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“The eggs are in no danger of being
crushed.”

 



Chapter 1

 


The army helicopter followed the alamosaurus
herd from a safe distance—a safe distance above. Some of the
long-necked behemoths were a hundred feet long from their smallish
heads atop giraffe-like necks, through their elephantine bodies to
the tips of their striped, bullwhip-like tails. Still, the pilot,
Chief Warrant Officer Marsha Demerest, trailed the creatures
closely enough that the rotor blades of her OH-58D Kiowa Warrior
helicopter nearly clipped the tops of tall evergreen trees around
the herd.

“Don’t get within a tail flick of those things,”
Demerest’s front-seat passenger, General Victor Suarez, warned. “I
have it on good authority they can smack down a full-grown T rex
with a crack of that whip. They would make hash out of this
bird.”

The animals had reacted to the noise of thumping
rotors at first, but now seemed content to ignore it and continue
their trek. There were about two dozen of them, large and small,
moving through coastal hills on the Quinault Indian Reservation of
Washington State.

“They’re headed due south,” the passenger in a
back-observer seat said. Helmeted and flight-suited like his
cohorts, Major Joseph Abercromby held a portable computer on his
knees. “Map says they’re already halfway to the towns of Hoquiam
and Aberdeen. I wonder how fast they’re moving?”

“Instruments say we’re tailing them at 19 miles an
hour, ground speed,” Demerest replied. “They move pretty fast for
such big beasties. And they’re only walking!”

“At that rate,” Crom said, “they’ll be in Aberdeen
this afternoon.”

“Unless they stop for lunch,” Demerest said.

“Not likely,” Suarez said. “Check that one!”

A medium-sized alamosaur passed a tall hemlock tree
and without breaking stride, raked its muzzle of peg-like teeth
along one of the tree’s highest branches. This stripped off needles
and small twigs and left the naked branch and the treetop wagging.
Moving along, the sauropod swallowed the bristling mouthful without
chewing. To get it down, it tipped its head back and gulped several
times.

“What I want to know,” Suarez pondered, “is how are
we gonna head them off before they mix it up with people?”

“Sir,” Demerest said. “I’ve got a Hellfire missile
on my right pylon and a seven-shot Hydra rocket pod on the left. If
you want, I can give ’em a reason to turn back.”

“You mean, shoot one?”

“Or put a rocket in front of ’em to scare ’em.”

“Negative, Demerest. This mission is logged as
‘observation-only.’ No fireworks allowed unless we’re attacked. I
don’t think something that heavy can get more than a couple feet
off the ground. And, last time I checked, only the Kra have laser
weapons. These are just big dumb beasts.”

“Pretty dumb, alright,” she agreed, “if they’re
heading where people live.”

“Another thing I’d really like to know,” Suarez went
on, “is, where the heck do they think they’re going?”

Crom looked at his map again. “Beats me, Vic.
Another twenty miles in this direction takes them straight into
town. More than twenty thousand people live in the Hoquiam-Aberdeen
area according to Google.”

“All I know for sure,” Suarez said, “is I woke up
this morning at the forward base in Forks, thinking everything was
okay. The Kra army had stood down. Our lines were quiet too. And
then comes a call from General Davis at NORAD, saying dinosaurs
were south of the Hoh River truce line. No mention of what kind of
dinosaur. I assumed it was a force of Kra in fighting machines, not
this bunch of thunder lizards. Davis said we’re now on a war
footing and Congress is meeting in a hurry-up session to decide
what to do. He told me, ‘Get south and reconnoiter ASAP.’ So here
we are.”

Crom glanced at his screen again. “They came out of
the Olympic National Park along the Snahapish River Valley. Spotted
early this morning by guards at the Olympic Corrections Center.
Spotted again moving down the Clearwater River and crossing Highway
101 south of the Queets River. Now they’re on the Quinault Indian
Reservation. The sheriff that was tailing them couldn’t follow them
into the rough country here. It’s all hills and dense evergreen
forests, both where they came from and where they’re heading right
now.”

“And now that we’ve found ’em again,” Demerest said,
“what are we supposed to do?”

They watched the alamosaurs, six adult pairs and a
dozen younger animals, ford the Quinault River at a
boulder-bottomed oxbow bend. The huge sauropods scarcely slowed to
dip drinks, which they took in at a single gulp by lying ten feet
of their necks along the water’s surface and sucking in huge
volumes, which they swallowed by raising their heads like drinking
geese. Then they continued south, stepping across hundred-foot
long, eight-foot thick logs on the bank to plunge into the tall
forest again.

The biggest beasts strode ponderously but swiftly,
like migrating elephants. The smaller animals trotted agilely to
keep pace.

“Man!” Crom said. “They move fast.”

“Too fast,” Suarez said. “We don’t have much time to
figure out what to do.”

 


“The world’s biggest science project is
coming along nicely!” Professor David Ogilvey exclaimed. In front
of him and Chase Armstrong and Kit Daniels stretched the skeleton
of a tyrannosaurus rex, nearly fifty feet from its toothy jawbone
to its last tail vertebrae. It lay in a clearing in the paper-birch
woods near the ranch house, and it was no fossil. Entirely
aboveground, its bones were fresh and pink. It had been stripped of
flesh by scavenging creatures large and small, leaving the long,
nicely articulated framework of the animal freely accessible for
Dr. Ogilvey’s observations—and lectures. As he had done on several
previous visits, Dr. O moved around the skeleton, exclaiming in
delight about the fine condition of this belly rib or that
phalange. “I declare,” he said to Kit, “your college project,
collecting the first-ever complete T-rex skeleton, will be a
landmark undergraduate thesis! Especially when you reassemble it
for display at the National Museum in Washington DC. Your name will
be a paleontological legend!”

“I don’t know if I’m ready for that,” Kit said. “I’m
just a simple country girl.”

“No, you’re much more,” Ogilvey said, then he
noticed Chase standing near the skeleton’s chest, deep in
thought.

“Chase, my boy,” he grinned a long-toothed smile
that dimpled his gray-bearded cheeks. “I hope what you see relieves
your conscience.” His eyes twinkled through thick eyeglasses.

The tall, dark-haired wildlife biologist shook his
head in the negative. “Nothing is going to ease my guilt about
killing this magnificent beast. Why would you think looking at its
skeleton helps? Because it gave its life for science?”

“No, Chase. Because all the evidence says you didn’t
kill it.”

“What! How do you figure?”

“Look here.” Ogilvey pointed at the animal’s
shoulder blade. “When you shot his flank, you hit the wing of his
scapula. Just winged him, you might say.” The professor chuckled at
his own joke, but Chase didn’t. Ogilvey went on cheerily. “The
bullet sank into bone and did no real harm. Inspect the hole
carefully. See how new bone had begun to fill it? The wound was
healing, Chase! This rex didn’t die from a gunshot wound at
all!”

“I fired two more shots.”

“Yes, yes, Chase. But all three of your bullets
struck bone—one in the left iliac crest at the hip, this one on the
left scapula, and one on the right coracoid, on the breast. None
penetrated the chest or abdominal cavity. So none harmed internal
organs.”

“Come to think of it,” Chase said, “I did try to hit
those bones.”

Kit let out a little astonished gasp. “You mean to
say you were picking and choosing your shots while this thing was
trying to eat me?” She frowned her disapproval.

“Well, just momentarily,” he apologized. “My
wildlife biologist instincts got the best of me.”

“And a job well done,” the professor said. “You
chased him away from Kit, who was fending him off with nothing more
than a pitchfork, but you didn’t kill him. And notably, all three
bones had begun to heal. I think it’s safe to say your record of
never having killed a T rex remains intact.”

“So what killed him? Kit’s pitchfork to the
mouth?”

“No, not by my reckoning.”

“What then?”

“See there, on side of the rib cage? Three ribs
splintered in a way that could have pierced a lung.”

“Rufus!” Kit exclaimed.

“Yes, my dear. Rufus and Henrietta. Our
parasaurolophus friends punched and kicked this rex so mercilessly
when they saved us from him, that he was forced to retreat to save
himself. But clearly, the parasaurolophus attacks were much more
damaging than Chase’s bullets. The three cracked ribs are all
unhealed—and furthermore, there is a small, fresh fracture in the
parietal bone of the skull as well. No telling what sort of
internal injuries might have accompanied those fractures. A
ruptured liver? A perforated lung? A brain hemorrhage? I recall
both Rufus and Henrietta landing solid punches and kicks to this
rex’s chest, gut, and head. And now we see just how deadly a
parasaurolophus attack can be!”

AS the stood together, Kit took Chase’s elbow,
hugged his muscular arm, and smiled up at him. “Are you relieved
you’re not a carnivore killer?”

“I am,” he smiled at her.

“Yes, Chase Armstrong,” Ogilvey said. “You were, you
are, and you will remain the champion of wildlife, no matter how
large or small.”

“Or fierce,” Kit added.

 


Will Daniels could be heard shouting from the
house. “Kit? Kit? Where are you guys?”

“Down here, Pop!” she called back.

“Well, get up here,” Will hollered. “Gar’s here.
Wants to talk to Dr. O., and you, and Chase too.”

 


When they came out of the woods, Gar was
sitting in his fighter-walker, having hunkered the two-legged
machine down in front of the house to talk with Will. As they
gathered around the gleaming silver quahka, he head-bobbed a Kra
greeting to each in turn.

“Trouvle,” he said, in English that was inflected by
rows of sharp theropod teeth.

“Trouble?” Dr. O repeated. “What sort of
trouble?”

“Vad trouvle. Deelonga run loose.”

“Deelonga? Alamosaurs, you mean?” The professor’s
woolly eyebrows rose high over his thick glasses.

“Gah!” Gar nodded his crested head. “Alangosaurs
walking long distance.”

“Walking? Where to?”

“Don’ know exactly. Go to lay eggs. Go east.”

“East? How far east?”

“Very pfar east.”

“Ah,” said the professor. “A migration to a nesting
ground?”

“Gah.”

A moment of silence followed as they all pondered
this new problem. As thoughtful Kra often do, Gar turned his long
neck to preen the black feathers of his shoulder, which was no
longer covered in battle armor in these times of truce.

“So,” Chase began. “Are they headed toward human
populations?”

“Gah.”

“And what are we supposed to do about
it?”

“Don’ know, Chay-su. You talk with Suarez.” Gar
motioned for the group to come near, and they mounted the two
hunkered-down legs of the fighting machine. When they had arranged
themselves around the cockpit, he turned on a video screen. Suarez
appeared on a two-way video feed from a moving helicopter, his
visor up and his tanned face lined with great concern.

“Hi, you guys,” he said. “Glad to see you. Check
this.” He hit a switch in front of him and the view shifted to a
gun-sight image tracking a huge sauropod splashing across an oxbow
river bend followed by a dozen others.

“They’re moving awfully fast,” he said. “They came
south down the Humptulips River to Hoquiam. Came right into town,
but they ran into some electric telephone lines that sparked when
they broke them. That turned them east. You should have seen people
running to hide in their homes! Driving cars into ditches! These
things really move! I’d estimate about thirty miles an hour at top
speed. And they’re able to keep it up indefinitely.”

Ogilvey leaned near the monitor, observing the
animals intently. “They’re not as fat as I expected. Rather lanky
and long-legged. Thin bodied. They don’t plod. They almost bounce
along!”

“Well,” Suarez said, “they’re bouncing into
trouble.”

“Where are you right now?” Chase asked.

“We’ve already passed Aberdeen on its north side.
They forded the Wishkah River at Young Street Bridge Park.”

“That’s where Kurt Cobain camped,” Kit interjected,
“when he was down and out.”

“Yeah,” Suarez said. “Now it’s full of huge muddy
tracks and dinosaur poo. They leave some bigass calling cards
wherever they go.”

“Ahh,” Ogilvey said. “I would love to make a
close-up inspection of that!”

“I wouldn’t,” Suarez replied. “Right now, they’re
following the Chehalis River upstream. We held off the entire Kra
army on the banks of the Chehalis, but these babies are only
knee-deep in water that would have sunk a fighter-walker. This is a
whole new ballgame. I don’t know how we can stop them—without
killing them.”

“Easy, Suarez,” Chase said. “We’ll think of
something.”

“I hope so,” Suarez replied. “Or else. We’ve got to
think of human safety first.”

“Of course we do,” Chase agreed.

“My, my,” Dr. O said. “This is a completely
unexpected development.”

“No,” Gar said firmly. “I warned you.”

Ogilvey thought a moment. “Ah, yes! You did indeed.
Now I recall you telling me alamosaurs were instinctually imprinted
to nest in the riverbed sands of what was then the predecessor to
the Columbia River. But you weren’t exactly sure how they would get
to it, were you? Given sixty-six million years of changes to their
home stomping grounds.”

“Stomping grounds is right,” Suarez affirmed.

Ogilvey explained for the others’ benefit, “The Kra
intended to hold the alamosaur herd within the Olympic National
Park until next year. But their migration instincts are too
strong.”

“Gah,” Gar said. “Treaty say Kra no can go south of
Arran Tarr.”

“South of where?” Kit asked.

“Arran Tarr,” Ogilvey repeated. “The new Kra city on
the Olympic Coast. ‘Tarr’ means ‘west,’ and Arran Tarr means
‘Western City.’ Then, as now, it was a coastal city on the edge of
the ‘Taggassogh.’”

“Tagga-what?” she asked.

“‘Tagga’ means ‘huge,’ and ‘sogh’ means ‘ocean.’ As
is true today, the Pacific Ocean was the largest body of water on
earth during the Cretaceous Era. In fact, it was even wider than it
is now—nearly half the planet’s circumference. So it was called
Huge Ocean by the Kra. Taggassogh. Have I got that right, Gar?”

Gar bobbed his head in confirmation. “Gah, Ogil-vee.
You got right.”

The doctor went on. “Arran Tarr, on the shores of
Taggassogh, was the Kras’ second city after Arran Kra. It was
actually farther north in those times, perhaps near present-day
Juneau in the Alaska Panhandle. But in the warmer world of the
Cretaceous, its climate was like the present-day Olympic Peninsula
coast—cool rainforest. So the Kra decided to re-establish it
farther south in our colder world.”

“Isn’t there any trace of it left?” Kit asked.
“Maybe it was buried like Arran Kra was.”

“Not likely, my dear. The Kra have already
dispatched myriad small spy-drones—”

“Teezagoks?”

“Yes. Those hummingbird-sized photo-drones have
already scoured the Alaskan coastal mountains for any sign of old
Arran Tarr. But time has not been kind to the ancient city. The
forces of erosion—rain, ocean waves, and worst of all, glaciers
during the Ice Ages—scraped and washed away every last trace. But
the Kra are resourceful. Soon we’ll see a new city on the coast of
Washington State—a new Arran Tarr!”

“Thanks for the lecture, Dr. O,” Suarez said. “But,
can we get back to the situation at hand? A bunch of monster
beasties decided to play hooky from the Kra reservation. So where
exactly are they going?”

“Neekatonka,” Gar responded.

“Neeka—what?”

“Neekatonka,” Ogilvey scratched a woolly jaw,
“translates as, ‘inland’.”

“That doesn’t sound good,” Suarez said. “We’ve got
cities and towns by the dozen inland of the Olympic Peninsula.”

“A combined force of Kra fighter-walkers and your
tanks might stop them,” Ogilvey suggested.

“No can do,” Suarez said firmly. “This is where my
problem comes in. You see, the Kra fighting machines are
constrained by treaty to remain on the reservation at Arran Tarr.
It would take an act of congress to give them permission to leave
their city and help control these beasts. But the U.S. Congress is
notorious for not making decisions quickly. The situation is
already tied up in politics. Getting Congress to quit bickering and
approve anything—that’s a real slow process. The Texans are opposed
to any action at all until the rest of Congress agrees to put
creationism study back in the grade-school curriculum. Congress is
having a fight of, well, biblical proportions over this one. So, we
can’t get a vote, one way or the other. Treaty prevents us from
killing dinosaurs without good cause, and the Kra can’t help us
without approval to move off their reservations. So our hands are
tied by congressional inaction. We need somebody to figure out what
to do before some people get hurt. Any ideas, Chase? You’re the
United States’ official dinosaur-human relations specialist.”

“Yeah, that’s right,” Chase said, all but dumbstruck
as he watched another huge beast splash across the river. “But I’m
kinda new at this job. I guess I’d advise getting people out of the
way and letting the dinosaurs go wherever they’re going.”

“Not possible,” Suarez said. “They move too quickly.
And there’s no telling which way they’ll turn next. But here’s what
I’ve been thinking. The Kra at the coast are constrained by treaty.
But Gar has diplomatic credentials. He can travel anywhere he needs
to go, right?”

“True,” Gar agreed.

“So I’m thinking it would help if you folks in
Montana brought your fighter-walkers over here. You could use their
sirens and electric bolts to help us turn these things back.”

“Gah!” Gar cried.

“We’re on our way!” Chase concurred.

Gar leaned near Dr. O, and they carried on a
whispered conversation in rapid-fire Kranaga.

“Er,” Ogilvey said when finished. “We’ll leave early
tomorrow, that is. Gar says he’ll need to discuss this with Arran
Kra’s senior council and arrange chain-of-command for his absence.
Things are rather delicate, here. There is still some significant
dissension in the ranks.”

“Sounds like congress,” Suarez grumbled.

“The Kra council is a bureaucracy in its own way, I
suppose,” Ogilvey agreed.

“Okay,” Suarez said. “But these things are moving
fast! Who knows where they’ll be by morning.”

“Heeh!” Ogilvey laughed. “I trust they won’t be hard
to find!”

 


Early the next morning Suarez, in field
helmet and green camo fatigues, was Crom’s passenger in an idling
Humvee pulled off Interstate Highway 5 in southwestern Washington,
south of the town of Chehalis in an area of forests and farmlands.
Delivered by Demerest the previous evening, they now sat at the
side of the freeway near where the Newaukum River, an upper
tributary of the Chehalis, crossed under paired freeway bridges in
full view of Mount Saint Helens’ steaming volcanic rim. They had
decided to make the north-south freeway their bastion against the
beasts’ eastward march. And they intended to turn the herd back by
whatever means was at their disposal. That wasn’t much, however,
given the President of the United States’ only stipulation,
delivered by phone earlier in the morning. “Don’t kill anyone or
anything.”

Suarez had prepared the best defenses he could under
the circumstances. Searching for non-lethal solutions, he had
requisitioned tons of fireworks from the nearby Chehalis Indian
Reservation. With these, he hoped to frighten the beasts into
retreat. He positioned truckloads of rockets, buzz bombs, and other
noisy and smoky munitions along the highway near the bridge. And if
they proved insufficient for the purpose, he had also spaced a
dozen heavy Stryker tanks along the road, armed with blank shells.
These could quickly converge on the alamosaurs wherever they tried
to cross the freeway.

“Your strategy is to put up a tremendous wall of
smoke and noise?” Crom asked. “Do you think that will be enough to
do the trick?”

“It had better be,” Suarez said. He looked to the
south of the bridges. A quarter-mile distant, police patrol cars
with lights flashing had blocked the freeway lanes. The same was
true to the north. Behind the patrol cars, hundreds of trucks,
motor homes, and automobiles were stopped and backed up as far as
the eye could see. No doubt there were many hundreds of angry
people in them.

Crom pointed to the west. “Here they come!”

 



 


Map 1
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Chapter 2

 


The Alamosaurus herd was coming up the valley
of the Newaukum, long necks swaying like a forest of tall thin
trees. They were wading along the river or walking beside it, and
all were headed directly for the bridges. Suarez snatched up the
hummer’s hand microphone and shouted, “All tanks stand by!
Fireworks teams, prepare to light ’em up!”

Teams of Native Americans from the Chehalis Tribe
had placed fireworks by the dozen at both ends of the bridge spans
and in the center as well. As the long-necked herd drew nearer,
drawn toward the bridges by their instinct to follow the river,
Suarez commanded, “All right, Chehalis Nation, give ’em some
rockets’ red glare!”

At each firing position the tribesmen, some of whom
wore ceremonial clothing and feathers in braided hair for the
occasion, set off skyrockets that arched trails of sparks toward
the alamosaur herd. Bursting in the air over the dinosaurs’ heads,
munitions of various colors erupted into spheres, ovals, and sprays
of red, green, gold, and blue sparks. The huge beasts reared and
bellowed. Some turned in panic and stampeded back the way they had
come. Others milled in a group, drawing together and lashing their
long, striped tails defensively through the showers of sparks.

“It’s working!” Crom said.

“Don’t be too sure,” Suarez murmured. “Check the
biggest ones.”

Two particularly huge alamosaurs had separated from
the rest of the herd. Positioning themselves on each side of the
group, they pressed forward despite loud rocket bursts and sparks
raining down around their heads. They came on with determination,
taking long strides toward the bridges, one beast on each side of
the Newaukum. Beside the bridges, two heavy Strykers pulled into
position on the south, and two more on the north end.

Suarez commanded, “Stryker heavies, prepare to fire
blanks.” The gun turrets tracked the beasts as they neared the
bridge.

The alamosaurs came through the smoke and noise of
the rockets until they were stopped by the bridge spans. Crom said,
“We’ve got ’em boxed in by tanks on both sides. And, no way can
they get under!”

It was true that none but the smallest of the
younger alamosaurs could possibly have slunk under the bridge
spans, but that was not the intention of the lead animals anyway.
At the last moment, they made their intentions clear—they split and
began to mount the freeway embankments on either side of the
bridges.

“Strykers!” Suarez called into his handset, “make
some noise!”

On both sides, the Strykers aimed their guns and
fired almost point-blank at the beasts. Heavy blasts of smoke and
fire burst from their cannon, and both beasts reacted immediately.
Rather than turning tail, they reared their colossal bodies high
and, standing on their hind legs, flailed out at the Strykers with
their front feet. Each of those feet were armed with heavy, hooked
claws that looked like they could open up a tank like a can-opener.
The tanks fired more rounds, but the noise and smoke only seemed to
enrage the alamosaurs all the more. Each one pressed forward,
flailing, until the Stryker drivers wisely chose to pull back.

“What now?” Crom asked, staring incredulously at the
melee.

“That!” Suarez exclaimed. He pointed at the herd,
which had gained confidence as the big ones held their own against
the tanks. They were on the move again, trotting along the south
bank of the Newaukum and beginning to climb the freeway embankment,
shielded from the retreating Strykers by the titanic, rearing body
of the adult on that side. One Stryker turned its turret and fired
a blast at the herd, but instantly paid the price. The alamosaur
nearest it turned its body sideways with almost cat-like grace and
lashed out with its forty-foot-long bullwhip tail. The blow struck
the Stryker solidly along one side with a resounding
kathump! Despite the war machine’s tremendous weight, it
flipped over onto its side like a child’s toy. The crew clambered
from hatches and ran for shelter under the bridge, encouraged along
by several near-miss snaps of the beast’s tail.

The herd was now at full stride, moving like
stampeding elephants. Diverted farther south along the freeway by
the noise and commotion, they crossed the road by moving directly
through the halted civilian traffic. They threaded their way
between trucks, or stepped clean over passenger cars from which
men, women, and children gaped at them. One of the police officers
sounded several short blasts on his siren. Whoop, whoop,
whoop! In response, a medium-sized alamosaur turned toward, not
away from him. It stepped onto the hood of the car, crushing it and
sending out a blast of radiator steam. Its next step fell on the
flashing lights. As the car’s roof crumpled, the trooper dove out
his window, rolled on the ground, and scurried away between
vehicles to safety. The alamosaurs’ next step, onto the car’s
trunk, completed its demolition into scrap metal. Scarcely pausing
to turn its lofty head and gaze at its handiwork—or footwork—the
animal rejoined the herd as it left the traffic snarl and moved
onto the green pastoral landscape of the upper Newaukum valley
unimpeded.

As the noise of the ineffectual cannon and fireworks
died away, Suarez sighed. “So much for that bright idea. I wonder
where they’re headed from here? The Cascade Mountain Range is in
their way.”

Crom pointed at a map on the Humvee’s computer
screen. “They can get across by following river valleys. From here,
if they follow the south fork of the Newaukum east to the town of
Onalaska and on to Cinebar and Morton, they can reach the Cowlitz
River valley and head east past Randle and Packwood.”

“That looks like the way they’re headed.”

“If they go up the Cowlitz and Ohanapecosh river
valleys, they can get over Cayuse and Chinook Passes. From there,
they can get through the rest of the mountains by going down the
American River to the Naches.”

“Complicated,” Suarez said. “But do-able, I guess.
Then where will they go?”

“Once they’re in the open desert country east of the
Cascades, it’s anybody’s guess.”

Suarez suddenly cried, “Look at that!”

Crom quickly spotted what Suarez had seen. Far above
and beyond the alamosaurs and the immense traffic jam they had
caused, a great billowing, white, mushroom-shaped cloud towered on
the southeastern horizon. It was a steam eruption rising miles
above Mount Saint Helens.

“It seems like the forces of nature have the upper
hand today,” Suarez murmured.

 


Two quahkas were parked in front of the ranch
house. Will Daniels watched from the front porch as Kit, Chase, Dr.
Ogilvey, and Gar shuttled from the house and the barn, loading
storage compartments below the tails of the quahkas with supplies
for a lengthy road trip. They packed tents, sleeping bags, camp
kitchen supplies, and coolers of food amply stocked from Will’s
freezers and Kit’s garden. As they worked, the professor kept up
his habitual stream of chatter.

“Strictly speaking, these fighter-walkers are
confined by treaty to the Arran Kra area. But Gar’s is a
diplomatically licensed vehicle. If we had asked the U.S. Congress
for permission, they might have forbidden us to leave, just as they
did the Kra on the Olympic Peninsula.”

“Sometimes it’s best to act now and apologize
later,” Will said.

“Exactly,” Dr. O agreed.

“One thing I don’t get,” Chase said as he tucked a
sleeping pad into what was becoming an overstuffed back
compartment. “Why’s all this happening in the first place? What’s
gotten into those alamosaurs?”

Ogilvey answered with a question. “Ever wonder how
the Kra hope to create herds of sauropods without having to grow
every one in their lunar cloning vats?”

Chase closed the hatch of the back compartment with
some difficulty. “They could set up some vats here at Arran Kra,
couldn’t they?”

“Good thought Chase, but I’m afraid that would be
impossible. You see, the Kra can only grow sauropods, rexes, and
other huge animals in vats under lunar gravity. Earth gravity makes
the task impossible. The largest animals would be crushed under
their own weight as they grew. In fact, the entire process is just
barely viable on the moon.”

“So, how will it be done?” Kit asked as she climbed
aboard the quahka to tuck a hefty leather purse and day pack into
the back of the tail space. “I hate to think these magnificent
creatures will go extinct again when this generation gets old.”

“That would be tragic,” Ogilvey agreed. “But we
needn’t fear that eventuality. Sauropods, you see, have no trouble
creating new sauropods the old-fashioned way, by hatching babies
from eggs!”

The quahka’s radio made a scratchy noise. Then a
man’s voice came through loud and clear. “Suarez here. Anybody on
the other end?”

Kit flipped a toggle on the quahka’s console. “We’re
all here, getting ready to leave.”

Chase, Gar, and Ogilvey gathered around the cockpit
as Suarez said, “Good! I hope you’ll get moving pronto. These
things are unstoppable—short of shooting one.”

“Oh!” Kit exclaimed. “Don’t do that!”

“We won’t, unless it’s absolutely necessary.”

Ogilvey leaned over the cowling. “We’re approved by
the Kra Council to come and assist you. Where are you now?”

“They’re heading up the Newaukum River Valley.
We’re, uh, stuck in traffic.”

“Traffic?”

“There hasn’t been a traffic jam like this on
Interstate Five since Mount Saint Helens exploded in 1980 and shut
the freeway down. Trucks and cars are backed up for twenty miles
each way. And we’re stuck in the middle of it with no way out until
traffic gets moving again.”

“Did anyone get hurt?” Kit asked.

“Almost, but negative, Kit. No one hurt.
Fortunately, the dinos could care less about hurting anybody, as
long as you keep out of their way. But our people on the bridge got
quite a show. Meanwhile, nothing we’ve tried has turned ’em
back.”

“Back from where?”

“Wherever they’re headed. East, we know that. It’s
as if they’ve got a road map in those little pea brains.”

“Pea brains!” Ogilvey exclaimed. “You underestimate
them, General.”

“Maybe so. But they can’t be too smart, tangling
with my tank troop.”

“It seems they have prevailed in the first round,”
Ogilvey muttered, sounding as if he had been personally insulted.
“Alamosaur brains may set no record for size, but with a good fifty
cubic centimeters of gray matter, they’re as well off volume-wise
as most dogs. And as we have already learned from the Kra, dinosaur
brains are much more densely wired than mammalian brains. And,
furthermore, let me point out that alamosaurs have twenty times the
brain size of crows, which are known to use tools, anticipate the
actions of others, and make plans for the future. Twenty times that
much brain power! Mark my words, you should not underestimate their
animal intelligence!”

“Look, Doc. I didn’t call to argue with you. I
called to tell you where they’re at, and to see if I can get your
help. Maybe those fighter-walker sirens and electric bolts can turn
them back.”

“Duly noted,” Ogilvey said, calming down. “We’ll be
on our way shortly. Right, Gar?”

Gar, who had listened to the exchange with keen
interest, turning his crested head left and right birdishly, nodded
in response to Ogilvey’s question. “Gah!” he said.

 


Within minutes, the quahkas were loaded. Gar
piloted one, with Ogilvey sitting awkwardly behind him in the space
normally reserved for a Kra’s long tail, brushing tail feathers
aside and sneezing. “I hope I’m not developing an allergy to you,
Gar,” he said with a sniffle. Waving to Will Daniels, who stood on
the porch, Gar lowered the quahka’s canopy glass, stood his machine
on its two legs, and started a smooth ostrich-like run down the
ranch drive.

“This is exciting!” Kit said as she settled in
behind Chase in his quahka. “Goodbye, Pop!” She waved, and he waved
back as Chase lowered the canopy and piloted his machine down the
drive after Gar’s. She put her arms around Chase’s midsection like
a motorcycle passenger and kept them there even though the smooth
motion of the quahka didn’t require it.

Once they were striding along on the county highway
heading for the interstate, Chase put his machine on automatic
pilot to follow the tail of Gar’s machine. Then turned and smiled
at Kit. “So, your father’s okay with you running off with me and
sharing a campsite for a week or two?”

“He’d better be.” Kit replied.

Chase glanced at her thoughtfully, and then cleared
his throat. “Have you thought about… my question?”

Kit’s brows knit slightly. “Your… proposal?”

“Yeah. That would be it.”

“I’ve thought about it a lot.”

“And?”

“I… haven’t decided.”

“When are you going to?”

“I don’t know.”

“That’s not very helpful. Anything I can do to speed
things up?”

“No. Can’t we just live in the here-and-now for a
while? After all, here-and-now is pretty exciting, isn’t it? We’re
off on another dinosaur adventure!”

“Sure. Okay. I suppose.”

“I need more time to think, Chase. How about a
moratorium on discussing ‘us’ until this trip is over? Agreed?”

“Agreed,” Chase sighed resignedly.

 


Seven hours later, moving at 90 miles-an-hour
on Interstate 90, the quahkas had crossed the western half of
Montana and moved into the Idaho panhandle, where they paused at a
roadside overlook of Lake Coeur d’Alene. Its cold waters shimmered
in late-day sun as the humans ate sandwiches for dinner and Gar
swallowed a pair of raw beefsteaks, bone and all.

 


Suarez came on the radio, and they gathered
at Chase’s quahka to listen to his update. “They stopped awhile to
graze on the forests east of Packwood. But now they’re crossing
White Pass right below Mount Rainier. Have a look.” The quahka’s
video screen showed the spectacular sight of the longnecks moving
against the snow-covered backdrop of the majestic mountain.

“They’re going toward Cayuse Pass, like we thought.
They’ll be heading down the east side of the mountains
overnight.”

“We’ve been traveling fast,” Chase said. “Where
should we meet you?”

“I think you folks might as well hold up to the
east, at Moses Lake maybe. Get a good night’s sleep and be ready to
hit the road early. We’ll radio the herd’s location then. If they
head down the Naches to Yakima, we could have a major panic on our
hands. Dinosaurs and a couple hundred thousand people aren’t likely
to mix too well.”

 


Suarez’ morning report came as they were
loading luggage aboard their quahkas in the parking lot of the Best
Western Moses Lake Motel, having just finished breakfast in the
dining room where Gar’s capacity to pack away raw pork sausage
patties had astonished the waitress.

“You lost them?” Chase exclaimed to Suarez over the
radio. “How do you lose a herd of hundred-foot-long giant thunder
lizards?”

“Our spotter helicopter was grounded last night.
Thunderstorms came up. And the herd didn’t go down the Naches.
That’s all we know right now. At least there is no imminent threat
to Yakima. I’ll get back in touch when we find them. Meanwhile,
keep coming west. They’re around here somewhere.”

 


Several hours later the quahkas crossed the
mile-long span of the Columbia River Bridge, pulled off the freeway
at the small river-gorge settlement of Vantage, and stopped at the
Petrified Forest Museum. They ate sandwiches in a parking lot that
looked out over a grand view of the upper Columbia River gorge
while awaiting another update from Suarez.

“What a spectacular place!” Kit exclaimed, looking
across the river at tier upon tier of stupendous, vertical basalt
cliffs on the far side.

“A totally cool landscape for dinosaurs,” Chase
agreed.

“Amazing geological history here,” Dr. O added. “And
all of it came into existence after the Age of Dinosaurs! See how
the cliffs are made of layer upon layer of dark brown basaltic
lava? Almost the entire eastern half of the state of Washington was
submerged in lava flows that spread from horizon to horizon. Dozens
of them, over millions of years, during the Age of Mammals.”

“If you say so, Doc,” Chase replied.

“Indeed, I do,” said Ogilvey. “And after the
inundations with lava, the Ice Ages brought more trauma to the
landscape. Glaciers moved south from Canada and dammed the Columbia
River with ice. When the ice dam broke, it released as much water
as exists in one of the Great Lakes. The land was flooded again,
from horizon to horizon, but this time with water carrying
icebergs. These cliffs were cut into solid lava rock in a matter of
days!”

Gar sat in his quahka, eating a package of
half-a-dozen foot-long Oberto pepperoni sticks one after another
without the benefit of chewing. When a radio call came in, he
turned it up so the others could hear.

“We’re on their tails again,” Suarez said. “They
went up Pine Creek and Milk Creek Canyons to Manastash Summit and
spent some time wallowing in the little lake there. Then they went
down Manastash Creek to the Yakima River, south of Ellensburg. We
caught up to them on the flat farmlands and followed them up Trail
Creek into the Colockum Wildlife Area. Rugged country. Now they’re
following Tekison Creek Canyon down to the Columbia River.”

“Sounds like a convoluted pathway,” Kit said.

“It is,” Suarez agreed. “Especially when you’re
trying to follow them in wheeled vehicles over desert canyonlands.
But we’re keeping up okay, now that we’ve found them.”

“No
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