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        To Dad,

        You’ve given so much of yourself

        and sacrificed so much for those you love.

        I’m happy I inherited your passion,

        and your ability to care so much that it hurts.

        You’re special, and you’re enough.

        There’s no other dad I’d rather have.
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        This book is a sequel & spin-off from Dino-Rift.

      

        

      
        If you haven’t, please travel to the past

        to read Dino-Rift and SauraCorps: Salvation

        before spending time on the ranch!

      

        

      
        Find the Dino-Rift series here!
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        Two Years Ago

      

      

      “WAIT, WHAT’S happening in San Francisco?” a teen boy asked his dad as he claimed his usual spot on the couch.

      Having received a text message during dinner, the dad had left his family to see for himself. “Something…indescribable.”

      “As you can see behind me…oh my God…some electrical anomaly has opened up, and vehicles—we don’t know how many—have crashed into this forest that’s come out of nowhere.” The reporter shook her head as she spoke into the news camera. “And some have reported spotting what looks like…dinosaurs on the other side.”

      By now, the Sanchez family had their collective gaze glued to the TV screen.

      Family and friends had sent them messages during dinner about the happenings in San Francisco. Leaving their half-eaten tortas ahogada on the dining room table, they sat in complete astonishment.

      “Are you sure this isn’t some kind of movie?” Zavier sent texts back to his high school buddies. “Raymon says it looks like movie CGI.”

      Humberto leaned closer to the television. “¡Ay, caray! this is real, we’re living a historical moment right now.”

      Hand to her chest, Hana sat beside her husband in disbelief. “Why is Lucero not home yet?” She focused on the front door, anxious for her daughter to return from a friend’s house.

      During the live newsfeed, a deafening roar caused everyone in the affected area to stare at the ominous arc of rift energy.

      Hairs stood up on Hana’s arms. “Luz, where are you?”
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        * * *

      

      CRRRRACK-ACK-ACK! ZAP! CRACKLE! SNAP!

      Lucero pounded the pedals of her bike like her life depended on it.

      To her left, a circular opening fringed with bright blue snaps of electricity materialized.

      She glanced over while booking it down the trail. “What the heck?”

      Dinosaurs roared and bellowed from the other side.

      Her legs threatened to freeze up, but she pushed on.

      Is this it? Luz shook her head as she sped up. Is the world ending?

      Making a turn, she heard a hefty creature galloping from behind.

      She managed a quick look over her shoulder.

      Something resembling a triceratops thundered after her. Its head frill wore a menacing number of spikes, with one sizeable horn above its snout.
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      Adrenaline like she’d never experienced before pulsated through her entire body.

      “Oh God!” She fought off the burning sensation in her legs. “Come on, I’m too young to⁠—”

      CRRRRACK-ACK-ACK! ZAP! CRACKLE! SNAP!

      Another time rift exploded open.

      Luz had no time to react, riding her bike right through it.

      Skidding to a stop and resting her trembling legs, she whipped her head around at the dense, otherworldly jungle.

      HRAAAAAAH!

      Her long, dark ponytail swung as she remembered the dinosaur.

      It hadn’t stopped charging.

      Pushing past the agony in her muscles, Luz gave it her all.

      While focusing on the rocks and tree roots ahead of her, she heard other humans yelling and honed in on a commotion off to the right.

      BLAM! BLAM! BLAM!

      ROOOOOOAAAAAARRRR!

      Glancing in the direction of the disturbance, she discovered men with firearms shooting at a pair of large dinosaurs protecting their young. Off to the side of the semi-open area, a pair of teenagers shared a loving embrace.

      “Who the heck is all—whoa!” Luz swerved around a cycad plant. “Dinosaurs.” Pedaling over a hefty ground vine like a ramp, she finally realized how much old growth surrounded her. “Dinosaurs…with people?”

      Biking around a rather large ginkgo tree, she made multiple glances back to the group, hoping she wouldn’t be spotted.

      A crocodilian-like dinosaur leapt onto a man, closing its toothed jaws around his head.

      Luz turned her head away, wanting to squeeze her eyelids shut. “Holy⁠—”

      CRRRRACK-ACK-ACK! ZAP! CRACKLE! SNAP!

      Another time rift materialized mere feet away from her.

      Hoping it would take her back home, she didn’t stop.

      As soon as Luz crossed its threshold, she sighed with relief when a farmhouse and weathered wooden fence came into view.

      Z-Z-ZAP! ZZZZEEEEUUUU-POP!

      The blueish window to another time closed inward on itself.

      Huffing and puffing, Luz slowed down and turned her bike to rest. Removing her dominant and exhausted right leg to stand, it gave out beneath her. Tumbling to the dirt road, she landed on her side. Thankfully, she didn’t have to worry about being chased anymore.

      Every vein and artery in her body slowed their pace as the adrenaline wore off.

      Staring up at the star-filled sky, she analyzed the last couple of minutes in her mind.

      Crazy anomaly…check. Insane jungle…check. Dinosaurs…check. It all added up to one conclusion. Did I just time travel in and out of prehistoric times?

      Once Luz had regained her strength, she picked her bike back up and hopped on. A thrust with her left foot failed to send her forward. “What? Seriously?” Getting off again, she checked on the chain of her hand-me-down bike. “Broken.” She rolled her eyes and sighed in frustration. “Well, this is freaking excellent.”

      Figuring she’d ended up out in the country, she didn’t recognize the road or scenery. Looking over at the farmhouse once more, she noted a light from within. Picking up her busted bike, she trudged forward. “This better be my time.”
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        Same Year… Five Minutes Ago

      

      

      BOISTEROUS NEIGHING startled Earnest Pardy from his slumber.

      With weary and dreary eyes, he groaned, turning over to read the bedside clock. Fumbling with his thin-framed glasses, he noted the electronic lights displaying almost two AM and muttered to himself, “Good Lord Almighty. What’s gotten into those dang horses?”

      Fighting back some grogginess, Earnie swung his aged legs over the bed as fast as his body would let him. Once he planted his aching feet on the wood floor, he reached for a hunting rifle leaning against the bedside table’s far side. “Better not be those blasted coyotes again. I’ll show ‘em.”

      Shuffling his way through his quaint country home of over fifty years, he made it through the kitchen to the back door.

      “Where they at?” He gazed out the windows in the door. “I’ll pump every last one of ‘em full of lead.”

      Unafraid, he exited the safety of his home.

      He kept the rifle up, marching over to the rustic barn on his property.

      Even though he investigated all around from his position, nothing seemed to show signs or sounds of coyotes.

      Zzzzt.

      A hole in the barn’s wooden siding granted him a glimpse of a flickering flash from within.

      Again, alarmed horses bellowed from their stables.

      “What on earth?” Earnie squinted his no longer tired eyes.

      He picked up the pace as he approached one of the barn’s man-doors and disturbed one of the cats as he barged in. “You Simmons boys trying to pull another bug zapper prank or what?”

      A disgruntled kitty chastised its owner for being woken up with some meows.

      When it finished, nothing else made a sound.

      “I’m not afraid to use my rifle!” Earnie readied the weapon to fire. “And if you crap yer pants, I could use the manure.”

      Silence filled the barn.

      Over the many years, he’d honed his brave no-nonsense abilities.

      Yet, in this moment, the hairs on his arms stood on end.

      “No dang coyotes and no kids.” He gave the barely moonlit barn interior one last lookover, shook his head, then turned back toward the door. “Checkin’ the stables, then I’m gettin’ my behind back in bed.”

      Snap-crack-ack-ack!

      “I heard that!” Earnie swung right around with his rifle more ready than before. “Show your scrawny faces! Come on out where I can see⁠—”

      CRRRRACK-ACK-ACK! ZAP! CRACKLE! SNAP!

      Earnie dropped the weapon.

      Vibrant swirling of electrical-like energy exploded outward into existence. The chaotic sparks and crackles took circular form, whipping up dust and bits of loose hay into the air.

      Stunned into standing still, Earnie said a silent prayer to himself.

      The ominous window-like entity had opened to a different world.

      An imposing, intimidating creature stared at him.

      “Jesus….” Taking one step back, Earnie forced his throat to swallow.

      Curious, the prehistoric animal poked its head through the anomaly.

      All Earnie could focus on—the teeth.

      “You… You…s-s-stay right where you’re at.”

      A low, rumbling growl came from the creature’s chest, vibrating every board and beam throughout the barn.

      “Don’t you….” Earnie had backed up into the wall beside the door he’d entered through. “Keep yourself on that side now. I won’t bother⁠—”

      RAOWR! R-R-RAOWR!

      A pair of small heads peered over the bottom of the electrical ring of mysterious energy. The same species as the bigger one, they vocalized to each other.

      “Oh, my my.” Placing a hand on his chest, Earnie gasped at the not-so-scary younglings. He’d started to grab onto the door’s handle, but the current sight made him let go.

      One of the baby reptilian beings hopped over the bottom of the sizzling ring.

      The second one followed.

      As their curiosity increased, the scaley creatures advanced even closer to the elderly human.

      “No no, you shouldn’t be getting closer.” Earnie placed his hand back on the doorknob. “Yer momma might get⁠—”

      ZZEEUU-POP!

      All substance of the time rift zapped into nothingness.

      “Oh… Oh no,” Earnie brought a trepidatious hand to his mouth. “Oh Lordy. Oh Jesus…. What am I⁠—”

      RAAUUUU!

      One of the infant dinosaurs called out for its mother.

      RAAUUUU-RAAUUUU!

      The second one began doing the same, fearful of being separated from its family.

      Overwhelmed by the crazy happenstance, Earnie did the only thing he could think of to try and calm the stranded babies.

      Wincing, he got down on both knees and stretched out his shaky arms. “Come on, qui-quiet now, or you’ll wake the whole barnyard. Come on now.”

      Focusing on his gentle coaxing, the pair of little dinosaurs took inquisitive yet cautious steps.

      “That’s it, lil’ fellas.” He smiled as he spoke. “Come see ol’ Earnest.”

      The braver one of the infants stepped right up to him and cocked its head to study him with both eyes on the sides of its head.

      Slowly, Earnie rested his quivering hand on the crown of its smooth head. “Aw, there we go. Aren’t you a couple of sweeties?”

      Behind the braver dinosaur, the other stayed back a few feet. It observed the non-hostile interaction between the strange human and its brethren.

      Earnie brought his hand under the closer theropod’s chin and proceeded to rub and scratch it. “My my my.” He took a moment to look around at where the inexplicable rift once stood. He’d never been interested in science fiction books, movies, or shows. To have something like this occur right in his backyard, he shook his head trying to come to terms with it.

      The second dinosaur came in a little closer.

      Earnie’s grin switched to uneasiness. He’d spent years caring for the usual farm animals, providing them with a proper environment and food.

      As he looked at the unusual newcomers, he sighed. “Now, what in heaven’s blazes am I gonna do with you two, huh?”

      “Hello? Anyone home?”

      A young voice pulled Earnie’s attention away from the dinosaurs. “Who could that be this time of night?”

      Making sure the barn door had closed behind him to keep the creatures secure, he then hobbled over to a gate at the side of his house. “Who’s there?”

      Luz stepped along the wraparound porch and stopped when she came to the corner. “Oh, hello s-sir, I’m so sorry to bother you, but um⁠—”

      “Don’t look familiar. Are ya lost?” Earnie had never been used to late-night visitors, and she’d become the third.

      “First, this may sound crazy, but is this the year twenty-twenty-one?” Luz cringed, hoping to not seem weird.

      Taking in her question and adding it to the two prehistoric creatures currently in his barn, Earnie opened his mouth, then huffed out a windy chuckle. “Lil’ missy, yer time is right, but ya still seem outta place.”

      Wondering how far home really was, she gazed down the road. “What’s the nearest town?”

      “Stateside, Alpine would be the closest.” He nodded to her two-wheeled form of transportation. “It’s a long ways to bike out here from town.”

      Luz laughed to herself. “Yeah, I uh, took a little detour.” She turned and pointed to her bike. “The chain on my bike is busted, and I know my parents will end me if I don’t get home soo⁠—”

      HAAAAWOOOOOOOOOONK!

      Earnie and Luz both flinched at the sudden noise.

      Across the road from them, a peculiar animal climbed out from the ditch. Its large three-toed feet crunched onto the gravel road. It swung its head both ways, checking out its surroundings.
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      “Goodness. Another one?” Earnie took slow steps until he made it off the porch.

      Luz noticed the crested horn coming off the back of the dinosaur’s head before giving the man an odd stare. “What do you mean ‘another one’?”

      Whistling with his pinkies in the crooks of his mouth, Earnie waved the creature on. “Let’s get goin’ now, bucko. Get off the road before you…or someone else gets hurt.”

      The crested dinosaur honked, making its way closer to the humans.

      Luz backed up into the farmhouse’s clad siding. “Whoa, are you out of your mind? You really want it around?”

      Chuckling, Earnie stepped even closer as it lowered its head. “This thing just made a frightenin’ trip to somewhere unfamiliar. Anyone and anything should feel welcome anywhere...” He patted the dinosaur on its scaley head. “…anytime.”

      Luz lessened her squinting and embraced a small grin. Seeing an old man show so much compassion for a displaced animal struck a warm chord within her. “How about when you finish up with…this thing, could you please give me a lift home?”

      Unlatching a larger gate along the wooden fence, Earnie gazed back at the girl with a nod. “I’d be happier than a duck in rain, lil’ missy.”
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        One and a Half Years Later - Present Day

      

      

      “THOUGHT I told you not to call me on this line.”

      Sitting at a bar, a woman took a sip from her glass. “Just wanted you to know I’m on the inside now.”

      “Inside?” The man on the other end of the phone call hesitated. “Inside of what?”

      “By the way, have you ever tried biska?” She savored the flavors once more. “It’s a mistletoe-flavored brandy, I’m going to have to bring some home with⁠—”

      “Zoey, inside of what?”

      With hints of biska on her tongue, she took a deep inhale through her nose. “Dusco Vidović. I had to speed up the lovey-dovey stuff, but he’s taking me back to his place tonight.”

      Another pause preceded a reply. “Are you telling me you’re in Croatia right now?”

      “Relax, Sebastian, I’ve totally got this.”

      Sebastian Sharpe audibly sighed through the phone. “Listen to me, you need to get back here right⁠—”

      “He’s back. Gotta run, byeeee!”

      Picking up her glass of Croatia’s finest, Zoey swiped her cellphone’s camera on and pouted her lips.

      Having returned from the bathroom, Dusco Vidović—her mark—leaned in, met her turquoise eyes, and kissed her.

      “Baby, you ruined my picture!” Zoey giggled and kissed him back.

      Dusco grabbed his jacket as he glanced around the dim-lit bar area. “But you make me so crazy about you, Zo.”

      About to take another sip, she frowned. “Are we leaving? Already?”

      He pulled out his phone to check an incoming message, then slid it back into his pant pocket. “I have to meet a buyer.”

      “But I’ve barely started drinking my⁠—”

      “Bartender, a bottle for my girl, please.” Dusco pulled out a wad of money from his inner jacket pocket. He flipped through the currency, removed some from the clip, and slid it toward the man on the other side of the bar top.

      Used to doing business with Dusco, the bartender smirked and placed a biska bottle beside the cash.

      Zoey grinned. “I should get you to buy me drinks more often.”

      Dusco grabbed the alcohol. “After I meet with this contact tonight, I’ll buy you all the drinks you want.”
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        * * *

      

      Minutes later, Dusco pulled up in front of a run-down warehouse on the outskirts of Trieste.

      Zoey glanced around at the environment. “Really digging the sketchy vibe here.”

      “And I need you to stay out here while I go inside.”

      Hand on his wrist, she stopped him from leaving the Porsche. “Nu-uh, you’re not leaving me out here by myself.”

      “I can’t take you in⁠—”

      “Fine.” She ripped her hand away and tucked her arms across her chest. “Leave me here for some serial killer to grab.”

      Standing in the crook of the car door and the main vehicle, Dusco rolled his eyes and huffed. “Okay, okay, you can come in.”

      “Yaaaaaay!” Zoey hopped out and closed her passenger door. “I won’t end up on a forensics TV show!” She rushed and kissed him on the cheek. “I swear, I won’t get in the way.”

      Dusco put his hands up in a warning manner. “Just…be cool, all right?”

      She stayed behind him as he marched up to a metal door.

      Beside it, a garage-style door had been modified to be larger than usual. One of the outside lights attached to the corners flickered.

      After straightening his jacket, Dusco banged on the door with the small end of his fist.

      A few uneventful seconds passed by.

      Zoey squinted at the entrance. “Isn’t this where we get attacked by a Stranger Things monster?”

      Dusco turned to give her a slightly annoyed glare. “Stranger Things?”

      “Seriously? You haven’t seen⁠—”

      A small speaker beside the door crackled to life with a robotic voice. “Identification.”

      With his finger on a button, Dusco responded, “Vidović, Dusco.”

      The speaker replayed his voice and name, then added, “Verified. Enter.”

      A mechanism within the door unlocked.

      Dusco held the door open for his tag-along.

      “Ooooooh, it’s like you and I are Totally Spies right now.” Zoey stepped inside onto a concrete floor. “Only I’d look better in the jumpsuit.”

      “Quiet, Zo.”

      The door closed behind them.

      Zoey continued taking careful steps inside until she came to a reflective wall. Placing a hand on the cool surface, she noted the murky hue. “Dusco, what is⁠—”

      A hefty aquatic figure swam past, barely visible.

      “Do not touch!” Another Croatian man hollered as he entered the large room. “Unless you have outbid me. Dusco, should she be here with⁠—”

      “Don’t mind her,” Dusco responded without worry. “She’s just…had a bit to drink.”

      “This…” Zoey backed up a bit. “…is a fish tank?”

      Dusco chuckled. “Fish.”

      Once more, the creature within the aquarium approached the glass closest to the humans. Slowing down, it gave everyone a better look at its mouth lined with seven-inch-long teeth.

      Its dark eyes pierced Zoey to her core.
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      The other guy pulled out his phone, considered Zoey being American, and spoke in Croatian. “Transfer for the megalodon is ready, Dusco.”

      “Hvala vam, Tomislav.” He placed his cellphone closer to the buyer’s, and grinned when the acceptance notification came in. “Good business.”

      Tomislav laughed. “This young megalodon is a business in itself. The teeth…” he slipped his phone back into his pocket as he approached his acquisition. “…they will produce a small fortune. Keep pulling them out, and they will regrow until it dies.”

      Zoey finally pulled her gaze away from the prehistoric creature. “That’s so inhumane.”

      Dusco didn’t look up from his phone, already dividing his money into separate accounts. “Is not your problem, Zo.”

      “Actually, it is.”

      “Dusco.” Tomislav snorted. “Who the heck is this girl?”

      Zoey swiped Sebastian’s contact left on her phone to text him:

      
        
        My position. Megalodon juvie. 2 minutes

      

      

      She slipped the phone back into her pant pocket, then cocked her head to the side as she approached the buyer. “Sorry, Tomislav, my animal activist senses were tingling.”

      “These creatures don’t even belong here.” He shrugged as he spoke. “Which means, what happens to them is no matter.”

      She stood a couple of feet away from him and stared.

      Her glare made Tomislav uncomfortable. “What are you doing? Stop it.”

      Zoey raised her voice. “You’re wearing a wire, aren’t you?”

      Dusco looked up from his cellphone. “A wire?” He stomped over, slipping his gun out from under his jacket. “Tomislav, who do you work⁠—”

      Slap! Click-Click!

      In a swift movement, Zoey handcuffed the two men together and wrenched the gun from Dusco’s hand. Backing up, she kept the gun on them. “One step or move and I’ll shoot.”

      They raised their hands, including the cuffed ones.

      Zoey kept her voice firm. “Toss your phones over.”

      The Croatians glanced at each other.

      BLAM!

      She shot at the ceiling. “Now!”

      Cowering, they awkwardly lowered their phones and kicked them over.

      Collecting them, Zoey backed up to a ladder attached to the side of the tank. After climbing to the top, she gazed into the megalodon’s containment tank. “And I forgot to bring a swimsuit.”

      Tomislav let out baffled laugh. “What is she doing?”

      “She’s crazy.” Dusco couldn’t take his eyes off her.

      Once she’d taken a breath to calm her nerves, Zoey dove right in. Opening her eyes underwater, the megalodon’s head passed right by her. After taking a moment to fully comprehend what she had to do, she swam toward the prehistoric shark.

      The megalodon swam to the furthest end from her, then turned and picked up speed.

      Zoey popped her head above the water, sucking in a deep breath.

      Its dorsal fin broke through the surface.

      She treaded, bracing for impact.

      As its head came within a couple feet of her, she brought an arm above water.

      Thwack!

      Punching it in the gills, Zoey snagged the top fin with both hands as the megalodon flinched. She held on, clenching the fin as the creature thrashed.

      Dusco’s jaw dropped in complete bafflement. “Is she riding⁠—”

      ZEEUU-ZEEUU-ZEEUU-BWOOOOOOOOM!
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      “SERIOUSLY, I don’t even know what to say to you right now.” Sebastian Sharpe sat at his desk across from a damp Zoey.

      “‘Great job saving the megalodon, Zoey’?” She wiped some water from behind her left ear. “‘Thanks for stopping another dino deal, Zoey.’ Or how about, ‘Because of your help, we now have access to more files and contacts in the prehistoric black market.’?”

      About to counter concerning his worries, he cocked an eyebrow. “More files and contacts?”

      Zoey revealed the two phones belonging to the Croatian men, setting them on her side of the desk. “At least those two schmoes were smart enough to get water-proof smartphones.”

      Sebastian tapped on the screen of one of them, lighting it up. Another piece of the intel puzzle had landed in his lap. “This….”

      She wore a proud grin. “Sound it out with me now. Thhhh-aaaa-nnnn-kkkk⁠—”

      “You could’ve been killed. These people…they don’t play nice.” He crossed his arms, observing overgrown jungle through his office window. His base of operations existed on a time-displaced prehistoric island in the Bermuda Triangle. “And that would’ve left the blood of two Beaumonts on my hands.”

      All cocky rebuttals Zoey had lined up disappeared with the mention of her mother.

      Sebastian rubbed his face before breaking the somber silence. “Listen, I’m sorry, Zo. That came out⁠—”

      “My mom chose to work with you, and that led to her death. I get it.” She stared at the desk, losing herself in the darkness of its wood grain. “Which is why I need to be doing this.”

      With a warmer tone, he tried to meet her gaze, “By putting yourself in the same kind of danger?”

      A tiny self-assured laugh escaped her nose. “If it means taking down the kind of people that killed her, then yes.”

      Needing to release anxious energy in his legs, Sebastian stood up and walked right up to the window. He slid one of the panes open, which disturbed a pair of oversized dragonflies on the building’s exterior. “I know we’ve talked about her before, but Dawn really was one of the best.”

      Zoey picked up on the guilt in his voice. “Arrowsmith killed her. Not you.”

      A long exhale exited his lungs. “Seems like everyone I get involved with becomes endangered in some way or another. Kam and Viv, your mom, Feli….” Saying Felicia’s name caught his throat and summoned tears to his eyes. “She… She barely survived. I was so close to losing⁠—”

      “Seb.” Zoey immediately got up and came to his side. “The only ones that knew of that car bomb were the horrible people that put it there.”

      “And what if something horrible happens to you?”

      Placing a hand on his shoulder, she joined him in gazing out the window as tears trickled down her cheeks. “If my mom was one of the best, then that best is in my DNA, too.”

      Sebastian managed a small chuckle. “Which means?”

      “Meaning….” She gave his shoulder a squeeze while forcing a deep breath into her lungs. “I’m your new MVDSP.”

      Throwing his head back into a snort-laugh, he shook his head as he looked at her. “What the heck does that even mean?”

      She infused more confidence into her voice. “Most valuable dinosaur saving personnel.”

      “You’re a wildcard,” he countered, giving her shoulder a light punch. “And I still can’t believe you dove into a tank with a megalodon.”

      Zoey laughed, going over the recent solo mission in her head. “I can’t believe I actually punched it, or else⁠—”

      A buzzing came from the desk.

      Sebastian left the window to pick up his cellphone. Text messages had come through, notifying him of some of his operations in progress. Looking up from the phone, he noticed Zoey soaking up the gorgeous view from his office. Since the day he told her of Dawn’s demise, it had become clear to him that passion and determination were Beaumont traits.

      Traits that he fully respected and admired.

      Back to reading the messages, he raised his voice. “Ever been to Texas?”

      Zoey pulled her attention away from the vibrant greens and ancient vegetation. “It’s been a while, got some distant family there. Why do you ask?”

      Sebastian finished typing a reply and sent it. “My sources are closing in on someone who’s been smuggling creatures into Mexico, but it’s been a little tricky for them.”

      She gave him an expectant stare. “What are you saying, Seb?”

      He grinned. “I’m saying…they may need a wildcard.”
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