, so he went along with the game. Sooner or later, he’d learn what was going on.

“I guess this site is as good as any,” Patterson declared as they came up to an open area surrounded by trees with a stream nearby. “With the creek down there, we’ll have water. With the trees, we have tons of shade. It’s the perfect camping spot. We’ll roost here for the night, if it’s all right with you?” Patterson struggled out of his too-heavy, and bulky, backpack, and dropped it to the ground with a groan of relief.

“Fine with me. It is a pleasant spot...and isn’t this where Ranger Finch had one of his sightings?” Henry slid out of his backpack, laid it on the ground, then began to unpack it and set up camp. His tent came out first. Bedroll, and cooking equipment he brought out last.

“You never miss a thing, do you, Henry?” Patterson chortled softly, pulling his tent out of his backpack.

“I try not to. Tell you the truth, I have a suspicion why we’re out here in this exact area. You’re hoping to get a glimpse of those strange lights yourself, aren’t you?”

The other man flashed Henry a cynical look. “I won’t lie to you, I am. I must admit, what Ranger Finch claimed he saw, intrigued me. As you know, I’ve been interested in UAPs way before they were called that, and way before Area 52.” He shrugged, yanking his tent out of its cotton sleeve. A pan slid out of his backpack to the ground, and Patterson scooped it up.

I knew it, Henry thought.

“Greer got me hooked on all alien stuff when I partnered with him,” Patterson continued. “Even back then, he believed the aliens were here on Earth, watching and abducting us, so he was always on the lookout for any signs of their presence, or their ships. He was absolutely paranoid about aliens. Do you remember when he told us that story about the whole town being abducted by aliens, and how the government covered it up?”

“How could I forget. It was quite an ominous tale. He maintained the government has been hiding the alien visitations, as he called them, for decades.” Henry grinned, shading his eyes from the setting sun.

“That wasn’t the creepiest of Greer’s extraterrestrial stories, let me tell you.” Patterson’s eyes got an uneasy gleam in them. “Over the years he told me other wild stories about aliens, too. Lots of them. Scared me silly sometimes. Can you imagine what he would have thought of Area 52 and those two spaceships?”

“It would have freaked him out, I’m sure.”

“Yep, Greer was a true believer. Now, especially since Area 52, I am, as well. He’s the one who got me addicted to closely examining the skies.”

Henry remembered Dylan Greer very well. “Good old Greer. Brave man. He was quite the character, with many sides to him. I miss him.” And all the others that the dinosaurs had taken way too early. “So if you’re searching for glowing spheres in the sky, I imagine after we leave here, we’ll mosey on over for a night or two at Dutton Creek, correct?”

“You got it.”

“Okay with me. I wouldn’t mind getting a gander at those mysterious glowing orbs myself. See what they are. If we’re lucky enough to see any, it’ll be an extra bonus. For me, camping with a friend I haven’t seen enough of lately is the main attraction.”

Patterson didn’t say anything to that, yet he sent a quick smile Henry’s way, before he started to put his tent up. “Same here, Henry.”

Henry wasn’t sure that was as true for Patterson as for him. Patterson never did anything merely for the fun of it. He was always working, one way or another. Henry respected that work ethic, even though he wasn’t part of that world any longer. He was just happy to be out in the woods with a friend, catching up.

The men had their simple camp complete, tents up, with a roaring campfire going, by the time full twilight arrived. After they made themselves supper and ate it, they lounged around the fire with cups of coffee, and talked.

“So, how’s Sherman doing these days? I haven’t seen her for a while” Henry had pulled a plastic bag of cookies from his backpack and was eating them with his coffee. He shared them with his friend.
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