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PART ONE: SPARKS

 



Chapter 1

 


 


The utahraptor pack moved through the juniper
woodland with impeccable grace. Gliding silently among the trees of
a Montana hillside, they threaded their way through hip-high
sagebrush as if the six individuals were a single entity, a flowing
front of vapor filtering through the vegetation like a dawn mist.
In the lead, the alpha female raised her head to its full height of
nine feet, sniffing the morning air. Nostrils on her long,
fang-lined snout flared, taking in the sweet smell of sage and
juniper branches warming in the sunlight. But the utahraptor was
following another scent on the light breeze—the enticing aroma of
prey.

She made a faint chut-chut noise deep in her
throat, warning the others to silence. She slowed her pace and
lowered her long neck into a tight S curve. With her head just
above the level of the brush and her feathered dinosaurian tail
stretched out behind her in fine balance, she advanced carefully on
bird-like legs. Stepping gingerly on the dry grass, sickle-shaped
slashing claws on the inner toe of each foot twitched in
anticipation of a killing strike. Her arms were tucked against her
sides, her three-clawed hands bent back at the wrist, the
brown-and-white striped feathers of her forearms flattened against
her chest to streamline her movements through the brush. But those
hands were ready to lash out and seize prey, adding the slice of
sharp talons to the bite she would set into her victim’s
throat.

She paused where the sagebrush opened onto a green
meadow. Her pulse quickened. Her prey was in view! A
two-legged, tailless animal of a kind she had seen before but never
killed, was walking on the moist grass just beyond a long white
wooden barrier dividing the field from the hillside. She gauged the
height of the white barrier and decided it could be vaulted in a
single leap, assisted by a flap of her short-feathered wings. A few
sprinted paces after that would carry her to her quarry. The pack
would take the victim down as a group, slashing with claws and
teeth from all sides.

But the alpha utahraptor paused, working her
reptilian jaws in a fit of uncertainty. She recalled with
eagle-like keenness an attack on this sort of prey once before.
This creature’s head with pale skin and sand-colored mane were
familiar, as were the arms lacking any fur or feathers and ending
in five-fingered hands without significant claws. The prey’s body
was strangely covered in fabrics of plant fibers, blue on the legs,
orange-and-white patterned on the torso and upper arms. A brown
cover on the head with a wide brim, and leather covering the feet
seemed unlike the fur that covered other mammalian prey. Still, the
coverings themselves were not what caused the utahraptor to
hesitate.

Fresh memories of that previous hunt came to mind.
The pack had cornered two of these creatures, the other slightly
larger than this one and covered in fabrics of green and tan.
Though larger, that creature had nevertheless been smaller than a
utahraptor and should have been easy for the pack to take down. But
the alpha associated fear with her recollection of that hunt—fear
of death. As the pack had closed for the kill, the larger mammal
had held out a long stick that made a loud noise and flashed fire
from one end, followed by harsh-smelling smoke. The pack’s previous
alpha female had fallen in that moment, thrashing in a death agony
that seemed related somehow to the stick, the fire, the noise, and
the smell.

The memory of the old pack-leader’s death hadn’t
faded. The new alpha sniffed the aroma wafting from her intended
victim. The breeze carried sweet, female, healthy scents that made
drool drip from her fangs, but she was vexed by the sight of a
stick in one of its hands and a faint smell she couldn’t ignore.
Mixed with the attractive aroma of prey was the slightest trace of
the weapon’s deadly smoke.

As her quarry traveled slowly across the meadow, the
utahraptor followed each movement, eyed the weapon, calculated the
distance of a charge, and guessed what chance the pack had to set
upon the creature before it raised its noisy stick.

No. She sensed the circumstances did not
favor an attack. Yes, the prey could be reached easily and run
down. But there would be no ambush, no leap onto the startled
victim, no slashing foot-claws, no clamp of jaws on flesh, no sweet
taste of blood. The alpha sensed that she or one of her pack would
fall first, when the creature’s weapon roared.

Aware she was only half-concealed by the foliage
around her, she settled onto her haunches until she was invisible
to her prey. The pack did likewise. She licked saliva from her
jaws, settling in to see if the creature would become separated
from its stick weapon.

 


Kit Daniels loved the green grass scent of
the pasture on sunny summer mornings like this one. Strolling out
along the white equestrian fence, she inhaled the fragrant breeze
and let herself be lulled into feeling calmer than she had felt in
quite a while. Everything seemed at peace in the beautiful valley
where Twin Creeks Ranch lay. Sandstone Mountain towered over the
pastureland, lit in glowing dawn sunlight under a clear blue
Montana sky. Birds twittered in a paper birch grove and a pair of
small, delicate, black-and-white pterodactyls flitted past her like
swallows, swerving and diving after gnats in the calm morning
air.

Kit had important business in the pasture. Lucky,
her old brown quarter-horse mare, had been frisking like a filly
with her new pasture-mates and all the activity had made her start
favoring her left foreleg. It was understandable that the old mare
was excited. No other ranch Kit knew of was home to a family of
nesting parasaurolophuses. “Parasaurolophi?” she puzzled out the
proper Latinate plural, taking a look at the long-crested
duckbilled dinosaurs, Rufus and Henrietta, who had appeared two
weeks ago when spaceships of the invading Kra army released them
nearby. The two elephant-sized creatures had wandered here and
decided to stake their nesting territory in the pasture not far
from the house. They had dug a nest twenty feet across and
Henrietta had laid a clutch of eggs. Rufus had developed the habit
of moseying to the barn occasionally to steal hay out of the loft.
It was a good thing the parasaurolophuses were here, because the
adults were pugnacious enough to keep their nesting territory
tyrannosaurus-free.

Three yearlings, last year’s brood, had been with
the adult pair when they arrived. The youngsters had grown visibly
larger since Kit had first seen them. They were now as tall at the
shoulder as horses. Kit figured it was the size match that made
Lucky feel a kinship to them. But romping around the pasture with
Huey, Luey, and Dufus wasn’t something an aging cowpony could keep
up for long. The limp was worrying Kit.

The parasaurolophus triplets, reddish brown and
spotted like fawns, raced past in a two-legged, thundering sprint
with Lucky galloping beside them. Kit whistled sharply. The noise
had no effect on the undisciplined duckbill-lings, but Lucky’s
trained ear made her turn. She let the yearlings go their way and
trotted to Kit, favoring her left foreleg.

“Good girl,” Kit cooed. She leaned her Winchester
rifle against a fence upright, walked to the mare and patted her on
a graying flank.

 


The alpha utahraptor raised her head and
gauged the distance between the prey and its stick. Still too
close.

 


“Let me see that foot,” Kit turned and stood
shoulder to shoulder with Lucky, facing the opposite direction.
Reaching down, she lifted Lucky’s left front hoof off the ground
and clamped it between her blue-jeaned knees, farrier-style. She
examined it carefully. There was some puffiness under the pastern,
but nothing looked hurt in any serious way. Holding the foot snugly
between her knees with bottom upturned, Kit pulled a hoof-cleaning
tool out of a back pocket and cleared pasture muck jammed around
the inside curve of the hoof-wall and the frog contour. While she
worked, Lucky leaned impatiently in the direction of the cavorting
parasaurolophus triplets. Huey, Luey, and Dufus raced around the
pasture like hyperactive goose chicks on their long hind legs,
their forelimbs dangling under them. They nipped at each other’s
tails with their duck-like beaks and hooted a cacophony of baritone
honks. Lucky’s eagerness to join these antics made hoof-cleaning an
extra hard task. She leaned quite a bit of weight on the leg when
the ducklings raced nearer.

“Just hang on a second more, Lucky.”

The mare settled down at the sound of Kit’s voice.
There was a small stone wedged between the shoe and the sensitive
underside of the hoof. Kit pried it loose and then lowered the
foot. “That should help. Okay. Go on, girl.” She patted Lucky
lightly on her gray withers and the mare bolted after the triplets.
The limp was gone.

As Lucky rejoined the fracas, Kit’s cell phone rang.
Surprised that it was working after weeks of silence, she unsnapped
the breast pocket of her western shirt, took it out, and read the
name of the caller. “Maddy Meyer!” she answered. “I’m glad you’re
safe. You are safe, aren’t you?”

“Yeah, Kit. I’m doing just fine here in Bozeman.
Summer classes at the university, remember? They just got the
lights back on. But, how are you? Are there really dinosaurs up
there?”

“Yep. Dinosaurs everywhere.”

“Aren’t you petrified?”

“Some of them are pretty cute.”

“What? You’ve gotta be kidding.”

“Nope.”

“Well, you always were a nut for dinosaurs.”

“Yeah.” Kit sighed. “I guess I got my wish.” She
paused to consider the miracle wrought by a space invasion. Despite
the horrors of the war, some incredibly beautiful creatures had
returned to the world after an absence of sixty-six-million years.
No museum full of skeletons or motorized displays could have
brought parasaurolophuses to life the way Kit was witnessing on her
own ranch.

 


The alpha utahraptor rose. She made a small
whine that meant, “prepare to attack.” The prey was wandering
farther from its weapon. The other animals pressed near their
leader, ready for a concerted charge.

 


“That is so cool, Kit!” Maddy said. “Do you
think I could come visit?”

“I doubt the military police would let you come up
the highway. They’ve got it blocked down by Absarokee. Dinosaurs
all over the place up here. Somebody could get eaten.”

“Don’t say that, Kit. I’m thinking that could be
you!”

“We’re safe enough.” Kit held up the phone and
pushed the video button. “Have a look at our watch-ducks.”

“Oh, my gosh!” Maddy cried when Kit pointed the
phone at Rufus and Henrietta. “They look… huge!”

“They are huge. And they’re great tyrannosaurus
fighters.”

“Tyrannosaurus! You’ve got tyrannosauruses up
there?”

“Well, there was one. But Rufus and Henrietta fought
him off. Boxed him like giant kangaroos.”

“Rufus? Henrietta? You’ve got names for those
things?”

“Sure.” Kit framed the big male parasaurolophus in
the camera. Rufus was squatting upright on his haunches, standing
guard duty with his head and long tubular crest lofted twenty feet
above the ground.

“The males are the prettiest, just like with mallard
ducks or ring-necked pheasants. Isn’t he gorgeous?” Letting Maddy
get a good look, Kit marveled again at Rufus’s bright male
coloration. Although the big animal was covered over most of its
body with fine red-brown fur, the fold of skin hanging down from
the six-foot tube of his crest to the nape of his neck was
emblazoned with a stripe of iridescent blue. Beneath that was
another stripe of bright red.

“That red color is rufous, according to Dr. Ogilvey,
just like on hummingbirds. That’s what inspired his name,
Rufus.”

“Are you sure you’re safe?” Maddy asked. “It looks
like you’re too close to him.”

“Oh, I’m a good ten yards away.” Kit glanced at the
watchful father dinosaur and noted no hint of threat in his orange
eyes. “I found out the way to their hearts is through their
stomachs. I throw down hay from the barn loft, and they love me for
it.”

“They must eat a lot of hay.”

“They do. A couple of bales every day, but they
return the favor by protecting the ranch and my father and me from
other dinos.”

“How’s your dad? Are you still fighting with
him?”

Kit knocked her cowboy hat back on her head with the
back of a leather-gloved hand and watched Lucky sprint after the
parasaurolophus triplets, her mane dancing in the wind, tail
undulating with each gallop.

“Things are better, I guess.” Kit pondered how,
before the start of the invasion, she and her father had argued
repeatedly about her future. She had been adamant about getting a
degree in paleontology at Montana State University in Bozeman where
she had just finished her freshman year. Her father had been just
as adamant that her degree would be in animal husbandry and ranch
management. Neither of them knew, as they argued, that real
dinosaurs were loading aboard spacecraft bound for Montana and
elsewhere around the world. Kit sighed. “We never seem to agree
about my future. But a lot has changed in the last two weeks.”

“I guess!”

Kit chuckled. “Yeah. I suppose that was an
understatement. With all the dinosaurs around here, it seems like
the difference between paleontology and animal husbandry has
blurred. I suppose the two might even be the same thing, at least
here at Twin Creeks.”

“What will you and your father argue about now?”

Rufus uttered a throaty, nervous rumble. Kit turned
to see him scanning the hill slope beyond the pasture fence as if
something hidden in the sagebrush thickets made him anxious.

“Hold on a sec, Maddy.”

Heeding Rufus’s warning, Kit scurried back to the
fence for her rifle. It was a good thing she did. Not twenty yards
from her, an animal emerged from the sagebrush and charged down the
hillside—a utahraptor! The long, feathered neck, fang-lined jaws,
feathered dinosaurian tail stretched out behind, swift ostrich-like
legs, and sickle-shaped slashing claws on each foot were instantly,
dreadfully familiar.

Kit involuntarily screamed and dropped the phone to
grab the rifle. She flipped off its safety as the utahraptor
cleared the fence in a single leap assisted by a flap of its short
wings. She aimed quickly, as the animal touched down on her side,
and pulled the trigger three times, hard. The rifle roared and
sprayed bullets high and wide over the animal’s head. Scared by the
noise and muzzle flashes, the utahraptor spun and leaped back over
the fence. It disappeared into the underbrush as Kit sent a second
burst of bullets flying after it. Shaking off her initial surprise,
she steadied herself and aimed more carefully over the Winchester’s
gun sights. But the beast had vanished. Thrashing noises in the
sagebrush suggested it was beating a hasty retreat up the
hillside.

Kit stood by the fence for a moment, letting her
racing heartbeat slow. She listened for any sound of the
utahraptor’s return, dimly aware of the shouts of people rushing
the quarter-mile distance from the house.

“Are you all right?” Chase Armstrong was the first
to reach her. The tall young wildlife biologist threw a strong,
protective arm around her just as she began to feel a little weak
in the knees.

“Yeah, I’m okay. A utahraptor.”

“Just what we need,” Chase muttered. “More trouble
from them!” He cast a glance up the hill. She glanced sidelong at
his strong-jawed face as he did so, and suddenly she felt a little
weaker in the knees. Handsome Chase Armstrong always had that
effect on her.

Doctor Ogilvey followed Chase and arrived huffing
and puffing. The short, bespectacled, gray-bearded paleontologist
was Kit’s mentor in paleontology. Although nearly dwarfed by tall,
dark-haired Chase Armstrong, Dr. O made up for his age and height
deficit with loquacity. “How many utahraptors?” he asked.

“Just one, I think.”

“You think? But you should always be quite certain,
my dear, where utahraptors are concerned. They are among the most
dangerous beasts to come back to us after sixty-six million
years—and they hunt in packs.”

“You don’t need to tell me that.”

“I learned more from Gar, just this morning.” The
professor adjusted his thick glasses and stared at Kit earnestly.
His owlish eyes swam in the glasses’ magnification and peered out
from under his dusty canvas field hat comically. “Those particular
utahraptors are worse than the average. You see, Oogon deliberately
altered them genetically to see humans as their ideal prey. They
have a DNA-encoded preference for human flesh.”

“That explains a lot,” Chase said. “I guess Oogon
wanted humans dead, no matter how the job got done.”

“Exactly,” Dr. O agreed.

 


As the utahraptors retreated, the alpha
female chuttered and snapped at the flank of a young male that had
prematurely charged and ruined their surprise attack. She was
enraged and frustrated. A feast on such fine flesh would have to
await another hunt, on another day.

 


“Hello? Hello, Kit!” the cell phone called
from where Kit had dropped it. She picked it up. “Hi, Maddy. I’m
all right.”

“No, you’re not!” Maddy exclaimed. “I saw all that
on video. That was a horrible monster.”

Chase climbed over the fence and went a little
distance up the hill with his rifle at the ready, looking for signs
of the vanished utahraptor. “Lots of tracks,” he called. “A whole
pack of them.”

“Who’s the hunk in the park ranger outfit?” Maddy
asked. “I saw him put his arm around you. He looks like the
proverbial tall, dark, and handsome stranger.”

Kit punched off the video feed.

“Aw,” Maddy complained. “Just when things were
getting interesting. Who is he?”

“He’s…” Kit was stumped for a moment. Who was Chase
Armstrong? She had been lucky his wildlife biology studies had
brought him to the ranch on the morning of the invasion, searching
for two stray wolves from the packs in Yellowstone Park. It had
been a blessing to have a strong and able man like Chase to share
the dangers of that morning. She shuddered at the memory of the
tyrannosaur’s huge jaws lunging for her as she dodged to the back
of the equipment shed. Even though she had managed a fair job of
defending herself with a pitchfork, she had no doubt that if Chase
hadn’t been handy with his rifle when the tyrannosaurus attacked…
“I’d be dead,” she murmured.

“What?” Maddy hadn’t quite heard her.

“Oh, nothing.”

“He likes you, though, I can tell. The way he hugged
you…”

“Yeah, I like him too.”

“Are you two falling in love?” Maddy teased.

“I don’t know. Maybe.”

Chase clambered back over the fence, satisfied the
threat was gone. He and Dr. O chatted about the matter, gesturing
up the hillside. It was odd, Kit thought, to feel so warmly toward
a man you hardly knew, even as attractive a man as Chase Armstrong.
Was it love she felt, or just deep gratitude? She couldn’t say and
wasn’t about to discuss it with Maddy at the moment. But his arm
around her shoulders had felt wonderful. “Gotta go, Maddy.
Bye.”

“Bye? Call me back soon. I wanna hear more.”

 


As the group strolled back toward the
security of the clustered buildings of the ranch compound, Kit
looked around the hilly vista as they walked. Somewhere beyond the
ridges lurked tyrannosaurs and a pack of utahraptors. You needed to
carry a weapon with creatures like those around, and each person
was armed with a potent one. Dr. O carried a pistol holstered on
his belt, Kit and Chase shouldered rifles. Kit’s Winchester 30-30
was never far from her now, on the advice of their new friend,
Captain Victor Suarez, commander of Tank Troop Falcon. Suarez was
leading the peace negotiations on the human side of the table—the
Danielses’ dining room table—which her mother would have been proud
to see put to such good use.

Yet, despite what had just happened, things had been
relatively quiet lately. The soldiers and Kra were engaged in peace
talks, rather than war making. The ranch compound was like a small
fortress, its dozen buildings huddled in the center of a
now-peaceful valley. The two-story house looked idyllic with its
slate roof, sturdy pine-log walls and river rock chimney.
Everything was quiet around the big red barn and the cluster of
garages, outbuildings, and sheds, where equipment was stored, and
animals were cooped and stabled. Chickens clucked and scratched and
pecked in the loose hay below the barn loft door. Above it all, the
tan cliffs of Sandstone Mountain loomed. A pale, past-full moon
hung low in the west.

Of course, not everything was absolutely normal. The
kitchen wall at the rear of the house was patched with two-by-fours
and plastic tarps where the tyrannosaurus had smashed a hole,
before Chase’s rifle shots had driven it away. But things were
normal enough on this fine morning. As the group walked past the
low, long-roofed loafing shed where Nelda, the brown Jersey cow lay
chewing her cud, she mooed to remind Kit it was milking time.

They strolled on to where a Kra fighter-walker was
parked in the graveled turn-around between the back of the house
and the front of the barn. This incredible two-legged, two-armed,
SUV-sized, silvery metal fighting machine had been the focus of
Chase and Dr. O’s attention before Kit’s shots had brought them
running. Now the machine, called a quahka by its human-sized
dinosaurian makers, was the center of attention again. Chase
climbed onto one side of the hunkered-down machine and settled into
the cockpit. He turned his green National Park ball cap around, so
the bill covered the tousled hair at the back of his neck, and a
smile of amusement spread over his face. He had been tinkering with
his new mechanical toy all morning. At times like this Kit doubted
if he had any real interest in her. Things had settled into a
routine with peace at hand, and Chase had become preoccupied with
all the new Kra gadgets and machines. This one had been a gift from
Gar, their new Kra friend who had assumed leadership of the
earth-based forces of the Kra by defeating Oogon, his chief rival
for power, in ritual combat.

“Well, I’ll be going in now,” she said to Chase,
hoping he’d prefer her to stay.

He shot her a quick smile. “See ya.” He turned his
attention to the console of knobs, dials and lights in front of
him, absorbed in the intricacies of the machine. She went up the
back steps and into the kitchen, wishing he had wanted to talk for
at least a few seconds, maybe console her after what had just
happened. But no such luck. She went through the living room and up
to her bedroom on the second floor. Sitting on the bed, she fetched
the phone from her pocket and hit Call Back.

Maddy answered quickly. “So, tell me everything
about Chase Armstrong.”

Kit sighed. “He comes quick when I need help.”

“I saw that. But tell me something else. Something
juicy.”

“Not much to tell, really. We never get any time
alone together. Something always comes along to distract him. I’m
really not sure how he feels about me.”

Maddy said, “He sounds like the kind of man I’d want
to know better. With that lion’s mane of dark hair, those broad
shoulders. What are you doing to make sure he sticks around?”

“Well… I don’t know.”

“Don’t know!”

“Oh, he’ll be around for a while. He’s staying in
our guest bedroom.”

“Ooh, la la,” Maddy crooned. “The one right across
the hall?”

“Yeah. But just while the U.S. Army and the Kra have
their peace talks. They’ve been meeting in our dining room for days
now.”

“Awesome!” Maddy cried. “The future of the world,
worked out right in your own house!”

“Yeah, it’s pretty cool. Now that the fighting’s
stopped, I think humans and Kra can find a way to share the
world.”

“But where exactly does that leave you with Chase
Armstrong? How close are you two?”

“Kind of close, I guess.”

“Kind of?”

“Once, on the hilltop, he kissed me like he
really—you know—meant it.”

“And how did you react?”

“Well, um, pretty passionately.”

“Woo-hoo!” Maddy cried. “Kit’s in love.”

“I didn’t say that!” Kit resisted. “That kiss was a
couple days ago. Maybe he was just trying to be kind. I mean, Daddy
was missing and fighting was going on all around us—”

“Don’t you believe it, girl. A kiss is a kiss.
Especially a passionate one.”

“Maybe. But sometimes I think it was the madness of
war. We were just doing what we could to comfort each other. When
the peace treaty is signed, I really don’t know if he’ll stick
around.”

“Hasn’t he tried to kiss you again?”

“Lately, I just get a friendly hug now and
then.”

“You gotta make him stand up and take notice. Do
something outrageous.”

“Like what?”

“Something to make him take a real interest in
you.”

“How?”

“Come on Kit. You’re old enough to know what men are
interested in.”

“But Chase is… different.”

“No, he’s not. Now, how about your clothes? A man
can only show so much interest in a girl who’s covered up in blue
jeans, a western shirt and cowboy boots. Try some short shorts.
Show some skin. Tease him.”

“I don’t know.”

“I do. Look, we just finished our first year of
college and you’ve had, what, one boyfriend? Two? I’ve dated a
couple dozen guys. So I think I know how to dress for success.”

“Maybe you’re right.”

“I know I’m right. It takes skin to win him. Now,
listen…”

 


Within the dark and frigid depths of Phaeon
Crater near the moon’s south pole, the turret atop the central step
pyramid was in motion, swiveling to adjust the aim of its huge
cannon barrel. The turret and the top levels of the pyramid were
marred by black streaks where the Clementine 3 space probe had
slammed into a gap in the turret’s armor just under the cannon
barrel, setting off an explosion in the kekuah power stores that
wracked the pyramid to its base. Now, Kra workers in long-tailed
white spacesuits swarmed over the pyramid, fastening new metal
plating over the worst of the damage. Above where they labored, the
turret, lit by the low-angle south polar sun, was once again
channeling energy into the pyramid through its solar power arrays.
The pyramid’s damaged interior spaces were being repaired and
refilled with air to support the war-making efforts of its
inhabitants, a new legion of several hundred Kra warriors hatched
from a clone facility whose auxiliary power systems had not failed
through all that had transpired.

The fire-control observatory atop the turret dome
buzzed with activity. Inside its red-lighted windows, Kra officers
and staff moved about, making observations and adjusting the death
beam’s aim. Near one isolated window, a Kra sat in silent
contemplation, his yellow-green eyes fixed on the blue crescent of
earth. Saurgon, adorned in the gold-feathered headdress of the High
Priest of the Sky and Wealth, was high commander of the moon base
and controller of the death beam. A bird-reptile carnivorous
dinosaur like other Kra, but covered in much lighter colored
feathers than most, he nodded his head in an almost human gesture
of approval at the new alignment of the death beam.

“Tenno zeesata?” he asked a dark Kra subordinate in
black enameled armor, who stood attentively near him. “Is all in
readiness?”

“Gah, Saurgon-hoo,” the subordinate replied. “Yes,
Lord Saurgon. The first target is lined up.”

Saurgon clucked exultantly. “A simple test of the
beam’s function, disabling a hoonah communications center, nothing
more than a small transmission tower. Even Gar could not consider
this an act of full-fledged war.”

“You are wise, Lord Saurgon.”

“And if the beam’s reactivation is confirmed, then
we will prepare to unleash its power against every hoonah force
across the entire surface of Eka. When the time comes, the hoonahs
will reel again in retreat, as they did until the small spacecraft
surprised us and nearly destroyed this base. I thank Eng-kan that
the beam is functional once more. Again the hoonah soldiers face a
power for which they have no defense.”

“It is so, my Lord.”

“You have done well, Tekkoo,” Saurgon said. “Your
repair crews will be rewarded with wealth, and much hoonah flesh.
Those who built the makeshift radio listening post on which we
heard Gar’s orders for Kra armies to stand down and await peace
negotiations, will get a double measure.”

“You are generous, Lord Saurgon.”

“If only our transmitting facilities here had not
been so heavily damaged, I would have radioed my disapproval to
Gar. I would have voiced my solidarity with Oogon, who wished
hoonahs only death. Henceforward, my reply will be sent via the
beam’s deadly power.”

“Lord Saurgon,” Tekkoo said. “My repair crews have
already reached the main radio complex. It will be functional in a
short time.”

“Good,” Saurgon gloated. “Then my voice will reach
those many Kra commanders whose dissenting communications Gar has
ignored. Few besides Gar want peace with the hoonahs. Most wish to
fight until our enemies are brought in utter submission before the
Altar of Death.”

Tekkoo bowed deeply. “I pray to Eng-kan it will be
so.”

Saurgon looked again at blue-green Eka. “I wonder,
Gar,” he murmured. “I wonder if your weakness for these inferior
creatures will persist until you arrange our peaceful merger with
them? I think not. Though you equal me in rank, you are beneath me,
literally. You yourself are within the sweep of the beam’s effect.
If our telescopic sights were only slightly more powerful, I might
find you among all who inhabit the world below and strike you down.
Then your soft concern for hoonahs would end. Then I, as the sole
survivor of the Triumvirate Council of War, could lay claim to your
role as supreme leader of the Kra invasion forces.”

“Only the ritual contest of Kra a-kootah can settle
disputes between equals such as you and Gar,” Tekkoo bowed more
deeply lest Saurgon take offense.

“In this case, for the good of all Kra, I might make
an exception to the rules of Kra a-kootah. The strike might be made
to look… accidental.”

Tekkoo nodded.

“Like Oogon,” Saurgon said, “I wish to know the
taste of my enemy’s flesh, the sweetness of hoonah blood at the
Altar of Death, when the slaughter chant has been sung and the
priest tears out the victim’s liver with his fangs. I want to hear
the death-cries of the vanquished. That is my birthright as a
Kra.”

 


Kit paused at the back door, looking outside
sheepishly, feeling self-conscious about how she was dressed, or
rather, half-undressed. Following Maddy’s advice, she had tied up
her western shirt with a knot under her heart, showing plenty of
skin on her midrib and waist. She had taken scissors and cut the
legs off her blue jeans, very high up, to expose as much of her
legs as possible within the bounds of decency, or maybe just
beyond. She had chosen a pair of thin-strapped, high-heeled sandals
that accentuated her bare feet and legs dramatically when she
walked. She had even gone to the trouble of doing up her
sand-colored hair in a French braid. Maddy had convinced her of
what to do, but now she hesitated, uncertain she could pull it
off.

Outside, two newcomers had joined Chase and Dr. O at
the fighter-walker. Her father, freshly returned from a supply run
to Red Lodge, circled the quahka, looking it over like he might
study a new tiller attachment for his tractor. He stooped to
inspect one of its hunkered-down mechanical bird-like legs, looked
over a scorched and dented segment of one of its mechanical arms,
and then paused to spit some tobacco juice on the gravel.

The other new arrival was a breathtaking sight, even
though Kit was beginning to get used to him. Gar, the Kra, had
arrived while she was upstairs. He had come down the road from
Arran Kra and parked his quahka near Chase’s.

Although human-sized, Gar was far from human-shaped.
A meat-eating dinosaur, he was a two-legged reptile-bird with jaws
full of fangs and sharp claws on his three-fingered hands. He was
covered in black crow-like feathers from his three-toed scaly feet
to the tip of his long tail, to the top of his head. A tall
cassowary-like crest rose from his forehead, colored brightly in
stripes of red, yellow and tan. A mane of iridescent green-black
feathers covered his long, arching neck. His only article of
clothing was a plate of breast armor made of shining silver
metal.

Despite Gar’s astonishing looks, there was no
denying he had become like one of the family. He had been
humanity’s first ally among the invaders and now he could be
counted among the Danielses’ closest friends.

Gar and Oogon had represented a triumvirate of
authority among Kra warriors, along with Saurgon, who was still
stationed at the Kras’ moon base. When Gar decided war to
exterminate humanity was wrong, his only recourse according to Kra
custom, was to fight his co-equal, Oogon, to the death to settle
their differences. Gar was now undisputed Kra leader on earth by
virtue of defeating Oogon in single combat. Kit could recall every
detail of the fight, called Kra a-koota. She recalled the aseetas,
or sickle blades, attached to the combatant’s ankles and the
kick-boxing style of the fight. She especially remembered the
well-placed, disemboweling kick from Gar. Oogon, the supreme leader
of the invasion force and humanity’s worst enemy, had died in a
pool of his own blood.

Gar stood near the sleek, jet-fighter-like nose of
Chase’s quahka, speaking in Kranaga with Dr. O translating for
Chase. “What an odd pair,” Kit studied the contrasts between Dr. O
and Gar. The paleontologist was a small, owlish old man wearing the
dusty clothing of a field paleontologist—canvas hat, khaki shirt,
shorts and hiking boots. Gar stood as much as seven feet tall,
depending on how high or low he held his head on his bird-like
neck. In contrast to Dr. O’s dustiness, Gar seemed almost radiant
in his fine dark feathers and platinum finished, gleaming breast
armor. Inlayed in green enamel over his heart were two crossed sago
palm leaves, the emblem of the High Priest of the Cult of Life.

Kit knew Chase was engaged in something critically
important, learning the fine details of handling Oogon’s fighting
machine. The fallen Kra leader’s newly-repaired quahka would be a
tremendous asset if it stood with Gar’s machine and Captain
Suarez’s tank, should any trouble occur between the U.S. soldiers
and Kra warriors. Some Kra, so she heard, had rebelled against
Gar’s command. Just the same, it seemed the menfolk had become the
equivalent of a bunch of teenage boys fixing up a junk car. It left
her feeling plain, the way she had sometimes thought of herself
before meeting Chase.

She decided the timing would never be better.
Here goes nothing, she thought as she walked out the back
door, swinging her hips provocatively as she walked down the steps.
She went to the front of the quahka where Chase couldn’t help but
notice her and struck a model pose with one hand on her waist and a
hip thrust out. He was leaning over the instrument panel in the
cockpit, fiddling with gauges and switches. She waited, smiling at
him, inviting a reaction, but her smile faded when Chase called to
Ogilvey, “Dootah sek ohka? What’s that mean?”

Ogilvey lifted his hat and scratched among the thin
hairs of his head, searching for the right translation of the words
Gar had spoken a moment before. “Heads-up display,” he translated.
“I believe that’s the English term. A green laser projects a
crosshair image on the inside of the canopy glass to guide your
fire. You look through the crosshairs to pick your target and lock
your radar onto it. I believe our jet fighter pilots use something
similar.”

“Cool!” Chase exclaimed.

Kit decided a word or two would get his attention
but as she opened her mouth, he threw a toggle switch and the dark
glass canopy of the fighting machine snapped shut around him. She
could see him inside looking out from the pilot’s seat, marveling
at whatever he saw reflected on the glass in front of his face.

“What the bejesus?” The outburst from her father
told her he had noticed what Chase had not. “Criminy, Little Girl,
go get some clothes on!”

As her father came at her, Kit rolled her eyes.

“Don’t give me that attitude,” he said. “What’re you
doing out here half naked? I never seen you in a getup like that
before.”

“Daddy!” she cried in exasperation. “Just mind your
own business!”

Will Daniels looked from her to Chase Armstrong and
back. Then he looked from her to Chase again, with his mouth open
but no words coming out. Kit felt the heat of a deep blush over her
face and neck. This was too much. She turned on a sandal
heel and stalked toward the house. None of it had gotten a reaction
from Chase. A wolf-whistle would be fine, but no reaction at
all? “I give up,” she muttered to herself. “I guess it’s more
important to learn about a heads-up gun sight.” Still, to be as
provocative as possible, she swung her hips and did the best model
walk she could as she went up the steps.

 


Inside the Kra machine Chase peered out
through the green-lighted crosshairs of the gun sight, moving the
machine’s laser arm and noting how the sight moved in response. Kit
walked through the aim-point on her way up the steps, and the
crosshair display automatically locked onto the flair of her hips
and closely followed their motion. Surprised at the targeting
radar’s ability, Chase double-checked the instrument panel to make
sure the fire-control toggle was off. Then he looked through the
crosshairs again as they followed Kit’s trim figure up the steps
and onto the porch. “Woah!” he moaned, watching those swaying
cutoffs and the fetching swing of braided hair hanging down her
back. “Nice!”

The gun sight radar tracked her as she moved through
the back door into the pantry hall that led to the kitchen. Chase
wished she would turn and flash him a smile like the one he’d
noticed when he was busy with the gauges. Her eyes had looked extra
big and her pulled-back hair had accentuated her delicate jaw line.
He had meant to finish what he was doing and chat with her, but
she’d walked away too soon. As she went into the kitchen and closed
the inner door, the radar lost its lock on her and focused its
crosshairs on the doorknob.

“I should have said something.” Chase had been
meaning to tell her she looked pretty for quite some time. But Kit
always looked pretty. He’d figured there would always be another
chance. This morning a strange feeling was brewing inside him, a
sense of confusion. He and Kit were close, sure. They had already
shared more than one kiss. Weren’t they already—what? Lovers? No,
that was an overstatement. Friends? That wasn’t the way he felt
either.

Chase hit the toggle and the canopy opened. At the
same instant the cockpit radio came alive with Kra words. The
speaker’s voice sounded a bit thinner and younger than Gar’s deep,
cackling raven-like tone. This was Haneek, Gar’s spaceship pilot,
now his second-in-command. Haneek was on the ranch’s upper prairie
on the far side of Sandstone Mountain, working with a human-and-Kra
crew that was clearing wreckage from the battlefield and re-opening
the blasted tunnels of the citadel of Arran Kra.

Dr. O heard the voice too. Having the best grasp of
Kranaga, the professor translated for Chase. “Haneek requests Gar’s
presence at the new gravesite. He says there’s trouble between Kra
and hoonahs.”

The word hoonah meant human, as well
as rodent, in Kranaga. It was not always a friendly term. As
Chase knew, work parties of Kra and U.S. soldiers were digging a
trench to bury casualties of the battle fought between U.S. tanks
and Kra fighting machines several days before. Time, summer heat,
and flies made the job imperative, even though the details of peace
between humans and Kra had not yet been finalized. As Ogilvey went
on translating, it became clear the Kra warriors were upset over
something the soldiers had discovered while digging the grave
trench. The old paleontologist listened carefully to the
fighter-walker’s speaker. “But what’s this all about? What have
they dug up? Tekkala sosseet?” he translated his question into
Kranaga for Haneek’s benefit.

“Yao-hagga Kra zeytoo!” Haneek replied.

“It’s a buried Kra body,” Ogilvey translated,
scratching a gray-bearded cheek.

“Already buried?” Chase asked.

“Gah!” Haneek affirmed without need of translation.
Some Kra, including Haneek, were already learning English.

Ogilvey shook his head, looking to Gar for analysis.
Gar made a throaty clucking noise but said nothing. He clacked his
rows of dagger teeth, a sign of uneasiness.

Ogilvey looked from Chase to Gar. “This sounds like
a complicated situation. Apparently, the U.S. soldiers have
unearthed a sixty-six-million-year-old victim of the asteroid
destruction of the old city of Arran Kra.”

Ogilvey and Gar began conversing with Haneek in
rapid-fire Kranaga. Chase had developed a modest skill in Kranaga,
but not enough to keep up. Will Daniels touched the brim of his
cowboy hat in a good-day gesture and turned to go inside the
house.

Gar climbed into his fighting machine’s cockpit.

Ogilvey was left standing between the machines, a
look of deep concern on his face. “This is a most serious
situation,” he told Chase. “The Kra warriors are up in arms—well,
not quite—but a dangerous confrontation has developed. They claim
our soldiers have disturbed a sacred burial site. This calls for an
appearance by Gar and me as well, in my capacity as translator for
the U.S. side. Would you kindly give me a ride?”

Chase turned and looked behind himself. The long
space meant to accommodate a Kra’s tail was empty. “Sure. Hop
in.”

Ogilvey clambered up the hand- and foot-holds set
into the leg of the machine with difficulty, then plunked himself
uneasily into the odd space behind Chase. By now Gar had stood his
quahka up on its two legs, closed its canopy, and was moving up the
road that climbed in switchbacks toward Sandstone Mountain. Chase
closed his canopy and started his machine, its motor humming almost
imperceptibly as it stood and automatically established its own
balance. He gripped the joysticks on either side of him, pulling
them inward slightly. In response, the two arms raised on each side
of the quahka. The end of the right was terminated with laser
cannon barrels and sensor antennae, the one on the left with a
lobster-like claw. He swiveled the arms forward and then back,
checking to see that the repairs had been completed properly. They
had. He pressed the right foot pedal forward and swiveled it to the
right. In response, the quahka started a smooth walk and a right
turn on a course to follow Gar up the road toward Arran Kra—and
whatever trouble was waiting.

 



Chapter 2

 


 


Chase had begun to get the hang of driving a
Kra fighter-walker, but the fine points of steering still eluded
him. When the machine stumbled against a rock projecting from the
road’s uneven surface, it autonomously recovered its balance and
kept moving forward. But the jolt got Chase an unintentional kick
in the ribcage from Ogilvey.

“Hey!” Chase rubbed the spot where Dr. O’s boot had
jabbed a floating rib. “That hurt! It’s a tight space in here, Doc.
Watch your feet.”

“Yes, of course,” the professor said testily. “And
perhaps you could kindly pay attention to where you’re going? My
superannuated backbone can’t take the jostling!”

Chase pushed the professor’s boot away from his
side. “For a little guy, you sure have big feet.”

“Comes from years of traipsing around the landscape
looking for dinosaur skeletons.”

“Kit was a lot more fun to ride with.”

“Yes my boy, I’m sure she was. But I recall the
outcome of your first joyride with her. Not too good.”

“So I knocked down the front ranch gate. The
controls are very touchy on these babies.”

“I suppose that’s a good excuse. But what about when
you demolished that other quahka?”

“There were extenuating circumstances, Doc—like a
whole mountain exploding around Kit and me.”

“Granted, you have a point there. Otherwise, your
driving record isn’t exactly stellar.”

The conversation lapsed as Chase concentrated on
following Gar up the winding road. Eventually, they rounded a final
bend and emerged onto the high prairie at the rear of Sandstone
Mountain. Moving in tandem, they passed the wreck of one of the
giant spacecraft that had brought the invaders to earth. Its
two-hundred-foot, silver metal, delta-winged hull lay where it had
skidded to a halt and released its cargo of Kra, dinosaurs and
fighting machines onto the plain. Chase guided his quahka under one
wing of the huge derelict following Gar onto the prairie on the
rear approach to Sandstone Mountain.

“Miraculous,” Ogilvey remarked.

“What? You suddenly like my driving?”

“Oh, no, my boy. I was remarking how miraculous it
is for our soldiers to have fought the invaders to a standstill on
these very plains. It’s an outcome I scarcely could have imagined
when the fighting raged around us.”

The battle for control of Arran Kra had left the
flats littered with shattered U.S. tanks and Kra fighter-walkers.
After the Army’s failed assault on the tunnel openings at the base
of Sandstone Mountain—entry portals to the buried city—smoke had
billowed from dozens of blazing battle wrecks on both sides. This
morning, the last traces of smoke lingered.

Chase glanced up at Sandstone Mountain. The golden,
pyramidal centerpiece of the ranch was spectacularly outlined
against a deep blue sky. Its highest crags were now twinned, split
by the powerful explosions he and Kit had set off deep underground
in the invaders’ ammunition depot. Will Daniels’ cattle grazed
between the wrecks, but that situation wouldn’t last. Soon the Kra,
by agreement with the U.S. government, would begin excavating their
old capital and building a new city on these plains. Arran Kra
would rise again, rebuilt after 66 million years.

Until two weeks ago, no one had suspected that a
lost city was buried beneath the mountain. Not until the Kra
arrived did anyone learn that the entire vast metropolis of Arran
Kra lay underground on Twin Creeks Ranch, devastated by the
asteroid impact 66 million years ago and buried under a tsunami
deposit of sand that turned to stone over the ages.

Ogilvey leaned around Chase and pointed to the left
of the portals. “There’s the source of all the shouting.”

In an out-of-the-way cove between two pine-covered
hillocks, a gathering of U.S. army vehicles and Kra machines
clustered around a long trench partially filled with dead Kra and
human soldiers laid side-by-side. Gar and the other Kra had agreed
that this would be a fitting memorial plaza once the streets of New
Arran Kra were finished. For now, it was grim work for U.S.
soldiers and Kra, prying open the shattered war machines and
removing the remains of their comrades. The U.S. soldiers were
using a tank-recovery vehicle, a sort of tow-truck on treads, to
upright overturned vehicles and bring out their dead. The Kra were
using their surviving quahkas for this grim duty, employing the
machines’ pincers to pry open twisted metal on ruined
fighter-walkers.

Gar pulled up beside a dented Bradley command
vehicle, a box-like tank filled with communications equipment, that
was serving as a temporary headquarters. Every stretcher bearing a
Kra or human casualty was brought to the Bradley for
identification, before joining the rows of bodies in the bottom of
the trench. It was a depressing business, but a duty the soldiers
and Kra fulfilled with bitter pride, saying goodbye to comrades who
had given their lives in a struggle that had now become a tenuous
peace.

Gar hunkered his machine down and opened the canopy.
Chase followed suit. As he and Ogilvey climbed out, he spotted Will
Daniels’ backhoe sitting idle at one end of the mass grave, where
it had been extending the trench with its scoop shovel. Near it
stood a half-dozen U.S. soldiers assigned to grave-making duty,
while a few yards away were a dozen Kra warriors. No one was
talking. The expressions on the men’s faces were tense. The Kra’s
attitudes were unreadable on their expressionless reptile-bird
faces.

The soldiers had been at the ranch for a little over
a week, and Chase knew most by name. Among them he spotted the
troop leaders, Captain Victor Suarez and his lieutenant, Joe
Abercromby, Crom, for short. They wore green-and-brown camouflage
battle fatigues and fabric-covered helmets. No one was on casual
duty here. Though the two men had set their M-16s aside, they wore
pistols on their hips.

In contrast to the soldiers’ drab camo, the Kra were
dressed in more garish battle attire. Shining breast armor,
glittering metal helmets and headbands bristling with colored
feathers gave them a look that was a mixture of Zulu warrior and
cassowary, their multi-fanged reptilian jaws lending added
ferociousness. Among these Kra, Chase recognized Gar’s
second-in-command, Haneek, by the green-enameled emblem of crossed
sago-palm leaves on his breast armor and on his tall, crested,
silver metal helmet. He was silent. Not so, a particularly
fierce-looking Kra standing next to him. This one, dressed in the
red-enameled armor of the Kra death cult and wearing a chieftain’s
scarlet-feathered headdress, was raving. He gestured angrily toward
the grave with a three-taloned hand. His words were flying
fast—incomprehensibly fast to Chase—but his emotions were betrayed
by his jaws. His mouth was overflowing with saliva, as was usually
the case when Kra became angry. Spittle dripping from his fangs was
a dead giveaway he would rather bite than talk.

“That one has always been a troublemaker,” Ogilvey
muttered to Chase as they followed Gar to the brink of the trench.
“That’s Neggok, the Kra who tried to betray Gar at his moment of
victory over Oogon. The one who demanded the other Kra follow him
instead.”

“He’s still looking for a fight, if you ask me,”
said Chase.

They joined Gar at the brink of the pit, where
Captain Suarez stood, looking perplexed.

“Okay, Captain,” Ogilvey began, “what is the problem
here?”

“We hit something.” Suarez pointed to the end of the
pit where the backhoe had been cutting into the gray, dusty ground.
Amber-colored bones protruded from one of the scrape marks.

“Fossilized bones,” the professor remarked, “much
like the ones I was excavating on the other side of the mountain
before the, er, interruption.”

The backhoe had accidentally cut into the skeleton,
shattering some of the ribs and scattering some vertebrae. Most
tellingly, the scoop had exposed a skull. It was the skull of a
Kra.

“I see,” Ogilvey said. “You have disturbed the last
resting place of a Kra killed in the destruction of the original
city of Arran Kra. The clay here looks exactly like that of my
excavation on the other side of the mountain. Come to think of it,
this layer of clay probably underlies all of Sandstone Mountain. It
may bear the remains of thousands of Kra who perished in Arran Kra
when the asteroid hit. A fascinating discovery—a
sixty-six-million-year-old Pompeii.”

“You’re missing the point, Professor,” Suarez said.
“They are pretty upset about us digging up this skeleton.”

Ogilvey glanced at Neggok’s stiff strutting and
posturing. “Rightfully indignant, I’d say, about the exhumation of
their ancestors.”

Seeing Ogilvey discussing him, Neggok came at the
professor, uttering a string of loudly cackled epithets.

Gar stepped between Neggok and Ogilvey. “Tonakka
sayto,” he said in a measured voice, signifying his intent to
mediate a peaceful solution.

Neggok was in no mood for being reasonable. “Ktooyak
hoonahn!” he spat. Chase wasn’t sure what he’d said, but it didn’t
sound polite.

Ogilvey said to Gar, “Perhaps immediate re-interment
will satisfy him?”

Gar nodded his agreement. He motioned for Neggok to
follow, walking several paces to engage the phalanx of angry Kra
warriors in an urgent conversation. Ogilvey whispered to Chase and
Suarez, “This has got to be the first time a paleontologist ever
advocated reburying a fossil skeleton!”

Suarez wasn’t listening. He was staring into the
sky. “Did you see a flash?” he asked.

“Where?” Ogilvey adjusted his thick glasses and
squinted above.

Suarez pointed at a pale, gibbous orb—the moon—just
above the mountainous horizon.

“From there.”

Moments later, a rumble like thunder sounded in the
clear blue sky.

 


Deep in the corridors of another underground
fortress five hundred miles to the south, General Matthew Davis
stood at the doorway of NORAD’s command center, observing the
activities of his cleanup crew. Days ago, a Kra assault force had
nearly overrun the Air Force’s subterranean nerve center. Now the
task of removing bodies and shattered equipment was nearing
completion.

The last stages of the grim chore were going on here
at the heart of the facility. Repair and maintenance crews had
already addressed the higher priorities at the main tunnel
entrance. There, the giant twenty-five foot thick nuclear blast
doors had both been wrecked in the Kra assault. The outer door was
beyond repair, but the inner had been spared when the Kra
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