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Predator and prey move in silent gestures, on the seductive dance of death, in the silent shadows cast by the vultures of the night. 

––––––––

— Luis Marques —
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The Gonzo Shutterbug

June 2:  River of No Return Wilderness Area

Central Idaho 

One year after the meteorites came down . . .
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Thrill Junkie.

Adrenaline Addict.

Reckless Renegade.

Those were just some of the names the press had hung on him. People Magazine had dubbed him the Digital Cowboy for his iconic videography work. The Entertainment Tonight interviewer called him the Wildlife Wild Man. Rolling Stone had done a feature article on him with the title: Jackson Lattimer: America’s Gonzo Shutterbug. His cover photo showed him in full profile. A safari bush hat shadowed his weathered, sunburned face. A leopardskin hunting vest adorned his broad chest. He cradled an automatic rifle under his left arm. In his right hand he clutched a zoom-scoped Sony Cyber-shot camera. A smaller videocam hung from his neck. Behind him a pride of lions looked ready to pounce.

Gonzo Shutterbug. 

Thrill Junkie.

Jackson Lattimer loved the attention. Reveled in it, in fact. He wore the labels proudly. The rogue hunter-with-a-camera reputation was good for business.

He mused on his public persona as he led his film crew along the uneven deer trail, alert for potential trouble. A bright full moon and a million shimmering stars illuminated the nightscape, casting a silvery sheen over towering western white pines and rocky gorges. The Salmon River whispered and gurgled in the distance. His team—Sam Beeson and Milton Haynes—huffed and puffed behind him, their LED miner headlamps casting wavy shadows along the path. Three pairs of hiking boots crunched out a rhythmic cadence as they ambled through the canyon.

Jackson Lattimer’s risk-taking fearlessness is what made him one of the world’s preeminent nature documentary filmmakers. His pet slogans were: “Anything to get the money shot,” and “No predator too dangerous.” He’d lost count of the number of times he’d narrowly escaped death to capture images of aggressive wildlife.

This excursion, however, presented the ultimate challenge. This trip was unlike any they had ever attempted—tromping through miles of remote Idaho backcountry under cover of night in search of Tyrannosaurus Rex.

The Tyrant Lizard.

Jackson couldn’t wrap his head around it completely—going after prehistoric beasts. 

Dinosaurs! It boggled the mind.

He had missed out on all the fun last summer when a cluster of meteorites had struck this part of the country. Meteorites that hatched out hundreds of Cretaceous Period dinosaurs. It had been the news story of the century—more accurately the biggest story since the beginning of recorded news—and he had missed out.

For much of last summer, Jackson had been on assignment in sub-Saharan Africa, filming a National Geographic special about hippos in Mozambique, Zambia, and Zimbabwe. As much as he had wanted to return to the U.S. to get in on the dinosaur renaissance, he couldn’t. Especially not after the tragedy. One of his crew had been killed in a hippo stampede while filming underwater scenes in the Luangwa River. The dreadful ordeal was still fresh—a half dozen two-ton hippos, protecting their territory and young calves, charged the film crew in a churning, earthshaking wave of river water and massive bodies, their stout legs like the pillars of huge buildings stomping the river bottom. All but one of the crew got out of the water in time. The loss of Manny Mulenga, a Zambian contract guide Jackson had used on several previous Africa trips, hit everyone hard. Especially Jackson, who would never forget the tears shed when he informed Mulenga’s family.

Jackson had done everything he could to educate his team on the dangers of hippos, stressing their aggressiveness and unpredictability. Most people thought the beast Africans called river horse to be fat, slow, and lazy. They couldn’t be more wrong. The hippopotamus was the deadliest land mammal on the planet, able to move quickly through deep water and run at speeds up to twenty miles per hour on land. Hippos killed more than 500 people a year in Africa. He had drummed that into his crew. But even though he had prepared them, they’d still suffered a tragic loss. Accidents could happen so quickly in the wild. They had captured some remarkable footage of the giant aquatic beasts, but Manny’s death cast a dark pall on the shoot.

Jackson wasn’t about to be denied filming the Cretaceous creatures again this summer. He wanted—needed—to see a Tyrannosaurus Rex up close. It had been a desire burning deep within him all through the fall and winter as he worked a couple of other projects—photo documenting the decline of polar bears in Manitoba, Canada, and traveling to the South Australian Neptune Islands to film great white sharks and their migratory habits. 

He had done a great deal of research before deciding on this vast nature preserve in central Idaho. He had watched a lot of what he considered to be amateur quality video of Dromaeosaurus and Tyrannosaurus Rex hatchlings and juveniles. He’d read numerous scientific reports pertaining to The Great Dinosaur Hatchout. He’d studied maps and read the Hayden Fowler-Nora Lemoyne book published to great acclaim in April, Cretaceous Stones: The Return of Prehistoric Life to Earth, where Fowler surmised this Frank Church River of No Return Wilderness had potentially the largest concentration of T-Rexes. It was also where that crash survivor helicopter pilot, Russell Cavanaugh, had evaded a pack of Tyrannosaurs for a week or more. Hayden Fowler contended that this remote area—with its extensive cave systems and scant human population—was a good possibility for where T-Rexes might hole up and hibernate during the harsh winter. And most paleozoologists agreed that Tyrannosaurus Rex was a nocturnal animal. With the spring thaw well underway, and a full moon to illuminate their night work, Jackson felt certain this was the time and place to spot one of the prehistoric beasts that he understood were now larger and much more deadly than grizzly bears. He wanted to be the first this summer to photograph one in the wild. He had to be first! 

His reputation depended on it. 

His self-respect demanded it.

He knew this was an entirely different level of danger from filming hippos. In addition to the risk of encountering flesh-eating dinosaurs, this area was known to be inhabited by bears and mountain lions and rattlesnakes. So far they had been lucky to avoid trouble. No snakes or mountain lions or attacking grizzlies. The three of them had been out here three days now, and they had not seen much wildlife. Just a family of black bears foraging huckleberries on the opposite side of the Salmon River. A few mule deer and elk. A small herd of bighorn sheep tight-roping ridges up along the cliffs. Last night they explored a cave network just above Cave Creek, packed full of active brown bats. Lots of bat guano there but no sign of dinosaurs. No prints or tracks. No piles of scat. No dinosaur prey carcasses.

The search for Tyrannosaurus Rex continued in this two-and-a-half-million acres of unspoiled nature. This was Jackson’s first trip to this part of Idaho. The area brought to mind a deserted planet. They had not seen another human being or a single dwelling on their three-day trek. Just a natural wonderland on the verge of breaking out in full summer glory. It was gorgeous, but he did have to admit, the isolation of the place spooked him at times.

They hiked on, headed for another cave system, this one larger than the one on Cave Creek, according to his research. The trail took an upward swing, the three of them breathing heavier with the increase in elevation. The rifle felt heavy in Jackson’s gloved hands. His bulky backpack—stuffed with camera equipment, camping gear, make-ready meals, and drinking water—weighed him down. He felt the miles they had slogged in his legs and feet, the lack of sleep dogging him.

He heard Sam Beeson behind him. “How much further, Jack?”

“We’re almost there, I do believe.” Jackson stopped and pulled his inReach satellite communicator from his pack. “Let’s take a short break, fellas, while I get our bearings.”

“My feet thank you, my friend, as does my ass,” Milt Haynes muttered, his words rolling out on puffs of tiny steam clouds in the chilly night air.

The three men lessened their backpack loads and propped their rifles against large stones that lined the path.

Jackson looked up from his GPS device, pointed up the trail with his chin. “Our destination is up over that ridge. Another half mile, give or take.”

Beeson munched on a protein bar, drank Gatorade from a water bottle. He wiped his mouth with the back of his arm and said, “I hope we run across one of those dinos soon. The boredom’s about to kill me.”

Jackson smirked at him in the dim light. “You see a few of those Rexes coming at ya, you’ll wish you were still bored. I hope you brought several changes of clean underwear, Sammy.”

“Ha-ha. You’re frickin’ hilarious, Jack. They’re just big dumb lizards.”

“So you think,” Milt Haynes said, lighting up a smoke. “I’ve seen enough of those videos from last summer to convince me we need to be on our toes. Those polar bears we tracked on Hudson Bay are child’s play compared to these Tyrannosaurs.”

“Yeah, right.”

Jackson said to Beeson, “He speaks the truth, Sammy. We’d best treat Mr. T-Rex with utmost respect,” he said, recalling the hippopotamus catastrophe in Zambia. Haynes and Beeson had not been with him on that trip. They had never experienced a situation like that. Jackson Lattimer knew just how quickly one of these wildlife shoots could spiral out of control.

Sam Beeson waved him off. “Maybe so, but I refuse to fear a dumb animal. If things go south, I’ll just shoot the sonofabitch.”

“Not if he eats you first,” Milt said with a malicious grin.

Jackson shook his head. “Listen, guys, the only shooting we’re going to do is photographic.” He lifted the rifle from his lap. “These are last resort only. Self-defense, and only if it’s life or death. Understood?”

Both men mumbled their acceptance.

After a 15-minute break to rest and rehydrate, they were back on the trail. Forty-five minutes later they stood at the gaping mouth of a huge cave, marked as Moose Valley Cave on the topography survey map. 

“So here we are, guys. Time to strap on,” he said, referring to their night vision goggles.

Jackson watched as Beeson and Haynes removed their headlamps and pulled on the EyeClops infrared stealth goggles. He did the same. His view brightened to a ghostly green glow.

“It’s showtime,” he said, hooking his rifle over his shoulder and grabbing a handheld spotlight from his pack. “You guys know the drill. Keep your cameras ready and your guns close. No telling what we might find inside.”

Jackson entered the cave. Wide enough to drive three Mack trucks through. His adrenaline ratcheted up.

This is what it’s all about.

The risk.

The danger.

The mortal gamble.

The fear . . . my lifeblood.

The darkness enveloped him as he moved further into the interior. Beeson and Haynes followed close, glancing left and right, attentive, vigilant, the moonlit entrance disappearing behind them.

Jackson heard Milt Haynes exclaim, “Awesome! Shine your spot over this way, Jack.”

Jackson turned and directed the powerful beam toward the far wall. Long columns of limestone stalactites drooped from the vast ceiling. Through the goggles they looked like giant emerald icicles. “Awesome is right, Milt. Grab a few frames.”

“Got it covered,” Sam Beeson said, snapping off a series of stills of the stalactite grouping, his Nikon shutter emitting faint click-wheeze noises with each shot.

They moved on. Jackson waved the spotlight side to side, looking for evidence of life. They rounded a sharp bend and paced down a long straightaway. He heard water dripping in the distance. The air was damp and smelled of mildew and dust, a hint of sulfur.

They had trekked another forty yards when he spied a pile of brush bunched at the foot of a large boulder. The vegetation looked odd in a cave that had been all rock and dust to this point. He led Beeson and Haynes to the tangle, his curiosity mounting. Took a knee and inspected what looked like a snarl of tumbleweed and sagebrush. 

“Hmmm, what have we here?” he said, reaching out to dig into the twist of foliage. 

“Careful, Jack,” Beeson said. “Could be snakes in there. Looks like some nasty thorns, too. Better glove up.”

“Here, take this, Sammy,” he said to Beeson, handing him the spotlight.

Jackson put his gloves back on that he’d removed when they entered the cave. Gloves made it difficult to operate his cameras. His hands protected, he reached into the brush and pulled the top layer back. What he saw nestled in the center sucked the breath from his lungs.

Eggs.

Six very large eggs. Elliptical, elongated. Like a half-dozen colorful rugby balls laid out in two symmetrical rows. The shells were marked with distinctive swirling patterns, appearing as though they had been dyed with paisley designs.

They didn’t look anything like terrestrial eggs. At least none that Jackson had ever seen.

He pushed the goggle headset up on his forehead. The eggshell swirls glowed bright blue and green under the spotlight.

He touched one of the eggs. Tough and leathery.

Could it be?

Jackson’s voice carried a tenor of reverence. “Gentlemen, I believe we have found our dinosaurs.”

“Jesus H!” Milt Haynes said in a spellbound whisper. He lifted one of the eggs from the nest, needing both hands to extract it. “These things are damned heavy. Must weigh close to ten pounds. And the shells are tough. Feels like thick canvas.”

Jackson nodded. “I know. Can you believe it?” he said, his tone one of awe.

“I wonder how close they are to hatching out,” Beeson said.

Jackson stood, a foreboding uneasiness coming over him. He stared into the darkness ahead. “I’m wondering something else,” he said, looking back at the colorful egg in Milt’s hands. “I’m wondering how close Mama Rex is.”

A tremor in Sam Beeson’s voice. “You really think these are Tyrannosaurus Rex eggs, Jack?”

“Well, they certainly aren’t chicken eggs. Look at the size of ’em—the weird patterns. The thick shells. Gotta be dinosaurs. Big bastards like Rex. Shine that light up ahead, Sammy.”

Beeson swung the spot away from the nest and down the tunnel. The powerful lamp lit up the path ahead. Nothing but limestone and granite all the way to where the walls curved out of sight.

Then, as if on cue, they heard a long, caterwauling cry from behind them, coming from the entrance. 

Loud. Unsettling. 

A reverberating warning. 

The three of them turned in unison. Beeson jerked the spot around, throwing light on the cave walls back to the bend.

A slow anxiety began to rise in Jackson. “I believe mama bitch is here, fellas.”

“And she doesn’t sound happy,” Sam Beeson intoned with a nervous tic.

The lone cry was joined by others.

Strident trumpeting sounds, like the cries of imperiled elephants.

More than one animal?

The three photographers stood rigid, gazing into the void, questioning, incredulous.

Jackson realized they were trapped with no way out. He should have known to keep close watch on their rear flank. Carnivorous dinosaurs like T-Rex were night hunters, and the hunt would be the only thing to take them away from their nest. Faint vibrations flowed through the soles of his boots as the creatures advanced. Apparently they were returning from their nightly feed. How many of them are there? he wondered.

He chastised himself for his lack of foresight.

And just then, three massive animals came around the bend. Blinded by the powerful spotlight, they stopped in their tracks, seemingly confused and irritated by the bright light. Jackson looked on in stunned disbelief. Magnificent creatures, he thought, transfixed by the sight. They’ve gotta be nine feet tall and weigh six-hundred pounds! Definitely Tyrannosaurus Rex. Much bigger than the ones filmed last summer.

Standing on two heavily muscled hind legs, they were alien. Prehistoric predators. Bigger than mature grizzlies with oversized heads and wide shovel mouths. Rows of wicked teeth. Scaled hides that gleamed in the light. The one in the lead clutched a bloody deer in its deep mouth, a big buck. Flopping it around like it was nothing more than a lightweight rag doll. The two in back brayed like distressed donkeys. The three beasts glared at them through blood-red eyes in a malevolent stare down. 

Jackson’s all-consuming professional drive to get the impossible footage overpowered his survival instincts. He grabbed his videocam and began filming.

“What the hell’re you doing, Jack?” Sam Beeson shouted, trying to keep the light steady on the beasts.

“Doin’ what we came to do. Keep the spot on ’em, Sammy. It’s holding ’em back.”

“They aren’t gonna stay put much longer,” Beeson croaked, his nerves evident. “They look mighty pissed off. I say we run.”

Jackson continued recording, eye fixed to the viewfinder. “Keep that goddamned light in their eyes, Sammy! You hear me?”

“This is insanity,” Milt Haynes called out. He glanced down, surprised to see the egg still cradled in his hands. He tossed it back into the nest where it bounced but didn’t break. “I’m not gonna die here with you, Jack. No way!” He brought his rifle up against his shoulder.

Jackson turned away from the videocam, watched Haynes assume a shooter’s stance and take aim. “Don’t do it, Milt. They haven’t made a move yet.”

The unnerving braying and trumpeting increased in volume, but the creatures remained frozen in the light.

“They’re . . . they’re all . . . jacked up,” Haynes yelled over the din, his finger firm on the trigger. “I ain’t waitin’ until they charge us.”

“I’m telling you, Milt, don’t do it,” Jackson warned. “We’re okay. The light has ’em stalled.”

“So you say. This is nutso, Jack,” Haynes boomed. “Time to take care of business.”

The videocam whirred in Jackson’s steady hands. He was capturing incredible footage and wanted to keep it going. But Haynes was freaking out. He was going to ruin the shoot. 

“Jesus, Milt, get a grip!” Jackson snarled. “Stow the gun and get a frame on ’em. Do it now goddamnit!”

Milt Haynes ignored him, firing off a round, the rapid-fire blasts deafening. The first few shots sailed high and wide. Subsequent shots struck the lead animal in the throat and shoulder, making it drop the deer carcass, the buck’s rack clacking against the rocky floor. The Rex let out an indignant growl, followed by a sorrowful cry, then began stumbling toward Haynes, who fired again. Three more blasts found the mark in the Tyrannosaur’s chest and belly, the force knocking it backward. The beast let out an angry grumble before it went down on its back. The huge animal lay sprawled out beside the buck, blood pooling around its wounds, thick hind legs twitching spasmodically. It bellowed a loud death knell before finally eking out a weak sigh and going still.

Jackson felt a flush of anger as he watched Haynes trying to reload, fumbling the new cartridge and dropping it.

“Holy shit!” Beeson shouted as he backpedaled. The spotlight zig-zagged across the two standing behemoths, both of which trumpeted their anger.

Jackson barked at Beeson. “Hold that goddamned light steady, Sammy.”

“No way! Time to move, Jack.” 

The two remaining Tyrannosaurs came out of their trance and charged, pouncing on Haynes so unbelievably quick Milt couldn’t get off another shot. Milt Haynes’ scream was snuffed out as his rifle and headgear clattered to the floor under the onslaught. Beeson dropped the handheld spot and sprinted for a nearby rock outcropping while the animals tore into Haynes’s lifeless body. 

Jackson Lattimer was stunned and devastated. He thought he would lose it. He fought to maintain his composure as he continued filming, backing away swiftly from the T-Rex feeding frenzy. Through the night vision lens he witnessed the violent death of his longtime friend and employee, Milton Haynes. The Tyrannosaurs made quick, gruesome work of Haynes’s corpse. But some twisted sense of professional duty made Jackson keep videotaping. Have to get the money shots, no matter how painful, he thought, feeling some shame at his photojournalist’s creed.

In the viewfinder, he saw one of the beasts rise up from the feeding and turn its attention to him, blood and drool and stringy intestines dripping from its mouth. Jackson knew the time had arrived to cut bait and run.

Quickly, he shut off the recorder and jammed it into his pack, then turned and bolted to the rock pile where Beeson had fled. His heart racing triple time, he heard the Rex snorting and shrieking behind him as he reached the grouping of large boulders.

Beeson, peering out from a narrow gap, shouted, “Climb up top, Jack! There’s an opening big enough to squeeze through.”

Jackson hit the rocks at full speed and leaped just as the Rex made a lunge at him, trying to take him down from behind, clipping his boot heel and knocking him off balance. Breathlessly, he regained his footing and crab-walked to the top of the rock formation, his lungs burning with each gasp. Found the entry point. His hands shook as he removed his bulky backpack and stuffed it through the narrow crevice, keeping his eye on the Tyrannosaur below, the animal repeatedly sliding off the smooth boulders in desperate attempts to climb up after him. Jackson bent and slid through the opening, dropping down into a dark claustrophobic enclosure and joining Sam Beeson.

Both men were silent, in shock, struggling to recapture their wind. Hearts pounding, they observed the pair of Tyrannosaurs through the narrow, floor-level fissure, the animals snorting, drooling, and braying, trying without success to get at them. The opening was just wide enough to give them a limited window on the cave. Jackson realized their vantage point was too narrow to get a rifle barrel through.

Sam Beeson’s voice was loud in their tight granite cubicle. “I wonder how long we’ll have to stay in this coffin.”

“However long it is, we’re better off than Milt, God rest his soul.”

Jackson reached for his backpack and rummaged through it for his satellite phone. He pressed the red power button. The small display panel lit up the tight space. He was immediately crushed.

Beeson noticed his downcast expression. “We’re doomed, aren’t we?”

Jackson nodded. “Plenty of power but no service. Too much rock surrounding us.”

The two of them remained silent for a long while, watching as one of the Tyrannosaurs huffed and grunted and sniffed just outside the enclosure, frustrated at not being able to get at them. The space filled with a foul wild animal odor. Jackson shivered and scooted back as the big beast lowered its head and peeked through the narrow opening, its flame-red eyes searching for the human prey it could smell.

He heard Beeson say, “You’re insane, you know that, Jack?”

“Well, yeah. Tell me somethin’ I don’t know. But I will say this. It should have been me, not Milton,” he said, shaking his head, feeling the loss deep in his chest. “Poor bastard. Jesus.”

Beeson said, “Why do you think they went after Milt and not us? I mean, we were out there in the open with him.”

“Just guessing, but Milton was who they saw fondling one of their eggs. He’s the one who shot at them. He was a natural target.” Jackson glanced at the predatory crimson eyes peering in at them through the crack, listened to the Rex making high-pitched squeals like a startled horse. “You still think they’re just big dumb animals, Sammy?”

“Big, yes. Dumb? Absolutely not.”

More long quiet minutes in the stultifying dark. Jackson thought about what they’d just been through. He’d lost his second crew member in less than a year. Both in horrifying fashion. Milton Haynes had been a good man. A family man with a loving wife and two young children. One of the best young nature photographers in the business. 

He felt tears pooling in his eyes. His emotions teetered on the edge. He tried to hold back a sniffle. Couldn’t.

“Are you crying, Jack?”

In answer, he let it go, erupting into a full-scale weeping jag. The gonzo shutterbug thrill junkie bawled like a newborn baby.

He was too devastated to be embarrassed.

Sam Beeson reached out and rubbed his shoulder. “It’ll be okay, my friend. Everything will be fine.”

Jackson Lattimer wanted so badly to believe him.
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Gemstones in the Forest

June 4:  Southwest Montana 
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The cockpit rumbled as they flew south toward their destination: the Custer Gallatin National Forest just north of the Wyoming border. Peter Lacroix sat in the navigator seat, observing the young pilot working the chopper’s pitch sticks and tail rotor pedals. As much as he hated to admit it, baby-faced Robert Winkle was pretty accomplished, considering he looked about sixteen. But Peter shouldn’t be surprised by the kid’s self-assurance in the pilot’s seat. The U.S. Forest Service hired only the best helicopter pilot candidates. 

Winkle’s résumé showed he was a twenty-three-year-old recent graduate of the acclaimed Northern Skies Aviation flight school in Laurel, Montana. Peter knew the program there to be demanding. Winkle had logged 500 hours of pilot-in-command flight time, 200 hours of mountain terrain flying, and 50 hours of low altitude instruction. Only the most determined and dedicated pilots made it through the Northern Skies training curriculum. 

Peter had worked with the other newbie pilots, but this was his first flight with Winkle. The kid was so skilled Peter felt unneeded.

This assignment called for them to inspect extinguished wildfire sites for possible new flare-ups. Peter knew this was nothing but misdirection. Management could call this excursion anything they wanted, but he knew it was just a thinly disguised rookie pilot training session. Fresh outbreaks were rare after a burn area had been contained, doused, and terminated. This flight really wasn’t about tracking burn sites. They were grooming Peter to be a flight instructor, and he didn’t like it.

Since late March, he had seen his hours in the pilot’s seat cut drastically. The Missoula brass—in response to budget cutbacks imposed by the USDA—hired Rob Winkle and three other young, inexperienced helicopter pilots. Peter knew the new aviators were making half his salary. The writing was on the wall: he was training the less expensive pilots who would eventually replace him and the other veterans.

Peter Lacroix—38 years young—had put in eight good years as a pilot for the Montana Forest Service. Management saw him as an ideal teacher for younger pilots, due to his ace flying proficiency, exemplary flight history, and excellent communication skills. At least that’s how his boss, Gary Ralston, had phrased it. Ralston told him Flight Instructor was a promotion, a bump up from First Officer, the org chart job title for GS-12 FAA-certified helicopter pilots.

Peter wasn’t interested. Even if it brought him a pay increase. He wanted to fly helicopters, not teach others how to do it.

The Peter Principle at work, he mused dejectedly. Literally.

As they flew to their first burn site, he watched Winkle coordinate the collective and cyclic pitch sticks with the tail rotor yaw pedals, the kid’s hands and feet working in precise, synchronized tandem. They passed over the capital city of Helena, nestled in the foothills of the Big Belt Mountains, the mighty Missouri River winding through impressive rock formations and feeding the Canyon Ferry Lake Reservoir. They increased altitude, flying over snow-capped Sacagawea Peak in the Rockies. A herd of mountain goats cavorted along steep mountain trails. Then they were over Bozeman, the Gallatin River and its multi-fingered tributaries snaking through and around the city. Peter could see fly fishermen dotting the shores, looking like tiny stick figures casting their lines. He never tired of the remote beauty of Montana’s stunning, panoramic landscape.

He checked the altimeter and lowered his headset mic, speaking over the raucous cockpit clatter. “You’re doing great, Rob. Nice smooth climb.”

He heard Winkle’s voice in his headphones. “Thanks, boss.”

“I’m not your boss. Gary Ralston is.”

“But you’re my instructor. That makes you my boss while we’re in flight.”

Instructor. There was that tag again. He hated it.

“I’m not your instructor,” he said, more flippantly than he intended. “I’m a pilot colleague who’s co-piloting a mission with you.”

Winkle glanced at him. “You’re calling me your colleague?”

“Yes. That’s what you are, Robert.”

“I’m honored,” Winkle said, as if addressing royalty.

Peter shook his head, amused. He checked the instrument panel and reeled off flight information in a weary monotone. “Wind velocity eight knots, groundspeed at one-twenty knots. Rotor speed three-seventy-five RPM and holding steady. Altitude at fifty-five-hundred feet. Okay, we need to push east for fifty miles. Hit the stick ninety degrees east, toward Livingston.”

Winkle reached down with his right hand and gripped the cyclic stick, pulled it slowly toward him and stepped on the left yaw pedal as he checked the gyroscopic compass for the pitch and roll attitudes of the craft. The chopper banked in a slow, level turn to the left.

“Good work, Rob,” Peter said, admiring the rookie pilot’s deft touch. He studied the dash GPS, checking their positioning, waiting for the craft to line up with their waypoint. Finally he said, “Okay now straighten her out. We’re locked in to our destination. Livingston here we come.”

As they flew due east over interstate 90, Peter deliberated on his reduced flying time. After last summer’s tragedy at Camels Hump, where one of the infamous dinosaur meteorites demolished the fire watchtower and nearly killed the lookout, Fire Prevention management made the decision to close down the remaining towers, decommissioning eighteen fire watchtowers throughout western Montana. To replace the towers, the Forest Service invested in Unmanned Aerial Systems (UAS), better known as drones, to handle fire lookout surveillance. The drones also reduced the need for helicopter and fixed wing pilots as drones could fly in all weather conditions and get into spaces large aircraft could not. Management’s official statement? “The switch to technology-based fire observation ensures employee safety.” But Peter knew the move was nothing more than a cost-cutting measure. They would no longer have to staff those eighteen lookout towers. But he knew the chances of another meteorite hitting a tower, or any other natural disaster wiping out a lookout post, was negligible at best.

What’s next? Decommissioning the Forest Service’s air fleet?

Is my employment in jeopardy?

To rub salt in the wound, management was now requiring that Peter attend UAS training exercises one day a week. The other veteran pilots were required to do the same. They trained on the small robotic flying machines for use in this summer’s controlled burn wildfire prevention program. Wildfire prevention is the process of thinning out overly thick forest areas by setting closely monitored fires to prevent future, out of control wildfires. These intentional fires cleared out brush and low vegetation that acted as fuel and flammable kindling. For years these intentional fires were generated from helicopters in a process known as aerial ignition, which were dangerous undertakings. Peter had flown a dozen or more aerial ignitions in his eight years with the Service and knew firsthand of the risks involved.

Even still, he would prefer to fly them himself.

Beginning in April, every Tuesday, Peter went to a cavernous warehouse outside Missoula and worked with Quadcopter drones, operating a sophisticated OpenPilot flight controller board. Classroom sessions taught the concepts of drone flight, payload orientation, cleaning and maintenance, firing basics, and burn patterns. Tuesday afternoons were spent outdoors in a nearby field practicing dumping aerial ignition payloads onto targeted areas. The payload consisted of plastic spheres known as dragon eggs that were filled with potassium permanganate. The spheres ignited ten seconds after they were injected with glycol, so timing and accuracy were critical. Peter found the Tuesday experience to be interesting and challenging, but he still would much rather be flying.

It pained him. This wasn’t at all what he signed up for.

I didn’t spend all that time and money training to be a pilot to stand on the ground operating a remote control toy helicopter.

Drones threatened his livelihood. They threatened his soul.

Not since a serious knee injury ended his pro hockey career in Toronto had Peter been forced to think hard about his future. He had a newly pregnant wife—Brinshou—at home in Missoula with their two-and-a-half-year-old daughter. Brin was doing fairly well with her jewelry business, but rent on her downtown store had just gone up and she had a lot tied up in expensive inventory. And when he and Brin discovered she was pregnant in April, they started looking for a bigger house; their starter home where they had lived for four years was too cramped for his growing family. They desperately needed his full income for the road ahead. The new baby on the way made his salary imperative.

Peter had done a few job searches in the private sector on the sly (he didn’t want Brin or the Forest Service to know he was looking). The poor economy didn’t help his cause. Amazon Air, FedEx, and UPS were hiring only fixed wing pilots. Helinet Aviation—which flew helicopter charters for DHL and other big shipping companies—was not hiring. Nor were any of the emergency medical services that maintained helicopter fleets. He had been in demand eight years ago when the Forest Service hired him. But corporate America and the government sector seemed to be in cutback mode.

Rob Winkle’s voice in his ear cut into his thoughts. “Livingston is ahead, boss. Straight up at twelve o’clock.”

A shiver ran through Peter as he realized they were close to the site of last July’s Roundup Rodeo massacre, where a pack of Tyrannosaurs had attacked and killed two dozen people and seriously injured a dozen more. “Bring it down, Rob. Reduce altitude to one-thousand feet.” He keyed Park County Fairgrounds into the GPS, feeling a bit disgusted with himself for wanting to take a peek at where the horrific slaughter had occurred. 

Am I an evil voyeur?

They flew over the fairgrounds, but there  wasn’t much to see. Just a few cowboys leaning against a corral fence and a trio of horses pacing the enclosure.

Winkle asked if this was the location of the dinosaur assault.

“Yeah, it is.”

Winkle frowned. “I can’t imagine the horror those people went through.”

“Me either. A couple of folks Brin and I know were here the night it happened. The two famous paleontologists, Hayden Fowler and Nora Lemoyne.”

“The two who wrote that book everyone’s talking about?”

Peter nodded.

“You know them?”

“Sure do. They came to our house for dinner once. Brin served them her delicious, go-to Kootenai meal—bitterroot-fireberry salad, baked camas, and grilled pheasant. Nora loved it, but I don’t think Hayden cared much for it.”

“Wow, you actually know them? You’re famous, boss.”

“They’re famous. I’m not. And knock it off with the boss thing.”

“Okay, sorry. How about captain?

“I’m not a captain either.”

What should I call you, then? Teach?”

Peter made a face. Exasperated, he recalled that old saying about teaching: “Those who can do it, do it; those who can’t, teach it.” He was a pilot, damnit! He could do it with the best of them.

He said, “How about my real name? Peter works for me.” He glanced at the GPS display. “We need to push south again. Hit the stick forty-five degrees southeast.”

Winkle pitched the craft into a wide veer to the right. Soon they were flying over the Beartooth Mountains and Custer Gallatin National Forest. Thick stands of towering Engelmann spruce covered the lower elevations in fluffy green blankets. Twenty minutes later they changed course, flying directly east, along the Wyoming border and the northern perimeter of Yellowstone National Park. Peter checked the GPS long-lat coordinates he had entered when filing the flight plan. They were fifteen minutes from their first burn inspection site.

The wildfire that had destroyed the area had raged for a month before finally being contained and smothered two weeks ago. The result of a lightning storm, the Gallup Canyon Fire had devastated two thousand acres of woodland. Smokejumpers had fought the fire on the ground while fixed wing planes flew over spraying Phos-Chek fire retardant across the site. 

They flew over a ravine and crossed a high ridgeline. The canyon spread out before them: a blackened valley of burnt stumps and ashy deadwood that seemed to go on forever.  Set against the surrounding greenery of lodgepole pine and spruce firs, the scorched valley presented a startling contrast. 

“Circle the site, Rob,” Peter said, reaching below his seat for binoculars. He glassed the burned-out gulch, seeing a large mound of earth stretching across the bottom of the gradient, the result of mudslides from dispersed liquids and erosion. Fortunately there was no lingering smoke. 

No new fires. 

He was about to radio Missoula with an all-clear message when he noticed something odd along the top of the far ridge. Something large and dark jammed in behind the dense rows of lodgepole pine. The low-hanging branches obstructed his view. As they flew closer, he could see the outlines of huge ebony boulders, sunk deep in the earth behind a curtain of trees. 

They had to be the size of large pickup trucks.

Three of them.

Black as a moonless, starless night.

Quite different from the pale gray Madison limestone and white sandstone of the area.

“Take us up along the ridgeline, Rob,” he said, continuing to scan the ridge.

“Why? What’s up there? Whaddaya looking at?”

“Just do it, please. We need to give Missoula a thorough report.” 

Peter thought he detected a huff from the junior pilot, but Robert Winkle followed orders and increased altitude so they were flying along the ridgeline, parallel to where the seared earth met the trees. When they got to the boulders, he instructed the kid to hover in place. From here, Peter could see a glittery sparkle on the visible surfaces of the rocks. 

A tingle of excitement touched his throat. He was convinced he’d seen rocks like these before. Last spring. When he flew the Camels Hump medevac flight, rescuing badly injured fire looker George Dantley after a meteorite collapsed his tower. Peter had looked down the side of the cliff where the meteorite had struck and broken apart. These obsidian boulders had a marked similarity to the meteorite at Camels Hump. He’d also seen rocks like these when he worked the U.S. Air Force Operation Hot Rocks meteorite pickup program last summer, retrieving segments of the meteorites and flying them to a base in Idaho.

Meteorites.

Meteorites that had weirdly and inexplicably hatched out dinosaurs.

A thrilling jolt coursed through him. Peter pulled his iPad from the side pocket and logged on, checked the American Astronomical Society coordinates for the cluster of meteorite strikes from last May. He knew from his meteorite retrieval work with the Air Force that fifteen meteorites had come down and only nine of the stones had been recovered.

“Well, well, well, would you look at that,” he said, staring down at his iPad. Two of the unrecovered meteorites had come down in this area—one ten miles south of Livingston and the other here, within four miles of their current lattitude-longitude GPS location.

“What? What is it?” Winkle prodded, keeping the craft in a steady hover.

“Let’s find a level landing spot,” Peter said, double checking the meteorite data.

“Um . . . this is supposed to be a flyover inspection. That’s what the flight plan calls for. Our skids aren’t supposed to touch the ground here.”

Peter looked over at the rookie. “This isn’t flight school, Rob. It’s the real world. There’s something up on that ridge we need to take a closer look at.”

“I don’t know, Peter. I don’t wanna piss off the brass.”

“The only way they’ll ever know is if you tell them.”

Winkle kept the hovering craft steady, thinking. Finally he said, “How’re you gonna get up there?”

“By parking the bird and hiking up. And you’re joining me.”

“Say what?” Robert Winkle gazed out over the charred expanse of incinerated stumps and ash-covered surface, viewed the long steep incline leading up to the ridge. “No way,” he said, casting a doubtful glance at Peter.

“Look, I’ve got fifteen years on you and a gimpy knee. If I can do it, you surely can. You passed a strenuous physical to get this job. So enough of the bitchin’. Let’s land this bird and get up there.”

“Where’re we gonna land? It’s a hillside of black daggers down there. The skids could get caught up and we’d be in a world of hurt.”

“If you can’t handle setting down in difficult terrain, I’ll do it. I don’t think that’ll look too good on your evaluation, Rob.”

“But we’re not supposed to touch down here.”

“Jesus! Enough already! We’re losing valuable time and fuel sitting here arguing. I’m taking over.”

Peter heard the kid sigh as he engaged the rheostat marked CO-PILOT on the control panel, placed his hands on the pitch sticks, and settled his feet on the pedals. The co-pilot instrument panel lit up, indicating he had flight control. He took the craft out of hover mode and made a looping turn out over the devastated valley. Robert Winkle sulked while Peter located a safe landing zone where firefighters had dug a shallow fire suppression trench line. It was a tight fit, but he brought the chopper down slowly, assuredly, until the skids settled into the soft soil.

He shut off the engine, the rotors slowing, winding down, then stopping. The silence was overwhelming after hours of rotor racket. 

Peter looked over at Winkle and said, “Look, don’t worry yourself over it, Rob. You did a great job hovering up there along the ridge. That was an impressive bit of flying. I’ll give you props in your evaluation. In fact you’ve done quite a fine job getting us here.”

The rookie pilot seemed placated by the compliments. But only momentarily. 

Peter said, “C’mon, let’s get on up to that ridge.”

“Why do I have to go with you? One of us needs to stay with the aircraft.”

Peter laughed. “What, you think somebody’s gonna come along and hijack our chopper? There’s nobody within fifty miles of this place. Don’t be ridiculous.”

Winkle stewed for a bit, then said, “What’s up there that’s so important?”

Peter stared at him for a long moment, trying to decide how much to tell the kid. Finally he said, “Okay, you’ve put up with my crotchety old self this trip so I’ll level with you. You deserve that much. You remember that meteorite cluster that hit Idaho and Montana last year?”

“You mean the meteorites that brought back the dinosaurs?”

Peter nodded. “The very ones, yes.”

“Of course I do.”

Peter pointed up the hill to the ridgeline. “Well I’m pretty sure that’s what those boulders are up there.”

Winkle looked amused. “You’re shittin’ me, right? This is some kinda rookie pilot hazing ritual, isn’t it?”

“The U.S. Forest Service isn’t a college fraternity, Rob. It doesn’t mess around with hazing nonsense. I’m being serious here.”

Robert Winkle’s amused expression disappeared, replaced with a look of stunned disbelief. “You mean there might be dinosaurs up there?”

“Doubtful. If those really are dinosaur meteorites, the creatures are long gone. It’s been more than a year, after all. C’mon, let’s secure the chopper and hike up there. See what’s what.”

Peter opened his cockpit door to step out, but Winkle hesitated, saying “There could be snakes out there, grizzlies up in the forest.”

Peter turned, frustration evident in his tone. “The fire that torched this area chased most of the wildlife far from here.” He stared at Winkle thoughtfully. “Just so you know, one of the things I’m supposed to evaluate you on is your courage and poise in stressful situations. You don’t come with me, I’ll be forced to give you a failing mark. I don’t wanna do that, Rob. Get your shit together and let’s make tracks.”

He jumped down from the cockpit and walked around to the side of the chopper, a cool breeze blowing in his ears. Peter opened the rear cargo bay door and rummaged through the toolkit, grabbing a chisel, a hatchet, and a hammer. He heard the pilot-side door squeak open and Winkle step out.

The young pilot appeared from around the tail section, pointed at the tools. “Why’re you bringing those?”

“To get some rock samples.”

“Shouldn’t we bring the rifle?”

Peter hated guns. The Montana Forest Service equipped their helicopters with .375 Ruger rifles for protection against bears and moose, but fortunately he’d never had to use one. “Bring it if it makes you feel better, but I’m telling you we won’t need it.”

They trudged up the steep grade to the lip of the ridge, Winkle with the Ruger strapped over his shoulder, Peter with tools in hand. It was an arduous climb, but they were aided by the pleasantly cool, dry, mid-sixties weather. They traversed the ash covered ground, sidestepping jagged, blackened tree stumps. The scent of damp smoke and dusty air made both men sneeze a few times.

Twenty minutes later they arrived at the top. Peter’s knee ached and he was winded, but he bubbled with anticipation as they worked their way along the ridgeline to the boulders. The big black stones were wedged in tight, with thick lodgepole pine limbs wrapping the boulders in a verdant cocoon. He chopped out a few of the thickest limbs with the hatchet and Winkle helped him rip away some of the smaller limbs. Peter noticed several of the surrounding pine trunks were badly splintered. He glanced up and saw a wide gap in the overhead forest canopy. Some of the higher up pine branches looked scorched.

The wildfire didn’t make it this far.

He looked back up at the gap in the overhead cover, at the charred branches around the perimeter of the opening. A flutter of excitement tickled his gut. 

That opening has to be the entry point! These rocks are meteorite wedges! Much bigger than the ones I saw last year.

He squeezed in behind the largest of the rocks, saw a pair of long cracks running top to bottom, a shiny glaze coating the surface around the fissures. He did his best to kneel in the tight space and brush away ground cover at the base of the cracks.

The ground was littered with eggshell fragments. He picked up a couple of shards. Felt like hard leather. Faded bluish-green markings.

He crawled between woody trunks, sweeping away fuzzy green moss and pinecones, the act of which exposed dozens of small, three-toed tracks set in hardened mud, leading deeper into the woods.

He nearly fainted.

“What are you seein’ back there,” Winkle shouted from the other side of the rock.

Peter had a difficult time finding his voice.

“Are you okay in there, Peter?”

“I—I don’t know. I, um . . . I believe we’ve just stumbled on a Tyrannosaurus Rex nest.”

“WHAT?”

“Yeah, a dinosaur hatchout site,” Peter said, looking deep into the forest interior, a fearful tingling beginning in his chest. “Come on back and check it out.”

“I, uh . . . I don’t believe I wanna do that.”

Peter didn’t blame him. This discovery was overwhelming.

He stood and quickly went to work, chiseling out small chunks of the dark, sparkly rock. The pounding clank of hammer against chisel echoed through the forest.

As he worked, he thought, I’ve got to get in touch with Bryan Gilliam. Maybe even Hayden and Nora. The world needs to know about this.

“Are you through yet?” he heard Winkle say between hammer clanks.

“Almost.”

“Please hurry it up, Peter. This place is weirding me out.”

You’re not the only one, rookie.
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Flicka, Monster Vids, and Intriguing Black Rocks

June 5:  Gilliam’s Guidepost 

Heart Butte, Montana
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“I love this movie so much!” Eight-year-old Lianne Gilliam squirmed between her parents on the den sofa. They were nearing the end of Flicka. The scent of buttered popcorn and creamed coffee hung in the air. Another family movie night at the Gilliam ranch.

“I know you do, Lee,” Loretta said, pulling her daughter close and hugging her. “It’s your favorite isn’t it?”

“Yeah. I love how Katy changes Flicka’s bad attitude. That horse was so wild, but Katy tamed Flicka and turned her into a nice horse. I’m glad my sweet Beau was never wild like Flicka,” she said, referring to her own horse, Beauregard, one of a half dozen quarter horses stabled at Gilliam’s Guidepost. “I wanna be like Katy when I’m a teenager, Mama. She’s strong and pretty.”

“You’re well on your way, sweetcakes,” Bryan Gilliam said, fluffing her hair. Their daughter was every bit as rebellious and willful as the 16-year-old heroine in the Flicka movies. 

Lianne continued rambling with much of the same monologue she came out with after every viewing of Flicka. “I hated that mean old mountain lion that attacked Flicka. And the dad is mean, too. At least he was until Katy changed him. And Flicka changed him, too.” She pulled out of her mother’s grasp and hugged Bryan. “I’m glad you’re not mean, Daddy. I wouldn’t like it if you were mean like Katy’s father.”

An oft repeated refrain from his daughter, but Bryan never tired of it. He kissed the top of her head, said, “Your mother and I love you, Lee-lee.”

“I love you, too, Daddy.” She turned back to Loretta. “I love you just as much, Mama.”

Bryan exchanged smiles with Loretta, smiles that said: We sure are good parents, aren’t we?

Truth be told, Bryan was sick of watching Flicka and its seemingly endless number of saccharine sweet sequels. He loved the cinematography that captured the gorgeous Wyoming countryside, but he’d sat through so many viewings of the Flicka movies he could recite the unsophisticated dialogue in his sleep. But he continued watching Lianne’s favorite flicks, knowing Wednesday family movie night was a beneficial form of  therapy for their only daughter.

Last summer, shortly after the meteorite struck the Guidepost east meadow bearing the eggs of ancient creatures, Lianne experienced two terrifying close encounters with dinosaurs. The first occurred in the horse stables, when she was bitten on the leg by a Dromaeosaur hatchling. Two weeks later, in a wheat field at her aunt and uncle’s farm in Shelby, she and her cousin Marnie had come face-to-face with a Triceratops, the animal getting close enough that Lianne could feel its warm breath against her thighs. A few nights after the second incident, Lianne’s screaming nightmares began, keeping Bryan and Loretta up half the night. They’d sought help through a family psychologist in Browning. One of Dr. Helen Krickstad’s first recommendations was weekly family movie viewing. Appropriate movies for Lianne’s impressionable young mind, the good doctor had told them. “Let your daughter select the movies,” she’d said. Therefore Wednesday family movie night revolved around Lianne’s greatest passion: horses. Lianne became obsessed with Flicka, the temperamental mustang mare that headstrong teen Katy McLaughlin tames and rides to glory, with a few bumps along the way.

Coupled with Lianne’s twice weekly therapy sessions, it worked. Her nightmares ended. And the Gilliam popcorn fest was still going strong to this day. Bryan recognized it as good family bonding time, even though their two sons—Paul, seventeen and Ethan, nearly fifteen—had bowed out months ago when they couldn’t watch their favorite gory horror flicks and violent action adventure thrillers. Bryan lamented the fact that he and Loretta were losing their boys to teenage independence, especially Paul, who was out tonight playing a gig with his increasingly popular rock band, Moonrise. Ethan was also out with his high school buddies on this first night of summer vacation. All the more reason to keep Lianne close, he thought. It won’t be long before she joins her brothers in wanting nothing to do with her stodgy old parents.

But Gilliam family movie night had not been a continuous thing. The popcorn-fueled film night came to an abrupt halt last August 8, when Bryan lay in a hospital bed recovering from near fatal gunshot wounds. The entire Gilliam clan would be forever scarred by the tragedy that took place here nearly a year ago. Disturbing memories of that horrible day—the day of the ill-fated barbecue party he and Loretta had thrown for dozens of their friends—still haunted him. Terrorists from the Animal Emancipation Faction (AEF) had stormed the property, burning their farmhouse and outbuildings to the ground and setting free the ten dinosaurs being kept in Bryan’s prehistoric zoo. He recalled the excruciating  pain of being gunned down off the zoo’s observation tower and tumbling into the Dromaeosaur enclosure. Twenty-three people died that day, Bryan coming close to joining them. Several of his Blackfoot friends and a wildlife biologist had been devoured by voracious carnivores on the loose. Bryan had seen his late brother-in-law Jimmy Enright—Loretta’s older brother—dragged into the woods by a Tyrannosaurus Rex. Besides Bryan, seven others were seriously injured, requiring long hospital stays. He himself had remained in St. Patrick Hospital for a month, going through two grueling surgeries. Three months of punishing physical therapy followed. And Loretta and oldest son Paul had been hurt when their pickup crashed and rolled as they tried to flee an aggressive Dromaeosaur on the hunt. There had been no more Gilliam family movie nights until January of this year.

Yes, August 8 last year had certainly been a dark day of fire and smoke and the pop-pop-pop of automatic gunfire. The groan of industrial bulldozers on the move flattening zoo habitat fences and chilling animal howls and human screams still rang in his ears like a demented tinnitus. His two tours in Afghanistan had shown him some hellish, soul crushing shit, but that day of the barbecue was much worse because it was so intimately personal.

Loretta and the kids spent months in therapy with Dr. Helen Krickstad, with Bryan joining them after he recovered enough to attend. He recalled being heavily buzzed on painkillers during those sessions, his head and emotions drowned in a pharmaceutical stew. Life on the Guidepost—their 1,285-acre ranch on the southern edge of the Blackfeet Indian reservation—changed drastically. The family moved into The Cellar, the luxurious underground shelter that Bryan and Jimmy Enright had built after they returned from Afghanistan. The Cellar was the only structure not destroyed in the fire, and the Gilliams lived there until two months ago, when construction on their new farmhouse and barns was complete. It was a difficult time for all of them. All brought about by the fateful (fatalistic?) egg-bearing meteorite that struck the east pasture.

“Are you okay, Daddy?” he heard Lianne say. “You look sick.”

Bryan looked up at the movie credits scrolling, embarrassed. He’d been lost in his gloomy thoughts again. 

“I’m fine, Lee-lee,” he said, caressing her hand and giving her a tight smile. “Just tired is all.”

His kids worried about him, which he thought was sweet. But it also made him self-conscious, more aware of his current frailty.

You’re fine now, right? he thought, not convincing himself. His battles with residual pain and inability to walk without his cane told him otherwise.

Only forty-three and feeling seventy-three on the bad days.

He snatched the remote off the coffee table and switched over to the TV from the DVD player. A news report was in progress A male reporter in his late thirties with slicked-back, pomaded hair and a fake tan sat behind a studio desk and spoke, his voice stern but carrying a lilt of hope:


“. . . the photojournalist who went missing three days ago was rescued earlier today in the outback of Idaho’s Frank Church River of No Return Wilderness. As we reported in yesterday’s broadcast, Jackson Lattimer, popularly known as America’s Gonzo Shutterbug, is famed for his daring wildlife photoshoots. When he announced he was planning a quest to find Tyrannosaurus Rex in hazardous and untamed Idaho backcountry, many of his critics scoffed and predicted it would end badly. They were right. The expedition ended with the death of one of his crew. Milton Haynes, thirty-three and eight-year employee of Jackson Lattimer Images, was killed by a marauding T-Rex shortly after entering Moose Valley Cave. The San Francisco native is survived by his wife Connie and their two young children. We here at Boise KTVB Channel 7 News send our most sincere condolences and prayers to the Haynes family for their loss. Jackson Lattimer has also paid his respects to the family, saying his colleague was one of the best handheld nature videographers in the business and a dear friend whom he will miss dearly.

“Even though the loss of life is tragic, today we can be thankful for the rescue of Lattimer and his film crew colleague, Samuel Beeson. Both men were certain they were doomed to follow Haynes’s plight. Lattimer will talk more about that in my exclusive interview with him. Lattimer succeeded in locating the mighty Cretaceous carnivore when so many have tried and failed. His finding is consequential. Many thought the Cretaceous creatures were finally gone. But no. The beasts are back! After a long absence during the frigid winter, these prehistoric invaders are coming out of hibernation and making a return appearance. And according to the astonishing video we are about to see, they are bigger than ever. Believe me, the footage is extraordinary. It’s wildlife filmmaking at its finest . . .”



“Oh my god, here we go again,” Loretta uttered as they watched.

Bryan shook his head. “You didn’t really think they were gone for good, did you Lor?”

“I prayed those nasty animals were gone forever.”

“Hayden and Nora said they were only shutting down for the winter. Look at the bright side. At least they’re in Idaho and not on our property.”

Lianne spoke up, her voice a frightened whisper. “Does this mean more of those meeteeyites have landed, Daddy?”

He peered down at her, gave her a gentle smile and touched her arm. “No, baby. No new meteorites. The man is talking about dinosaurs that hatched out of last summer’s rocks.”

“Oh. They killed that man. Just like what happened at our picnic last year.”

“Okay, Lee,” Loretta said, standing and grabbing her coffee mug. “It’s time for us to go to bed, darlin’. We don’t need to be watching any more of this.”

“But it’s still early, Mama. The man said they have video. I wanna see the dinosaurs!”

Loretta grabbed Lianne by the hand, pulled her up from the sofa. “No, Lee. C’mon, it’s off to bed we go.”

“No!” Lianne pulled her hand away and crossed her arms, planting herself on the sofa. “I’m staying to watch.”

Bryan helped Loretta pry their recalcitrant daughter from the couch, his shoulder aching as he pulled at her. “C’mon, go with your mother, Lee. There’s nothing you need to see here.”

“No, I don’t wanna go to bed. It’s summer! It’s too early.”

Bryan said, “We watched your favorite movie and ate lots of delicious popcorn. So let’s go . . . up with you,” he said, pulling her up to a standing position, grimacing as his back cramped up on him. “Be sure to brush your teeth and wash your face. I’ll be up shortly to tuck you in and kiss you goodnight.”

He watched Loretta tug their complaining daughter up the stairs, listening to Lianne’s grumbles  of “It’s not fair!” and “I’m not a child anymore.” 

After they disappeared, he returned his attention to the newscast. They had just come back from a short commercial break and the reporter announced they would now show the “fascinating and frightening” video footage shot by Lattimer in the Moose Valley Cave, with a warning that some of the content could be disturbing for children.

Bryan watched as the first of the footage rolled. The lighting inside the cave was shaky, but Bryan could plainly see Lattimer’s video framing a ragged clump of brush. He could clearly hear the three men trading ideas about what the pile of vegetation might be. He watched Lattimer putting on gloves and digging into the snarl. Heard the team’s surprise at finding a nest of six brightly colored eggs, then saw one of the men pluck an egg out of the nest.

They’re twice the size of the Dromaeosaur eggs we retrieved from our meteorite, Bryan thought. Those blue and green swirling patterns are the same.

The edited video quickly switched to a more stunning scene. He watched transfixed as big lumbering creatures appeared to be blinded by the bright spotlight shining in their scarlet eyes. Three of them stopped dead in their tracks, looking confused, their skimpy forelimbs attempting to swat away the offensive light. They had to be eleven or twelve feet tall with broad breastbones. Enormous gaping mouths with jagged daggerlike teeth. The lead Rex clutched a bloody deer carcass in its mouth. Bryan could hear Lattimer’s comments as he filmed: “Magnificent!” and “Splendid animals!”

They’re much bigger and beefier than the pair of Tyrannosaurs we had in our zoo last year, he thought, shuddering.

And then the beasts were trudging forward. Some shouts about holding fire and standing down followed by explosive gunshots echoing off the cave walls. Shrieks from the creatures, one of them going down hard, hitting the rock floor with a sickening thump. The other two beasts charged the shooter—Milton Haynes—and made quick work of him. Lattimer recorded the other crewmember running, then swung the camera back to the pair of T-Rexes feasting on Haynes before he took off sprinting himself, recording the action behind him as he ran. Then, thankfully, the screen went dark.

Bryan took a deep breath and tried to calm his nerves. The scene had evoked dreadful memories of last summer’s barbecue in the east meadow.

The reporter was now interviewing Jackson Lattimer in front of St. Luke’s Boise Medical Center, where the famous photographer had been treated and released at noon today. The gonzo shutterbug appeared to be late forties, maybe early fifties. He was lean and wiry with a ruddy complexion and strikingly blue eyes. Strong, square cleft chin. Hawk nose. Thick strands of dark shaggy hair draped his shoulders. His searching expression and excited, quick-tongued speech pegged him as an aging hippie adventurer.


“I’m happy you are alive and well, Mr. Lattimer. Please tell our viewers how you survived those Tyrannosaurs in the cave.”

“Thank you. Yeah, so we really lucked out by having that cluster of boulders nearby. Sammy and I hid there, um, well, after my dear friend Milt went down. It’s gonna take me a long while to get over that. But yeah, we ran there and slipped down inside where the beasts couldn’t get at us. They tried, oh, man did they try. It was like a small cave. Really claustrophobic in there, I’m tellin’ ya. Sammy called it a granite tomb and he wasn’t exaggerating. Anyway, we could smell their fetid breaths as they snorted and huffed and sniffed and drooled, poking their big snouts into crevices, trying to get a piece of us. We were safe in there, but couldn’t get any connectivity with my satellite phone. We knew we wouldn’t be able to escape until they left the cave, which they didn’t for nearly a full day. One of them always stayed put to guard their nest. It was close to eighteen hours before we were able to get out and radio for help. It was a terrifying ordeal as you can imagine . . .“



A faint humming noise drew Bryan’s attention away from the TV. He sat up, cocked his head to the side, listened. Grabbed the remote and muted the audio.

The pulsating noise came from outside the house, the droning increasing in volume.

What the hell?

He stood, using his cane for support, his lower back and hips aching with the effort. He ambled down the hallway, going through the living room to the front door. Hand on the doorknob, he stopped, listened. Strong wop-wop-wop clatters cut through the hum.

A helicopter?

He opened the door and stepped out on the porch, the cool evening air making him shiver. He looked west, the snow-capped peaks of the Rockies lining the horizon. The navigation lights of an approaching helicopter lit up the dusky twilight sky. The chopper flew low, heading straight for Gilliam’s Guidepost.

What is going on? he wondered, gazing at the approaching copter. The thumping rotor blades thudded in his ears, louder and louder, Bryan doing his best to fight off a headache.

The big chopper slowed as it came in over the house, the strong downdraft ruffling his sweatshirt. He spied the green and yellow U.S. Forest Service—Department of Agriculture crest on the fuselage as it flew over.

Is that Peter Lacroix?

Lacroix hadn’t been to the Guidepost since the ill-fated barbecue last August.

Bryan watched the aircraft disappear over the roofline and descend behind the house, settling down in the quadrangle yard near the utility barn. He shuffled back inside, leaning heavily on his cane, bumping into a questioning Loretta in the hallway.

“What’s going on, Bry? Is that a helicopter I’m hearing?”

“Yeah. I think it’s Peter.”

“Peter Lacroix?”

“Yeah,” he said, moving past her.

“Are Brinshou and Kimi with him?” Loretta had befriended Peter’s wife and their toddler daughter when they stayed here last summer while Brin worked for Bryan designing Cretaceous meteorite jewelry and trinkets. Loretta had fallen in love with sweet little Kimi.

Bryan moved out into the sunroom, the helicopter landing lights reflecting off the glass. Loretta followed close behind.

“I don’t know what’s going on,” he said over his shoulder. “Let’s find out.”

He hobbled out into the quad as the chopper powered down to a low idle, the noise level dropping a few decibels.

The cockpit door opened and Peter Lacroix stepped down, clutching a large canvas bag. “Fantastic! I’m glad I caught you at home, Bryan.”

“Your odds were good. We don’t get out much anymore.”

“I hope I’m not dropping in too late.”

Bryan checked his watch. “It’s only a little past nine. We’re not old geezers yet,” he said with a laugh. “It’s great to see you, Pete, but this is quite a surprise. What gives?”

Peter approached and set the bag down, gave Bryan a half-embrace man hug, then hugged Loretta. “You’re both looking good,” he said, Bryan thinking it was a goodhearted lie. “I wouldn’t normally just drop in unannounced like this. I called you several times the past few days, Bryan, but I kept getting your voicemail. Did you get any of my messages?”

Bryan shook his head. “I keep my cell phone off most of the time. Not much need for it these days. Sorry about that.” He looked down at the bag. “Whaddaya got there?”

Peter’s eyes brightened. “Something I think you’re gonna like a whole lot.” He kneeled and yanked the drawstrings, opening the top. Pulled out a fist-sized obsidian rock.

“What is it?” Loretta asked.

“You don’t recognize it?” Peter said to her.

“No.”

“Well I do,” Bryan said, a flutter of excitement rippling through his chest. He turned to Loretta. “It’s Cretaceous meteorite rock, Lor. Where’d you get it, Pete?”

“Three-hundred miles south of here, in the Custer Gallatin National Forest. Just north of Yellowstone. We were inspecting a wildfire burn site when I spotted the meteorite, broken into thirds.” Peter emptied the contents of the bag. The half dozen black stones dusted with tiny sparkles spilled across the ground. “I couldn’t believe it. There they were, perched high atop a bluff, looking like a charcoal Stonehenge. They’re huge, too. Boulders really. Much bigger than the ones I picked up flying that Air Force operation last year.”

Bryan leaned on his cane and bent over to pick up one of the stones. Flipped it over in his hand, examining it. “This is phenomenal, Pete. Looks like the real thing. But how can we be sure this is authentic Cretaceous stone?”

“Easy,” Peter said, getting to his feet and reaching into his aviator bomber jacket pocket, pulling out his cell phone. “There are three-toed dino tracks leading away from hatchout crevices in the rocks,” he said, swiping on his phone. “I took some pics. Here.” He handed Bryan the phone. “Take a look.”

Bryan scrolled through the photos, seeing shot after shot of dinosaur tracks around three huge wedges of black meteorite rock. “Pete, these tracks confirm it,” he said, showing them to Loretta. “And those rocks? Holy shit! They dwarf the meteorite that hit our meadow last summer.”

Peter reached inside his jacket and pulled out a couple of small, flat objects, held them out in front of him. “And these will confirm it beyond a doubt.”

Bryan squinted, the dimming dusk light making it difficult to make out what the pilot held in his hands. “What are they?” he asked.

“Pieces of eggshells. Dinosaur eggs. I found a few of them scattered around the base of the rocks, at the bottom of the cracks where they hatched out.”

Bryan handed Peter’s phone back to him and moved in for a closer look. The egg shards were colored with bluish-green swirls. Greatly faded and diminished, but noticeable. A slow dizziness washed over him. He had just seen these same color-patterned eggs on tonight’s news report. In video shot by that gonzo wildlife filmmaker.

“Um, I believe these are Tyrannosaurus Rex eggs, Pete.”

“Huh? Why do you say that?”

“Because I just saw this very same egg on a news report not fifteen minutes ago. Some crazy ass  photojournalist shot footage of T-Rexes in a cave in Idaho. He and his team found their nest. Their eggs look exactly like what you’re holding.”

“Wow! Really?” Peter said, staring at the shell fragments.

“Yep. The dinos are back, Pete.”

Loretta spoke up. “What say we move this discussion inside, gentlemen. It’s cold out here.”

“Unfortunately I can’t stay,” Peter said. “We’re overdue back at the base and I have a pilot trainee waiting on me in the bird.”

“One last question before you fly off,” Bryan said. “Why has nobody found this meteorite the past year?”

Peter leaned over and began stuffing the meteorite stones in the bag. “Because those rocks were well concealed in thick forestland until a wildfire exposed them.”

“Well, why didn’t firefighters see them?”

“Because they didn’t know what to look for. The Air Force trained me to find dinosaur meteorites.”

Bryan felt a thrill rise up in him. “Those rocks are a treasure, Pete,” he said, referring to the public’s insatiable demand for the Gilliam Cretaceous Stone line of jewelry and charms last summer. Bryan and Loretta had made a small fortune off the dinosaur meteorite that had crashed in their outlying pasture, with Bryan hiring his Blackfoot neighbors to churn out the merchandise to meet the demand. Anyone who was anyone (and who had the money) just had to have a piece of the famous prehistoric rock.

“Yeah, I’m aware of that,” Peter said evenly. “I know those rocks are potentially worth a king’s ransom.” He held the canvas bag out to Bryan, urging him to take it.

“You’re giving them to me?” Bryan said, surprised.

Peter nodded. “Consider this my partial payback for the meteorite rock I stole from you,” he said, with regard to last summer, when he first visited Gilliam’s Guidepost to pick up the Gilliam’s meteorite per federal government orders. Peter had been flying for the Air Force in a failed meteorite recovery operation known as Operation Hot Rocks.

Bryan clasped the heavy bag against his chest. “You didn’t steal from me, Pete. The U.S. government did.”

“Even so, I was a player in that fiasco. Hence, my payback. That’ll get you started making more of that beautiful jewelry.”

“Well, thanks,” Bryan said with a grin. He glanced at Loretta, who remained impassive, then turned back to the pilot. “Listen, is there any way of getting the rest of that rock back here to our ranch?”

“No easy way. It would be extremely difficult. That area is as wild as the Amazon jungle. Completely inaccessible. There are no roads in. And hiking in is impossible as trails are few and far between. I’m sure those rocks weigh in at a ton or more each and they’re entrenched deep in hardened marl and limestone. The only way to yank them out and transport them is with a heavy-lift chopper. We have one of those in our Missoula fleet—a Sikorsky Skycrane—but my superiors would never sign off on it. Or if they did, they would turn all the rock over to the appropriate federal agency. My employer is by-the-book big government all the way.”

Bryan nodded, thinking, finally saying, “What if we went in with a regular helicopter and took them out in smaller chunks? You know, bring the meteorite back here in pieces?”

Peter stared at him for a long moment and Bryan wondered what was going through the pilot’s mind. Finally Peter said, “It could be done, yes. But it still requires a chopper and the Montana Forest Service would never go for it.”

“So, let’s get us our own chopper then.”

Peter laughed loudly. “Do you have any idea how much a helicopter costs?”

“Not really, no.”

“Even a small ultralight eggbeater starts at thirty-five grand. And they’re not safe. To get a decent, airworthy craft to do what you want? We’re talking, minimum, hundreds of thousands. More realistically, seven figures.”

“What about rentals?”

“They’re around three- to four-hundred an hour.”

“Now you’re talkin’.”

“But you’d still need a pilot, Bryan.”

“Well, you’re a pilot, Pete. And a damned good one at that. And you know right where the goodies are.”

“Bryan!” Loretta warned, taking his hand in hers. “I think we should let Pete get back to Missoula. It’s late and I’m sure Brin wants her husband home with her and Kimi.”

Peter turned and walked back to the chopper. Opened the cockpit door and stepped up, plopped into his seat.

Bryan yelled out, “I’ll call you in the next couple of days, Pete. I’ve got some ideas I’d like to run by you.”

“Okay, I look forward to it,” Peter said, pulling the door shut.

Bryan watched the main rotor rev. The engine whine escalated into a roar. The helicopter lifted, rising above the quad and disappeared over the roof. 

Loretta pulled him back into the sunroom. A hard, angry tug.

She faced him. Twin fires flamed in her eyes. “Now you listen to me, Bryan Richard Gilliam. I will NOT go through this with you again this year! I saw those entrepreneurial wheels turning in your head out there. Last year you dragged our entire family into your stupid dinosaur zoo scheme. You saw how well that worked out for us, didn’t you? Now you’re talkin’ crazy smack, trying to recruit Pete Lacroix to fly some ridiculous meteorite missions. It’s fucking insane, Bry! You’re in no condition to be flying out into the wilderness to retrieve a bunch of rocks. Didn’t you learn anything last summer? Jesus! Don Quixote has nothing on you!”

Bryan pulled away. “You misunderstood, Lor. I wouldn’t be flying out with Pete. I’d hire him and a small team to do the work.”

“With what money? The kids’ college funds?” she said, glaring at him, her breaths coming hard and fast.

“Oh don’t try to pin that on me, Loretta. You know I would never touch their college money. I’m talkin’ about the insurance money.”

“Most of that went to rebuilding the Guidepost. And to grieving Blackfoot families.”

“Your accounting methods are suspect, oh dear wife of mine. Last I checked we still have a substantial amount in savings. And Atlee assures me that—”

“Oh, Atlee Pinnaker can kiss my ass, Bryan! Our so-called blue-chip attorney’s been promising us a multimillion-dollar settlement from the AEF for nine months now. I’m beginning to think we’ll never see a penny from that shyster!”

“I just spoke with Atlee yesterday. The lawsuit is finally being presented next week,” Bryan said calmly, trying to get the conversation on an even keel. “He guarantees a quick and generous settlement.”

“Well goody-goody hot shit for Atlee!” Loretta shook her head in dismay. “Haven’t you heard the old proverb about counting your chickens before they hatch?”

Bryan sighed, tired of his wife’s lecture. “Of course I have, but—”

“But what, Bryan?” she huffed, glaring at him. “You’re looking at spending tens of thousands—shit, hundreds of thousands—of dollars chasing another of your goddamned idiotic pipe dreams. It’s money we don’t have. So I say fuck you, Bryan! I’m sick of your pointless fanciful dreams. I won’t be a part of another one.”

They both noticed Lianne standing in the doorway, dressed in her horse-patterned pajamas, staring at them with a look of wounded fragility.

How long has she been watching us? Bryan wondered. Did she hear everything?

“Are you okay, Mama?”

Loretta flushed, embarrassed, then recovered. “Mommy’s fine, Lee-lee,” she said, pulling the girl into her arms. “C’mon, let’s you and I go to bed, sweetheart.”

Bryan watched his wife and daughter leave the sunroom, Lianne weepy and teary-eyed. He felt hollowed out and defeated, emasculated. A mere shell of the man he was just an hour ago.

Loretta used to tell him she was his dreamcatcher.

Apparently she had given up catching his dreams.
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What’s Love Got To Do with It?

June 7:  Eden Prairie, Minnesota
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She wrapped her arms around him under the tangle of damp sheets. Tried to catch her breath in a bedroom smelling of perspiration and sex. Once again, Hayden had sent her to the moon and back with his skillful lovemaking. Nora had climaxed so hard she was still trembling.

“Wow, my man sure knows how to please a lady,” she sighed, running her fingers through his thick beard.

“Your G spot est mon ami.” He smiled through labored breaths.

“My G spot is your friend? Really, Hayden?”

“Et tu te plains?”

“You’re going to have to translate that one for me, dearest.”

“I said, ‘And you complain?’ ”

She laughed. Since they had returned from their Paris trip a month ago, Hayden had taken to rattling off clips of French. Nora got a kick out of the way he mangled all the romance out of the language. He had also become fond of wearing a red beret, rakishly tilted to one side. His new French schtick persona was ridiculous but somehow endearing.

He continued. “I’m well versed in the Gräfenberg spot, better known as the excitable G spot. I’ve studied it almost as much as I’ve studied Cretaceous creatures.”

She gave him a mocking smile. “Should I thank all those young trophy sluts you’ve slept with over the years for your expertise?”

“There’s some truth to that. And to think, when we first met you reprimanded me for my playboy lifestyle. Tu m’as apprivoisé, Nora.”

“Translation please?”

“It means you tamed me. You’ve tamed the wild stallion in me.”

“Impossible. There’s no taming Hayden Fowler.”

“Well you have. How about taming me some more,” he said, slinking beneath the sheets. His voice was muffled. “Let’s see if I can make your G spot sing again.”

“God, Hayden,” she said, feeling him between her legs, his beard tickling her thighs. “You’ve got to be the horniest forty-eight-year-old man on the planet.”

“Et tu te plains?”

She smiled widely and closed her eyes as he sent her rocketing to the moon again.

Nora Lemoyne met Hayden Fowler last year. She had come to this very house in the Minneapolis suburbs to recruit the well-known author/paleontologist for the Smithsonian Paleo Expedition team that she was heading up At a beefy six-foot-four with wild mountain man hair and untamed beard, he was physically imposing to a petite woman like Nora. She remembered her apprehension about meeting the man she had idolized since her college days as a Paleontology and Evolutionary Biology grad student at the University of Michigan. His bestselling books, Ancient Life, Final Strife and Interpreting Cretaceous Fossils, had  a huge influence on her. She had referenced those texts liberally in her graduate dissertation, and recalled her stupid fangirl crush on the man the scientific community called The Boy Wonder of Paleontology. She would gaze at his dust jacket photo like a schoolgirl in hormonal heat, which was completely absurd with him being just three years her senior. But last summer, twenty years later, the boy wonder was known for his drinking and womanizing more than his dinosaur knowledge. She’d had major concerns over how he might behave around several beautiful young college interns she had hired on for the Montana excursion. Then again, he was a preeminent paleontological scholar who specialized in the Late Cretaceous. Having Hayden Fowler on her team would give the expedition major credibility. She remembered his excited look when she asked him to join her dig team, with a warning that she would not stand for any funny business on the two-month expedition. He had eagerly accepted her offer and agreed to behave himself.

The first week out in Choteau, Hayden went back on his word, getting rip-roaring drunk on the job. Nora read him the riot act, threatening to send him back to Minnesota if he misbehaved again. Her extreme dressing down of him in her trailer that early June night was a turning point in their relationship. He walked the straight and narrow after that. He quit drinking and didn’t bother the young girls on the expedition. He started looking at Nora with a newfound respect, acting more gentlemanly around her. Gradually his arrogance softened, though he still maintained an unfiltered directness. Surprisingly, his no-beating-around-the-bush approach and naughty charm turned her on. Increasingly she found herself enjoying being with him.

It was all innocent coworker infatuation at first. But then things escalated. Shocking as it was to her at the time, their relationship exploded into incendiary red-hot couplings when the Smithsonian moved them off the paleontology dig and reassigned them to duties as dinosaur trackers. They were joined at the hip pursuing Dromaeosaurs and T-Rexes and Triceratops through northwestern Montana, shooting video footage and compiling data on the creatures. They even captured a few animals, transporting them to the Gilliam ranch in Heart Butte, which had become dinosaur central, where the creatures were kept in natural habitat pens and studied by teams of wildlife scientists. 

Hayden made a few bold passes at her before she gave in. They started sleeping together in hotel rooms, Hayden saying they needed to share a room (and a bed) to cut down on travel expenses. They both knew the Smithsonian was paying for their accommodations. Nora had laughed, but went along. After that first night they’d slept together, “cutting down on road expenses” became a running joke between them.

And then fate took them to the tragic July 4th Livingston Roundup Rodeo, where a pack of Tyrannosaurs invaded the fairgrounds as the fireworks show concluded, slaughtering dozens of rodeo fans. She and Hayden had witnessed the grisly feeding frenzy from the top rows of the spectator stands. And the fickle finger of fate also took them to the horrific AEF terrorist attack on Gilliam’s Guidepost. August 8 was a day she would never forget: hard-charging gunmen and powerful bulldozers, escaped dinosaurs, torched buildings, Gilliam partygoers running for their lives. Nora and Hayden had viewed the mayhem from a helicopter, with gunmen shooting at them from the ground.

Yes, it had been a crazy, insane year. She had experienced many highs and lows—days of whimsical, dreamlike fantasy punctuated with shocking nightmarish events. Strange scientific phenomena. Egg-bearing meteorites. A return of the dinosaurs. Lots of mind-blowing sex. Human tragedy on a ultraviolent scale. Highest of highs and lowest of lows. As fate would decree, she and Hayden had been there from the very beginning (the Gilliam meteorite) witnessing one of the most earthshattering happenings in modern history.
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