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CHAPTER ONE
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Robert Reed entered the desert looking for silver and found a world that should not have existed.

He had spent three weeks following an old prospector’s map through the badlands of southern Arizona. The map showed a narrow canyon called Devil’s Mouth and a black mark where Charlie Crane claimed to have found a lost Spanish mine.

By late afternoon, Robert reached the canyon.

His mule refused to enter.

“Suit yourself,” Robert said.

He tied the animal beneath a cottonwood, took his rifle, and continued on foot.

The canyon narrowed until sunlight became a thin ribbon overhead. At the far end, Robert found a stone arch hidden behind tangled brush. Cold air drifted from the darkness beyond it.

He struck a match and stepped inside.

The passage sloped downward for nearly a mile before opening onto a high ledge. Robert stared across a vast green valley enclosed by towering cliffs.

Waterfalls spilled from the heights. Strange trees rose above thick jungle. Great birds circled through mist glowing in the evening sun.

Robert removed his hat.

“What in creation?”

Something moved below.

A creature as tall as a horse crossed the clearing on two legs. It had a long tail, powerful hind legs, and a narrow head filled with teeth.

Robert backed toward the tunnel.

A branch snapped behind him.

He turned.

A young woman stood near the cave wall, holding a bow aimed at his chest. She wore buckskin trousers, worn boots, and a leather vest. Her dark hair hung in a single braid.

“Put down the rifle,” she ordered.

Robert slowly lowered it.

“Who are you?”

“Verna Vale.”

“Do you live here?”

“Not by choice.”

A terrible roar rolled across the valley.

Verna’s face changed.

“We have to move.”

Robert heard heavy footfalls climbing the slope.

Trees shook below them.

A massive head rose above the ledge. Its jaws opened, revealing teeth longer than Robert’s fingers.

Verna ran toward the jungle.

Robert remained frozen.

She looked back.

“You can stand there and admire it,” she shouted, “or you can run!”

Robert turned and followed.

Unfortunately, the creature was faster.
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Robert ran badly.

His boots slipped on wet stone, his rifle banged against his leg, and every thorn in the valley seemed determined to catch his coat.

Verna moved ahead of him like she had been born among the trees.

“Faster!” she shouted.

“I am running faster!”

The beast crashed through the brush behind them.

Robert glanced over his shoulder and nearly fell. The animal stood higher than a wagon, with gray-green hide, short arms, and jaws large enough to swallow him whole.

Verna reached a narrow split between two boulders.

“In here!”

She slipped through.

Robert turned sideways and forced himself into the opening just as the creature lunged. Its jaws snapped inches from his boot.

The beast rammed its head against the rocks.

The entire passage shook.

Robert crawled after Verna into a hidden cavern.

They waited until the animal finally moved away.

Robert lay on his back, struggling for breath.

“What was that?”

“Drake.”

“You named it?”

“My father did.”

Robert sat up. “How long have you been here?”

“Eight years.”

Verna explained that her father, Professor Amos Vale, had discovered the valley while searching for ancient cliff dwellings. A rockslide sealed the original entrance soon after they arrived.

Her father believed another passage existed somewhere beyond the northern mountains.

“Where is he?” Robert asked.

Verna looked away.

“Dead. Drake killed him two years ago.”

Robert removed his hat.

“I’m sorry.”

“I don’t need sorrow. I need a way out.”

Robert told her about the tunnel through which he had entered.

Verna stared at him.

“You found an open passage?”

“About a mile behind us.”

“Then why are we sitting here?”

They returned to the ledge near sunset.

The opening was gone.

A fresh collapse blocked the tunnel with tons of rock.

Robert touched the stones.

“That wasn’t there before.”

“The beast must have shaken it loose.”

Verna looked across the valley.

“There may still be another way.”

“Where?”

“My father marked several caves near the northern cliffs. One might lead outside.”

Robert studied the distant mountains.

Between them and the cliffs stretched miles of jungle.

A deep roar rose from below.

Robert sighed.

“And Drake lives between here and there.”

Verna picked up her bow.

“Then try not to run too slowly.”
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They left before dawn.

Verna carried dried meat, a water skin, and several stone-tipped arrows. Robert carried his rifle and enough cartridges to fight a small war.

By noon, they reached a wide river.

A herd of enormous long-necked animals stood in the shallows, pulling leaves from trees. Their bodies were larger than houses.

Robert stopped in wonder.

“Are they dangerous?”

“Only if you stand beneath one.”

They followed the river north.

Near dusk, Verna found tracks in the mud.

Not animal tracks.

Boot prints.

Robert crouched beside them.

“Someone else is here.”

“Two men,” Verna said. “Maybe three.”

They followed the trail to an abandoned camp hidden beneath an overhang. A rusted coffee pot sat beside cold ashes.

Robert picked up an empty cartridge.

“.44 caliber.”

Verna discovered a canvas bag stamped with the name CROWLEY EXPEDITION.

Robert recognized it.

Gideon Crowley was a wealthy railroad investor who had financed several expeditions into the Southwest. He was also known for stealing anything he could not buy.

A gun clicked behind them.

“Drop the rifle.”

Robert turned.

Three armed men stood among the trees. Their leader was tall and thin, wearing a white linen coat stained with travel.

“Mr. Crowley?” Robert asked.

The man smiled.

“Professor Gideon Crowley.”

Verna raised her bow.

One of the gunmen seized her arm.

Crowley looked toward the distant herd.

“This valley belongs to me now. Its animals will make me famous.”

“You plan to take one out?” Robert asked.

“Eggs, bones, hides—whatever can be
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