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CHAPTER ONE


All Horns and Rattles







Dozer was atop a cliff, gazing at the gray ocean
below, when he smelled a triceratops in trouble.


Another triceratops! A
female triceratops. A young, attractive female triceratops.


Dozer grunted. He was
torn. His human, Joe Triplehorn, was diving under the ocean now. Dozer had
vowed to wait for his friend. And yet … Dozer sniffed. The female's scent
tickled his nostrils. She was in danger. He could tell from the smell. A nearly
overwhelming need filled Dozer. He must protect this damsel in distress!


He snorted and pawed the
earth. What should he do?


Triceratops, like most
dinosaurs, communicated with pheromones. They could excrete smells that delivered
complex and detailed information. Dozer overlooked an ocean, inhaling the scent
of salty water and fish and algae. But his nostrils flared and twitched,
sensing more. Far in the east, still a good distance away—another smell. The
female triceratops. Her smell was weak compared to the rich aroma of the sea.
But it stood out like a single bright star in a dark night sky.


Though Dozer did not know
it, millions of years of evolution had honed his sense of smell, allowing him
to detect the faintest whiff of his kind, to understand the chemical language
it carried. He sniffed again, nostrils wide, picking out her delicate scent
from the salty and fishy air.


Yes, another triceratops.
He was certain of that. Dozer could tell many dinosaur species apart by their smell,
and nothing smelled quite like a triceratops, not even other ceratopsians. A
female. Certainly a female. And a female in heat too! Dozer licked his beak
with a tongue the size of a fire hydrant. Young. Strong. But afraid. Yes, the
scent of fear was strong.


She needed help. She
needed him.


Dozer grumbled. With his
powerful clawed feet, he stamped the earth. Stones cascaded down the cliff and
splashed into the churning sea far below. His instincts cried to charge to this
maiden's aid. And yet another part of Dozer wanted to stay. To wait for his
friend. For the little human who was like a brother. For Joe Triplehorn.


Most dinosaurs had never
even met a human. Mintari was a big planet. Not many humans lived here. Those
who did mostly huddled in Dinovia City, their strange hive with the tall stone
walls. When dinosaurs did encounter humans, it rarely ended well. Either the
humans were poachers, and then dinosaurs died. Or the humans were tourists, and
then dinosaurs feasted. Thankfully, those encounters were rare.


At least they had
been rare. This year though … This year things were changing. Fewer
tourists rattled across the countryside in their jippis, gaping, gasping,
snapping photos, and generally making a nuisance of themselves. And more
poachers were swarming. Poachers were even worse than tourists. They carried
big sticks Joe called guns. And those guns hurt. Dozer had two
bullets lodged into his bony frill. Bullet scars still adorned his flanks. He hated
poachers.


But unlike most dinosaurs,
Dozer did not hate or fear humanity.


Joe was a human. And Joe
was a good friend. The two had been companions for many years. Dozer carried
his little friend to battle. And Joe treated Dozer's wounds, fed him
watermelons, washed him, pulled the stinging bugs from his scaly hide, and—most
importantly—provided companionship. It wasn't just symbiosis. It was
friendship.


And now Joe had gone
underwater. Dozer was still not sure how. But somehow his friend, using strange
human magic, had plunged into the ocean in search of ancient treasure. Why Joe
had left, how he breathed underwater, exactly what he sought—this Dozer did not
understand.


But he understood that his
friend was down there. And that he would someday come back. Dozer had promised
himself to remain on this cliff, overlooking the ocean, waiting for his friend.


Then the smell grew
stronger. Ah, that intoxicating scent! A female triceratops in heat. Dozer
could already imagine it. She would have long horns. A thick, powerful frill.
Wide reptilian hips and rounded haunches. She needed him. She was in danger.
Desperate. Her scent cried out: Help! Help!


Dozer took a step away
from the cliff, following his nose.


He froze. Then he stomped
back to the cliff, looked down at the ocean, and sought Joe. Where was his
friend? When was he coming back?


The scent seemed to grab
his nostrils like invisible talons. Help! In danger! Need help!


And Dozer now detected
another scent. A sickening oily miasma. He snorted and tossed his head,
slashing the air with his horns. Predators! He would recognize their foul
stench anywhere. Meat eaters all stank. But what kind of predators? Dozer
sniffed. He wasn't sure. He could not determine the species. But they smelled
big, strong, and fearless. And hungry. Those predators were after the female
triceratops.


Dozer looked down at the
ocean, opened his beak, and rumbled.


Sorry, Joe. I gotta go.
I'll be back soon. Stay safe, friend.


He turned and ran across
the land, his enormous feet cracking stones, trampling bushes, and sending
fluffy little cynodonts fleeing into holes. Triceratops were large dinosaurs,
and Dozer was a particularly large triceratops. He outweighed most T-rexes.
From beak to frill, his head was longer than a man was tall. His horns, a foot
wide at their base, tapered to mean points that could skewer a carnotaurus. A
charging triceratops was perhaps the most intimidating sight on Mintari, and
Dozer knew it. As he ran, he enjoyed seeing a few raptors flee to the hills.
The predators were larger than men, but Dozer could have easily stomped on
them. He considered chasing them. Crushing them might be fun. But today Dozer
had a more urgent task.


His nostrils flared. She
was closer. She was an attractive female. Dozer could tell from her scent.
Healthy. Strong. She would make a good mother. He could not resist these
thoughts, these urges. Unlike Joe, Dozer did not spend much time contemplating,
ruminating, debating this or that. Waste of time. Dozer preferred following his
gut, what Joe might call instincts. What did thinking get humans? Nothing but
trouble. Far better to follow the heart than the brain if you asked Dozer.
Granted, his heart was the size of a pumpkin, his brain the size of a lemon.
But that didn't bother him. So long as he had food, companionship, and the odd
dinosaur to fight, he was happy.


Well, that was not the
full truth. There was something more. Something he missed.


Mating.


Oh, he had mated plenty in
his younger years. He had sired quite a few young trikes who were now
terrorizing the wild. Today Dozer was an old bull, scarred and grumpy. He chose
life with humans rather than with his own kind. Still, deep down, those
instincts burned. A slow burn these days, yes, but still liable to flare when
the right scent doused them. He was old but not dead yet. And he could not
resist the lure of that ripe female aroma.


He charged through a copse
of cycads, uprooting several of the trees, stomped up a hill, and gazed down
into a valley.


And there she was.


The female triceratops.


And a fine female she was.
Blue-gray scales covered her powerful body. Her white horns gleamed in the
sunlight. Her frill was thick and solid, marbled with white stripes and tipped
with azure hornlets. And as Dozer had suspected—nice round haunches. Perfect
for laying many eggs full of healthy hatchlings. He was a scarred old bull, his
grayish-brown body etched with the legacy of his many battles. He would not win
any beauty contests. But this female was young, pure, and certainly beautiful.


She was also in trouble.


A pack of predators
surrounded her. Big, nasty ones too. Big? An understatement. They were
gargantuan. Almost as big as T-rexes. Five of them stood in the field, blood on
their teeth. Like rexes, they were bipedal, scaly, short armed, and strong
jawed. Those jaws were large enough to swallow men whole. Not predators to
trifle with. Not even for a triceratops.


Proof of that lay on the
field. Two dead trikes were bleeding onto the grass. Both were old cows, strong
and scarred and long-horned. The predators had disemboweled one, nearly beheaded
the other. Now they had their eyes on the third, the young blue female.


Dozer grunted, narrowed
his eyes, and scrutinized his malodorous foes. Ah, now he recognized them. He
had seen such beasts many years ago. He knew this species.


Mapusaurus.


At least that's what Joe
called them. To trikes they were just big angry enemies.


Dozer stomped closer. All
eyes turned toward him. The mapusaurs squinted, bared their teeth, and growled.
The blue triceratops gazed at Dozer with hope. Claw marks bled across her
flank.


Bluefrill, he decided to call her. Her
name is Bluefrill.


As a rule, dinosaurs did
not give one another names. It was a habit Dozer had picked up from the humans.
Perhaps he had gone a little domesticated. But that didn't make him soft. He
was still big and tough and raring for a fight. If there was anything Dozer
loved more than eating, it was fighting. With a furious howl, he charged to
battle.






* * * * *







The mapusaurs turned
toward him, jaws opening in furious bellows. They seemed to forget all about
Bluefrill. She was smaller, she was bleeding, and she could take a back seat for
now. Clearly the enraged triceratops bull was the bigger threat. The mapusaurs
saw the scars across Dozer's grayish body. Scarred animals were dangerous. They
had fought battles and won. Scars were a warning on Mintari: Stay away! I'm
tough!


For a moment, the
mapusaurs' fight-or-flight instincts kicked in. Should they escape with empty
bellies? This charging behemoth was clearly dangerous. Those horns were no
joke, and that beak looked powerful enough to bite off limbs. But there were
only two triceratops here—Dozer and Bluefrill. And five mapusaurs. The
predators were a tad smaller but not by much. And they were predators,
tar it. A pack of hungry carnivores should not flee from just two herbivores!
They had already killed two triceratops. Why not kill two more? They would
stay. They would fight. The great question—fight or flight?—was settled.


By the time they made the decision,
Dozer was only seconds away. His mighty feet shook the earth. A trike's back
legs were straight like an elephant's. Its front legs were splayed out like a
lizard's. This design pushed its center of gravity toward the business end—the
enormous horned head. A triceratops head was a good third of its size, covered
with armor and the three terrible horns that gave the dinosaur its name. As
Dozer charged, he kept his head close to the ground like a cowcatcher, his
horns thrusting forward. With a furious bellow, he lunged to battle.


Too late the mapusaurs
realized they had made a grave mistake. Before they could flee, Dozer plowed
into one, driving twelve tons of herbivorous fury into his foe. His horns
plowed into the carnivore, crunching through scales, skin, muscle, and bone.


Even in his death throes,
the mapusaurus tried to fight back. He closed his jaws around Dozer's bony
frill. So what? That frill was as thick as a wall, made of solid bone, and
covered with scaly skin. Let him bite! The mapusaurus might as well be biting a
boulder.


With gushes of blood,
Dozer pulled his horns out from the mapusaur's torso. Then he swung his head in
a deadly uppercut. Dozer's left horn punched through his foe's jawbone, through
the upper snout, and burst into the air.


The mapusaurus squealed.
Dozer yanked his head back, ripping the predator's mandible clean off the head.
The carnivore thumped onto the ground, dead and mutilated. The jawbone remained
impaled on Dozer's horn, dangling like a bloody flag on a pole. Let it be a
warning to the others!


Dozer didn't get much time
to gloat. Pain flared on his tail. He bellowed and spun his head around. His
skull swiveled on its ball joint, moving at dizzying speed. Looking behind him,
Dozer saw a mapusaurus chomping on his tail.


He let out a hoarse cry.
It hurt. He shook wildly, struggling to free himself. But the mapusaurus clung
on, his powerful jaws digging deep into Dozer's tail. Blood seeped. Tar, it
hurt!


A triceratops concentrated
his armor on the front. The back had basic protection, namely thick, scaly skin
and sharp osteoderms. That would deter a peckish raptor and other small
enemies. But it wasn't enough to stop a hungry mapusaur's teeth. And the big
predator had a grip on him. He wasn't letting go.


Briefly Dozer's tiny brain
wondered where the other mapusaurs were. There should be three others. Why
weren't they attacking him too? Well, he didn't have time to wonder about that
now. He had to get this beast off his tail!


Whipping his tail and
shaking his haunches wasn't working. Dozer would have to get more creative.
Creativity wasn't his strong suit. Triceratops weren't smart dinosaurs. They
weren't like those cunning raptors with their eerie intelligence. Not even like
T-rexes who, Dozer begrudgingly admitted, could be quite clever. A good
triceratops relied on brawn, not brains. But now Dozer's little brain wheeled.
And he did something remarkable for a triceratops. He came up with a plan.


A few big boulders towered
nearby, scrimshawed with ancient runes. Some silly humans who called themselves
"shamans" sometimes drew runes on boulders. Dozer had seen it before.
Joe's mother, a kindly human named Lifa, etched such runes. The humans believed
they had magical powers. Well, Dozer would see.


He walked backward,
waddling toward the boulders. The mapusaurus was still chomping on his tail,
refusing to let go. Dozer gained speed. Soon he was practically running backward.


He slammed into a towering
boulder, crushing the mapusaurus between the rock and his scaly haunches. The
predator's bones gave a sickening series of cracks. The dinosaur
whimpered and finally released Dozer. But the triceratops showed no mercy. He
backed into the boulder again. And again. Each time, he slammed the poor
mapusaurus against the stone. The boulder cracked. So did the mapusaur's spine.


Finally Dozer relented. He
turned around to look at his crushed enemy. The mapusaurus lay on the ground,
moaning. Still alive! Tough critter. Dozer stepped on his head, crushing the
skull, putting the poor predator out of his misery. He looked up at the
boulder. Blood covered the runes. Ha! Good magic after all. The humans were
right.


His tail hurt and bled,
but the joy of victory overpowered the pain. Dozer looked around, wondering
where the other three mapusaurs were.


Ah. Bluefrill was keeping
them busy. What a splendid dinosaur she was!






* * * * *







Three scaly, multiton
predators surrounded the female triceratops. Yet Bluefrill was undeterred. She
wheeled her head from side to side, thrusting her horns, holding back the enemy.
Her head probably weighed a metric ton, maybe more. But mounted onto its ball joint,
it swiveled from side to side at remarkable speed.


One mapusaurus took a
chance. The predator lunged at Bluefrill, jaws open wide.


The blue triceratops swung
her head. Her left horn clattered against the mapusaur's teeth. Several teeth
flew through the air, and the carnivore stepped back, blood in his mouth. It
wasn't a huge loss. Dinosaurs constantly regrew their teeth. But it must have
hurt.


Two more mapusaurs
attacked, one from each side.


With a frightened cry,
Bluefrill swept her head toward one, fencing with her horns, keeping the
terrible teeth away. But the second mapusaurus chomped down on her frill,
digging his teeth through the thick layer of blue skin, maybe even piercing the
bone. The carnivore began yanking the frill backward. He seemed determined to
rip Bluefrill's head clean off. The blue triceratops let out an agonized cry.


Within seconds, Dozer was
there.


He plowed into the
mapusaurus that was biting his beloved. The dinosaur opened his mouth to cry
out in pain, releasing Bluefrill. Dozer bulldozed over the predator, knocking
him down, then crushing him beneath his feet. Ribs snapped. Organs burst like
overripe fruit. This mapusaurus was perhaps big enough to swallow a human
whole, but Dozer was even bigger, and he flattened the impudent carnivore.


That left two. Bluefrill
was still battling one, fencing with her horns. The second mapusaurus had lost
a few teeth but none of his aggression. With a furious, bloody howl, the
predator lunged at Dozer.


Big mistake. Dozer had
time to wheel around, charge to meet his foe, and drive his horns deep. One
horn still had bits of jawbone attached to it. No big deal. Dozer still shoved
all three of his horns into his enemy, then pulled them back with a shower of
blood.


The mapusaurus fell, dead
before he hit the ground.


That left only one. The
single surviving mapusaurus looked around him. He saw his four friends dead. He
knew he would follow.


He tried to escape. The
two angry triceratops were having none of it. Dozer charged from one side,
Bluefrill from the other. They slammed into the mapusaurus at the same time.
Deep inside the predator's flesh, their horns touched. It was electric.


They pulled back, letting
the corpse slide to the ground, and looked at each other. Dozer thought that
Bluefrill had the most beautiful eyes he had ever seen.


She was bleeding. Dozer
stepped closer and licked her wounds. She purred and licked the blood off his
tail. Triceratops saliva had strong antiseptic properties. Dozer didn't know
what antiseptic properties meant, but he knew that licking wounds helped
them heal. He carried this ancestral knowledge in his brain stem. And he knew he
cared about Bluefrill. His blood ran hot near her.


Maybe I'm not so old after
all, he
thought. Maybe there's still another mating dance in me. Maybe—


A powerful scent flowed
into Dozer's nostrils.


A furious bellow sounded
behind him.


Dozer spun his head on its
ball joint, gazing north. On a hilltop, howling a challenge, stood another male
triceratops. The big bull came charging toward Dozer, horns leading the way.






* * * * *







Dozer huffed and grunted
and spun to face his challenger. The bull came charging, a battle cry flowing
from his beak. He was a little smaller than Dozer, but he was younger and maybe
(just maybe) stronger. His frill flushed red with blood, turning a deep red
color. A warning to rivals. If there was any doubt left, his scent dispelled
it. This young male's blood ran hot. He wanted to mate. He wanted Bluefrill.
And he would gore anyone in his way.


Well, not if Dozer had
anything to do with it. He lowered his head, horns pointing toward this scrappy
upstart, ready for another battle.


This was nothing new.
Triceratops battled one another just as often as they battled predators.
Probably more often. Sometimes they battled for dominance in a herd. Sometimes
they fought over rare delicacies like fruit. Sometimes they just got bored and
enjoyed a good brawl. But usually it was like this. Two males bashing it out
over a female. It was a good system. Only the strongest males got to breed, to
pass on their genetic material. Dozer didn't know what genetic material
was, but he knew that he loved fighting and loved breeding. Today was a good
day. He'd get to do both.


The young male was close
now, gaining speed as he charged downhill. He had brown scales, dark horns, and
a big gray beak. Graybeak, Dozer decided to call him. Not a very creative name
perhaps, but Dozer was proud of it. He splayed out his front legs, bringing his
gargantuan head closer to the ground, and charged toward his challenger.


The two trikes ran closer.
Closer. Heads lowered. Horns thrusting forward. Their footfalls shook the earth.
Their rumbles vibrated the sky. Closer they charged, neither one daring to turn
aside. Neither one even blinking. They ripped up grass, broke stones and logs,
increased speed, and Graybeak wasn't slowing down, he wasn't bluffing, and
Dozer pushed mightily with his back legs and—


A crack thudded
across the land.


The force of impact seemed
to shatter the world.


Pain. Pain blasted down
Dozer's horns, through his skull, and along his spine. Pain rattled his bones.
He stumbled backward, dazed, seeing stars. Graybeak stood before him, shaking
his head wildly. A crack ran along his frill. It must be agonizing. But the
young triceratops only got angrier. He opened his gray beak in a furious cry,
lowered his horns, and charged again.


Dozer met the challenge.
Once more, they slammed their huge heads together. Horns clattered against
horns. Frill banged against frill. Beaks snapped and stabbed and ripped scaly
skin.


It was the classic case of
an immovable object meeting an irresistible force. Triceratops horns were among
the deadliest weapons on Mintari, rivaling the jaws of a T-rex. Meanwhile,
their frills were among the thickest armors, rivaling the domed heads of
pachycephalosaurids or the lumpy backs of ankylosaurs. Dozer and Graybeak
pounded each other with terrifying might, putting all their weight into their
thrusts. Their frills thumped. Their horns clattered. Again and again, the
dinosaurs stepped back, then charged and butted heads.


Dozer was tired. He had
already fought several enemies today. But he kept Bluefrill's scent in his
nostrils. He would not abandon her to this brute. He—


Graybeak ducked in the
mud, tilted, then came at Dozer from the side. His horn made it past Dozer's
frill.


For a second—panic!


Then—pain.


One of Graybeak's horns
sliced across Dozer's flank, ripping through scales.


Normally Dozer could swing
his head fast enough to block any attack, either parrying with his horns or
taking the blow on his frill. But he was distracted. Injured. Tired. And all
right, maybe he was getting old. He had let his guard slip. Now a gash bled on
his side.


Graybeak gurgled in
triumph. The young triceratops reared in celebration, raising his front feet
off the ground.


Moron, Dozer thought. A word he
had learned from Joe.


Not wasting a second,
Dozer swiveled around, charged, and drove his horns toward Graybeak's exposed
neck.


Too slow.


He was too slow!


Still rearing on his hind
legs, Graybeak dipped his head, parrying Dozer's horns with his own.


So close! Dozer had almost
ended the fight then and there. Now Graybeak pressed the attack, snapping his
beak, thrusting his horns, shoving Dozer backward toward the towering henge of
boulders.


Graybeak seemed
unstoppable. His nostrils flared. His eyes blazed with fury. His beak opened to
reveal his powerful molars. He just kept attacking, relentless, slamming his
horns again and again into Dozer's head. He dented Dozer's frill, slashed his
cheek, chipped his beak. With every attack, he pushed Dozer back another step.


Finally Dozer slammed into
the henge, cracking the towering boulders. Chunks of stone slammed onto Dozer's
back. He bugled in pain and fell to his knees. Graybeak gurgled in triumph and
prepared to charge again, to crush Dozer once and for all.


Then—a furious cry.


Cobalt scales caught the
sun. Powerful feet thumped. A horned frill drove into Graybeak's side, knocking
him down.


Bluefrill reared and
tossed her head and stamped her feet.


She could have killed
Graybeak. But rather than goring him with her horns, she had used her frill to
knock him down. Strong and merciful. What a female!






* * * * *







Graybeak tried to rise, to
continue the fight. But Dozer closed his beak around one of his enemy's horns.
He pressed down with his head, keeping Graybeak on the ground. And when a
triceratops was leaning down on you, you weren't going anywhere.


Dozer grunted and
tightened his grip, keeping his foe's horn clasped inside his beak. A
triceratops horn was not like a rhino's horn or a mammoth's tusk. It was not
made of keratin or ivory. A triceratops horn was made of solid bone—a part of
the skull. If Dozer chose to, he could yank harder, snapping off Graybeak's
horn. It would be a devastating injury. A crippling injury. Maybe even a lethal
one. And Graybeak knew it. The young triceratops lay still, mewling, conceding
defeat.


Unfair! his groans seemed to say.
Two against one!


Dozer considered this.
Yes, he supposed it was unfair. It wasn't supposed to happen this way. A female
triceratops wasn't meant to assist in a battle between competing males. She was
meant to remain neutral, watch as the boys fought over her, then mate with the
victor. She was a strange one, this Bluefrill. That made her all the more
intoxicating.


Dozer met her eyes. She
looked at him eagerly. She released more scents, speaking to him with
pheromones.


I choose you. I'm ready.
Come to me.


Dozer knelt over his
vanquished foe. He brought his beak close to Graybeak and snorted, blasting air
and mucus onto the young bull. A low, threatening growl rose from Dozer's
throat. His eyes narrowed with rage. Dozer too was speaking, using grunts and
body language to convey meaning.


You are defeated! I'll let
you go. But no funny stuff!


Graybeak whimpered.


Yes, sir.


Dozer released the young
triceratops. Graybeak rose to his feet, his pride bruised but his body whole. Dozer
and Bluefrill both nudged him with their frills—powerfully—sending him on his
way. Poor Graybeak retreated into the misty forest, his tail between his legs.
Dozer watched him go. He was a good young trike. Headstrong, certainly. Not a
bad quality for a triceratops. His defeat today must sting, but he would find
another mate.


Though not one as fine as
Bluefrill,
Dozer thought, turning toward the cow.


She stood before him,
panting. Blood covered her horns, and claw marks still dripped on her flank.
But her eyes were soft, and her scent called to him. Be mine.


They could no longer
resist. Right there in the killing field, they touched the tips of their horns.
Electric jolts shot through them. They rubbed their beaks. They nuzzled and
cooed. When Dozer mounted her, their combined weight shoved her back feet deep
into the ground, leaving holes smaller dinosaurs could drown in.


When the deed was done,
Bluefrill licked his cheek, then turned her head, looking north. Her nostrils
flared. Dozer sniffed and he smelled it too. A distant triceratops herd.
Bluefrill took a step northward, then paused, nuzzling Dozer with her beak.


Come with me, she was saying. Join my
herd. Be my mate.


Dozer was tempted. It had
been so long since he'd lived in a herd. Since he'd stayed with a female. He
gazed north, wondering what future lay in those misty forests. There would be
more males to fight. There would be good plants to eat. There would be
Bluefrill and her hatchlings. His hatchlings.


But he was an old
triceratops now. He had sired many children, fought many battles, mated with
many females, eaten entire forests. He had a new purpose now. He had Joe
Triplehorn, his human. A frail little animal who needed his help.


Dozer did not fully
understand the danger Mintari was in. But he knew that poachers were roaming
the land, and he knew that Joe—little Joe who had no armor or horns—was
fighting them. Dozer would be there to help his friend.


He lowered his head and
turned away.


Bluefrill mewled. No!


But Dozer walked away,
leaving her behind. She cried out to him pitifully. Whimpering. Begging him. Don't
leave me.


Dozer knew she was strong.
Knew she could raise the hatchlings on her own and raise them well. His brain
was too small to feel guilt, though deep inside him, hidden within tons of
muscle and bone, his enormous heart broke.


He headed back to the
cliff, looked at the ocean, and waited for his master. Today he had allowed his
instincts to lead him. He had fought and bred and done what triceratops were
meant to do. But maybe he was domesticated after all. He had left that wild
life behind, and he stood atop the cliff, waiting as the ocean churned and
roiled below, raising clouds of salty mist.







 
 
CHAPTER TWO


Off to a Rocky Start







Deep underwater, two reptiles swam through the ocean.
They were long reptiles. As long as T-rexes. But their bodies were surprisingly
small, sprouting four unassuming flippers and stubby tails. Most of their
length was in their necks. Those scaly necks made giraffes look stumpy. Mean
little heads topped those serpentine necks, sprouting horns and spikes and many
teeth.


One of the reptiles, the
male, wore a coat of green scales. The female sported blue scales and red
spikes across her head. They were elasmosaurs. Not epic predators. They were
weaklings compared to the true giants of Mintari's ocean, this place they
called Hell's Aquarium. Mosasaurs and ichthyosaurs dwarfed them. A megalodon
could swallow them for breakfast. But the elasmosaurs were quick, powerful
swimmers, and they moved with a purpose.


They were not hunting.
They were not seeking mates. They swam in pursuit of a shipwreck, following a
holographic map. For these were no ordinary elasmosaurs. Electronic devices
beeped on their heads. Puppet masters controlled them from afar.


Many miles away, in an
underground lab beneath Dozer's feet, Joe and Simone lay inside sensory
deprivation pods. Floating in lukewarm water, they saw nothing. Heard nothing.
Felt nothing. Their senses were shut down. But helmets on their heads allowed
them to experience everything these two elasmosaurs felt. The reptiles were
marionettes. Avatars. Human minds controlled them. Human souls lived inside
these aquatic, scaly bodies.


"We're getting
closer," Joe said. Bubbles rose between his teeth. He was speaking to
Simone telepathically, but he found that his elasmosaur's mouth moved with the
words, trying its best to utter them. It came out more like a grumble.


"I need air,"
Simone said. "I can't wait."


The blue elasmosaurus with
red spikes began swimming upward. Joe followed, piloting his green reptile.
Though they were classified as aquatic reptiles, in some ways, they were almost
mammalian. They were warm-blooded, they birthed live young, and they breathed
air. They lived much like whales would millions of years later in the story of
evolution.


Apparently elasmosaurs
could hold their breath for an hour. At least that's what Chief Clubber,
commander of the Mintari Rangers, had told Joe and Simone when sending them on
their mission. But they had been swimming here for a few days now, and they
could never last an hour without breathing. After only fifteen minutes
underwater, their lungs began to tingle. After twenty minutes, a feeling of
decided discomfort settled in. Earlier that morning, Joe and Simone had
experimented with holding their breath for half an hour. By the end, their
lungs were aching. A full hour? Joe couldn't even imagine.


They swam upward through
the ocean, passing through clouds of glittering plankton, schools of fish, a
swarm of ammonites, and swaying leaves of kelp. Finally their little, spiky
heads breached the surface, and they gulped down air. Joe could feel the air
flowing down his ridiculously long neck, finally reaching his lungs and
soothing the aches. He still wasn't sure why evolution had given elasmosaurs
such long necks. And those necks truly were ludicrous. They were like pythons—big
pythons that could wrap around an elephant—growing from tubby little bodies.
Why had nature designed such ridiculous animals?


With air in their lungs,
they kept swimming, staying close to the ocean surface. New strength filled
Joe, and he flapped his flippers and wagged his tail, propelling himself onward
through the water. Simone swam at his side. It took real effort to swim with a
neck this long. Joe had to concentrate on keeping his neck stiff. If he dropped
his focus, his neck flopped through the water, tossing his head around like a
tether ball and shaking his brain. What a terrible design for an animal!


Go home, evolution, Joe thought. You're
drunk.


"Are we there
yet?" Simone said, swimming at his side. The red spikes on her blue head
pierced the ocean surface.


Chief Clubber had taught
them how to access the map. Joe uttered a single word.


"Magellan."


As soon as he uttered the
code word, the chip on his head thrummed. A light beamed out. A holographic map
appeared in the water before him. A neat little feature. An add-on. The little
electronic device could also pick up radio signals, enable telepathic
communication, even play music. But those were just frills. Primarily, the
electronic device allowed Joe to control the elasmosaurus from his sensory
deprivation tank hundreds of miles away.


No, I'm not hundreds of
miles away, Joe thought. I'm right here. I'm in the sensory deprivation tank
right now. It's the elasmosaurus that's hundreds of miles away from me.


Was there even a
difference? Joe thought there was. But it was a dizzying thought. He certainly felt
like he was inside the elasmosaurus. His soul was hitching a ride with the reptile.
Back in the sensory deprivation pod, was that still him or just an empty shell?
Was it all just an illusion? Or did this technology truly allow one's
consciousness to leap from body to body? What was consciousness, after all, but
a bundle of senses and thoughts? His senses came from the elasmosaurus. He saw
through the animal's eyes, heard through its ears, felt the water flow over
him. Yet his thoughts—were those in his brain in the sensory deprivation tank?
Or in the brain of this reptile? Where did one being end and the other begin?


Joe didn't know. He
decided to simply go with the flow for now. He would leave those questions for
the philosophers.


He examined the hologram
that floated before him. The 3D map displayed the ocean floor, depicting
valleys, mountains, thermal vents, coral reefs, and kelp forests. At some
places the mountains breached the ocean surface, forming islands. Joe had never
lived by the sea, had never spent much time contemplating it. Now he realized
that the seascape was just as varied and wild as the landscape, and it burst
with just as much life. If not more.


Two dots, one blue and one
green, represented Joe and Simone on the map. Far, far away, past kelp forests
and deep trenches, shone a little red speck. According to legend, that was
where the shipwreck lay.


Joe knew the stories. Five
hundred years ago, two starships had arrived from Earth to colonize Mintari.
Back then, Mintari had been an empty planet, devoid of life. Just a floating
rock in the void. But conditions on Mintari were right. Here was a place where
scientists could play God, recreating the long-lost era of dinosaurs on a
distant planet. Back in those days, Earth still had scientists, still had hope.
How times have changed! Today Earth was the slum of the galaxy, a ruin of
shantytowns, pollution, and gang warfare. It was hard to believe the
splendorous life on Mintari had come from there.


Those ancient Earthlings
sent two starships to Mintari. Only two. Darwin's Ark and Darwin's
Cradle. They traveled hundreds of light-years, finally arriving at this
alien world. In their hulls, they carried dinosaur embryos. Millions of embryos
from thousands of species. And not just dinosaurs but also pterosaurs, marine
reptiles, turtles, insects, ancient mammals, and plants. Enough life to
recreate the Mesozoic Era in all its glory.


The Darwin's Ark
touched down on a hill. The scientists built a camp around their starship. They
had children. Their children had children. A few wealthy adventurers (back then
only the wealthy could afford space travel) joined them from Earth, adding
much-needed variety to the gene pool. The camp grew. In time, those early
colonists became Mintarians. And their camp became Dinovia City, home to three
hundred thousand people. To this day, visitors could see the Darwin's Ark
in the city center. It still stood on that hill.


Nobody knew what happened
to Darwin's Cradle, the second starship. Some said it never reached Mintari.
Some said it crashed onto a mountain. Some people even told wilder stories of
aliens abducting it. But Chief Clubber knew the truth. Using time-casting, the
very same technique that allowed scientists to retrieve dino DNA, Clubber sent
a camera back in time. And it caught footage of Darwin's Cradle falling
into the ocean.


Joe and Simone swam there
now. Because the dinosaurs of Mintari were dying. Hell's Hunters, a veritable
army of poachers, were slaying them. The parasaurs were already extinct or close
to it. Darwin's Cradle offered a cornucopia of new embryos. A chance to
repopulate the planet.


Assuming the shipwreck was
still there all those years later. And assuming the embryos were still inside.
And still viable. Many assumptions. But it was worth a shot, which was why they
swam in these reptilian bodies, seeking hope at the bottom of Hell's Aquarium.


"You know, Joe, I'm
rather peckish," said Simone. "I don't suppose you packed
lunch."


"Sorry, LaRue. I was
too busy transforming into a giant man-eating reptile to remember to pack
sandwiches."


"Man-eating reptile,
huh? I could sure go for a nice juicy man now." The blue elasmosaurus
licked her chops. "But what's this LaRue business? Since when do you call
me by my last name?"


Joe tried to shrug, but he
only managed to move his front flippers a bit. "I guess I still associate
the name Simone with the woman. Not the reptile."


"What? But I still
look exactly the same! Bright white teeth." She grinned. "A long,
graceful neck." She wiggled her neck around. "And I'm still a
redhead." She bristled the red spikes on her head.


Joe grimaced. "You
were slightly less spiky as a woman. But okay. I didn't pack lunch,
Simone."


"Well, Triplehorn,
I'm famished. You reckon there are any seafood restaurants around here?"


"No, but there's
plenty of seafood." He gestured with his chin. "Look."


A school of fish swam
ahead. Joe didn't know the species, but they seemed small enough to gulp down
whole. And there were hundreds of them, more than enough to fill the bellies of
two elasmosaurs.


Simone shuddered, her
scales clattering. "Eww! Mr. Triplehorn, surely you're not suggesting that
we eat raw fish."


"What, never eaten
sushi, LaRue?" He began swimming toward the school. "I thought you
Cloventians liked that kind of food."


"Yes, we like raw
fish. Not living fish." She swam after him. "I like my fish
dead, gutted, cut into pieces, and placed on pillows of rice. Not wriggling and
full of guts!"


"Well, if I find a
sushi bar down here, I'll make you a reservation," Joe said. "Now I'm
going to eat."


They had been swimming all
night and most of the day, and the shipwreck was still far. Their reptilian
bodies needed food as well as air. Joe increased speed, flapping his flippers
madly, racing toward the school of fish. His belly rumbled. Those fish looked good.
Clearly he was thinking with his reptilian belly more than his human mind.


As he approached the
school, ready to feast, the fish fled. Joe chomped down on nothing but water.
The fish were schooling into the depths. Joe tightened his jaw and followed,
plunging into the shadows. He stretched out his neck and snapped his teeth.
Nothing. He didn't even catch a tail. The fish fled around a patch of kelp and
vanished into a trench. Joe tried to catch a straggler, but it too got away. He
bit down on kelp and spat out the rubbery leaves.


"Impressive!"
said Simone, swimming up toward him. "You hunted salad."


He glared at her.
"Maybe if you helped, LaRue."


Simone swam closer to the
seaweed, sniffed, and wrinkled her nose. "Ugh. Smells awful."


"I thought you liked
sushi. That has seaweed in it."


"Maki has seaweed,
not sushi." She raised her chin. "Besides, what I like—meaning Simone
the human—might not be what this Simone likes—meaning Simone the elasmosaurus."


"So you'll eat live
fish now?"


She heaved a sigh, scales
clattering. "I suppose. It can't be any worse than your cooking, and I've
survived that."


He glowered at her.
"There's nothing wrong with my cooking."


She nodded. "Mhm. If
you consider opening a can of pork and beans to be cooking."


Joe bristled. "What's
wrong with that? It's nutritious, it's filling, it's—"


"Look, more
fish!" Simone darted off in pursuit.


Joe joined her. They swam
higher, following a new school of fish. These fish were smaller, plumper, and
moved just as fast. The two elasmosaurs beat their flippers, craned their necks
forward, and snapped their jaws. But the fish were quicker, fleeing into clouds
of silt.


"I caught one, I
caught one!" Simone said. She grinned, showing a severed fish tail lodged
between her teeth. She grimaced and spat it out. "Eww. Just a tail. No
meat on this at all. Like eating a fingernail."


Joe grumbled. "We're
doing something wrong. Maybe we need more practice with these bodies."


"I'll die of hunger before
then," said Simone.


Joe snapped his teeth in
frustration. "If elasmosaurs can't swim fast enough to catch fish, how do
they eat?"


Simone shrugged her
flippers. "Maybe they buy hunting rifles from your family."


"Ouch." He
glared at her. "That was a low blow."


"Sorry, darling. Mea
culpa. I'd kiss you, but I'd probably end up biting off your face."


Joe swam in circles,
thinking. He could swim fast. Tar it, he knew he was fast. Yet the fish were
faster, and no amount of practice would change that. Did elasmosaurs feed on
slower animals—turtles or jellyfish or ammonites? Maybe the long necks were
designed to thrust into turtle shells, allowing the heads to scoop out the
gooey innards? Not a pretty image. Joe thought he'd rather go hungry.


He stared at a patch of
swaying kelp. Perhaps the rubbery algae would fill his belly. Elasmosaur necks
reminded him of sauropod necks. When sauropods fed, they swept their long necks
from side to side, hoovering up vegetation. It allowed them to eat massive
amounts of vegetation without wasting calories on walking. Long necks seemed
designed for grazing. Perhaps elasmosaurs were omnivores, and they grazed on
kelp?


But no. When Joe had
accidentally bitten down on kelp earlier, it tasted foul to his reptilian
palate. Besides, an elasmosaurus had sharp teeth. A carnivore's teeth. Somehow
they did hunt successfully, but—


"Eww!" Simone's
voice interrupted his thought. "Kelp is disgusting."


Joe looked around.
"Simone? Where are you?"


"Here!" She
gagged. "Trying kelp. For the first and last time."


"I don't see
you."


Her head burst out from
the cluster of seaweed. She stretched her neck toward him, and she grinned a
toothy grin. "Here I am. Surprise!"


"You look like a
tarry jack-in-the-box."


She touched her muzzle to
his. "Boop."


And there it was. Right in
front of him. The answer.


He swam into the grove of
kelp, joining Simone. She pulled her neck into the forest with him.


"Looking for some
privacy?" She waggled her scaly brow.


"Not now,
Simone."


She pressed against him.
"Hey, how do you think these reptiles—?"


"Not now! I have an
idea. Be quiet and follow my lead."


They huddled side by side,
silent for long moments. The kelp swayed around them, the long green strands
caressing their scaly hides.


"Joe, I'm
bored," Simone whispered.


"Shh!"


"Joe, I'm hungry and—"


"I said shh!"


They floated there among
the algae, silent. Joe moved his head a few inches forward, gently parting the
kelp with his snout. He gazed out into the open sea. Beads of light cascaded
through the water. A few ammonites floated by. Joe's lungs began itching for
air again. He ignored them.


Long moments went by. Soon
his lungs were aching. Simone shifted uncomfortably, but she stayed put.


Finally—there they were.


More fish. Another school.
They came swimming toward the kelp, perhaps hoping to munch on the leaves.
Simone moved her flippers, prepared to dart forward. Joe hooked her with his
neck, holding her in place.


"Hold!" he
whispered.


The fish schooled closer.


"Hold," Joe
whispered.


The fish swam closer
still. Plump blue fish with yellow stripes. Closer. Closer. They did not see
the two hidden predators. Joe's stomach grumbled.


"Now!" Joe said.


Joe and Simone thrust
their heads out from the kelp. Their necks operated like rubber bands, hurtling
the heads into the open water. At once, Joe and Simone snapped their jaws shut.
Each caught a mouthful of juicy fish. The other fish fled. The elasmosaurs let
them go.


Joe gulped down his
mouthful. Several fish slid down his long, long neck into his belly. A warm
contentedness spread through him. Simone gulped too, her scales clattering, and
sighed.


"So that's what the
necks are for," Joe said.


Simone nodded. "Like
jacks-in-the-box. Thankfully I figured it out. I was about to starve."


"You figured
it out?"


"That's what I said,
mister. Now come with me. After a good meal, I love a nice dessert of
air."


They swam upward, breached
the surface, and gulped more air. With their lungs and bellies full, it was
time to continue the quest.





* * * * *






Leaving the kelp behind,
they headed into deeper, colder waters, traveling northwest. As they swam, Joe
wondered about Figaro. What was his daughter doing now? He could not have taken
her here. She was only sixteen, too young for a quest underwater. But maybe
also too young to be left home alone.


We've had so little time
together, Figgy, he thought. I miss you.


Until last year, he had
thought Fig dead, eaten by a T-rex as a baby. But she had survived that
terrible night. The night Ivan devoured her mother. Fig had grown up in the
wilderness, raised by dinosaurs, running wild with the pack. Now she was
finally back in Joe's life, but she struggled in human society. She growled.
She bit. She lashed out. At school, she had bitten a girl's ear and gotten expelled.
She kept running away and causing Joe endless grief. But he loved her with all
his heart, and he hoped that someday she could integrate into human society.


Hang in there, Fig, he thought, wishing he could transmit his words
to her telepathically. I'll be home as soon as—


Simone's stomach gave a
loud rumble, interrupting his thoughts.


He looked at her.
"Surely you can't still be hungry."


The blue elasmosaurus
grimaced. "My tummy hurts."


"You ate too
much."


"I did not! Five
fish, that's all. Just a snack." Her stomach moaned again. "Ow. I
have indigestion."


"Oh, you probably
just need to use the bathroom."


"What? Out here in
the open? No way, mister. Besides, it's not that kind of pain."


Sudden pain stabbed Joe's
innards too. His belly roiled and gurgled.


"I heard that!" Simone
said. "It's the raw fish. It's upsetting our stomachs. You hunted the
wrong prey, mister!"


"Me? I thought the
whole thing was your idea."


She winced. "Ow. I
need an antacid."


Joe groaned. His stomach
hurt badly. Had they eaten poisonous fish?


"You know what I
could really go for now?" Simone said. "Rocks. I'd love to eat some
rocks."


"What?" Joe
tilted his head. "LaRue, what are you talking about?"


"I don't know! I
can't explain it. I've just got a hankering for rocks." She looked at the
seabed and her eyes widened. "Ooh, look at those rocks! Those look good."


She swam down toward a
pile of rocks on the seabed.


"Simone, stop
that!" Joe followed her, swimming lower.


He had to admit though.
Those rocks did look good. A sudden craving filled him. He wanted to eat those
rocks. To gulp them down. It would be heavenly. He couldn't explain the desire,
but it overpowered him.


Simone gave in to temptation.
She swam toward a rock about the size of an apple. She closed her jaws around
it and gulped it down. She looked at another rock, but it seemed jagged. She
chose a round rock and swallowed that one too. Then more.


"Simone, what are you
doing?" Joe cried.


She gulped down another
rock and looked at him, concern in her eyes. "I don't know! I just felt
like it. An instinct, I guess. I just know I'm supposed to eat these
rocks."


Joe felt it too. As a
human, he didn't feel many instincts. He had a few vague hunches once in a
while, nothing more. As a man, he mostly relied on his logical mind, on
thinking and contemplating (sometimes even ruminating), not raw desires. But
now he was an elasmosaurus. And powerful instincts guided animals, telling them
what to do, how to survive.


Joe didn't understand why,
but he joined Simone at the rock buffet. He nudged aside jagged rocks and
swallowed smooth ones. He had to work his powerful neck muscles, forcing them
down and down until the rocks entered his belly. As he swallowed them, the pain
in his stomach subsided.


He felt the strangest
sensation. The rocks seemed to be rubbing together inside his belly. He could
actually feel them, even hear them clattering inside. It felt good. It felt
right. He gulped down several more stones until his instincts told him: Stop!


"Man, that sure hit
the spot." Simone hiccuped. "Excuse me."


With the pain in his
stomach no longer consuming him, it finally dawned on Joe.


"Gastroliths,"
he said.


"Also known as
stomach stones or gizzard stones," Simone said. "Rocks animals
swallow that remain inside their gastrointestinal tracts. The rocks bang
together, grinding the food. It helps animals that do not have proper teeth for
chewing. Like us."


Joe raised his scaly brow.
"Somebody's been doing her dino homework."


"I went to Clover
Heights Academy, darling. I'm not a complete ignoramus."


"There's a sea cucumber
on your head, Einstein."


Simone shook her head
wildly. "Eww, eww, get it off!"


"No time. I need
another breath of air. Join me?"


They swam upward toward
the surface. It was significantly harder to swim with a belly full of rocks,
but that was the life of an elasmosaurus, Joe supposed. He breached the surface
and inhaled the salty air. Meanwhile, the sea cucumber made its great escape,
much to Simone's relief. The elasmosaurs floated near the surface for a while,
their bodies underwater, heads in the open air. The vast ocean spread around
them to the horizons. It was a strange feeling being out here, hundreds of
miles away from land. Joe knew that his body was actually safe and sound in the
sensory deprivation tank, but he still felt lost and isolated out here. Thank
the heavens Simone was with him.


"All right," Joe
said. "Now our lungs are full, our meals are digested, and we can finally—"
He frowned. "Did you feel that?"


Simone tilted her head.
"What?"


Joe furrowed his scaly
brow ridge. "A prickly feeling."


Simone concentrated, then
nodded. "I feel it too. Another instinct?"


"Something in the
water," Joe said softly. "A stirring that shouldn't be there."


"I'll take a
look." Simone dipped her head underwater, then raised it over the surface
again. She looked at Joe. Her yellow eyes gleamed with fear. "Joe, there's
a shadow."


"A shadow?"


He dipped his head under.
He saw it too. Coming in fast. A dark blob below, rising like tar through the
murk.


"Get back!" Joe
cried.


The two elasmosaurs swam
backward, flippers beating madly, when suddenly—


The water exploded ahead.


Waves splashed toward the
sky like a geyser.


An enormous creature burst
from the water. Jaws open with a furious roar, the monster lunged toward Joe
and Simone.






* * * * *







Joe recognized the sea
monster at once. It was one of Mintari's most accomplished killers.


A kronosaurus.


Like the elasmosaurs, it
was a marine reptile. But it was larger than Joe and Simone. Much larger. An
elasmosaurus weighed about a ton. This monster was easily a twelve-tonner.
Bigger than almost any predator on land. Maybe even bigger than Ivan, the
mutant T-rex who brutalized Mintari's terrestrial life.


Unlike Joe and Simone, the
kronosaurus had no neck to speak of. Its body was scaly, muscular, and equipped
with four mighty flippers. Its mouth opened wide, filled with teeth like
swords. Those jaws were the size of a small boat. They could engulf a T-rex
head. This sea monster could munch on Great White sharks like they were
sardines.


"Holy crap!"
Simone blurted out.


"Run!" Joe
cried. "I mean—swim!"


They scattered, each
swimming in a different direction. The kronosaurus arched through the air, then
dived back in, crashing into the ocean with tremendous force. His jaws closed
around nothing but seawater. But one of his massive flippers slammed into Joe,
hurling him aside.


Joe tumbled through the
water, neck flopping every which way. He beat his decidedly smaller flippers,
struggling to steady himself.


Not long ago, Joe had
hunted helpless little fish. Now he was the helpless little fish. When
first seeing elasmosaurs, Joe had thought them giants. Now they seemed like
minnows.


The kronosaurus reared in
the water, howling for meat. The hungry reptile hesitated for just a second,
perhaps trying to decide which elasmosaurus to attack first. Then the sea
monster made up his mind. The colossal predator raced toward Joe, mouth open
wide. Those jaws could easily bite off Joe's head. It would be like a man
biting off the tip of a bean sprout.


Joe and Simone knew there
was no fighting this beast. They swam for their lives. The kronosaurus gurgled
and splashed and followed, cleaving the ocean.


"Split up!" Joe
shouted. "Simone, go the other way!"


"I'm not leaving
you!"


The enormous jaws opened
behind them, sucking up water. Deep in Joe's mind, he knew he was safe. Chief
Clubber had explained it. If a reptilian avatar died, yes, that could cause
enormous shock to the human operator. With cheaper equipment, a host's death
could damage the human brain. Even kill the human handler. Thankfully, Joe was
now floating in a sophisticated sensory deprivation pod, and scientists and
doctors were monitoring him. If his elasmosaurus died, the pod would probably
save his life.


Probably.


He knew this logically.
But his elasmosaur's brain was still active, running in parallel to his own,
and it was flooding him with terror. Simone let out a terrified cry at his
side. She could not resist the fear either.


The jaws snapped shut
behind them. Joe curled his tail inward. The kronosaurus bit down on nothing
but water. But that was close. Tarry close. They could not escape this
predator. Somehow they had to fight.


"Simone, keep
swimming forward!" he cried.


"Geez, great idea! I
thought I'd stop!"


As Simone kept swimming,
Joe plunged deep underwater. He dived below the kronosaurus. The gargantuan
predator kept chasing Simone, snapping at her heels. Or at her flippers, at any
rate. Joe swam below the huge shadowy reptile. His own jaws were sizable.
Probably the size of a crocodile's jaws. But they seemed downright petite
compared to the behemoth above him. Still, Joe had to try. He swam upward,
raised his neck toward the kronosaur's underbelly, and bit with all his might.


He might as well have
bitten an iron ship. He couldn't penetrate the scaly skin. He didn't think the
kronosaurus even noticed.


The monster opened his
jaws. This time he was close enough. The toothy mouth engulfed Simone's lower
half, prepared to chomp down and cut her in two.


Joe shot up, grabbed the
kronosaur's tail in his mouth, and tugged with all his strength.


He was only one-tenth the
size. He felt like a seal attacking a killer whale. But desperation fueled him.
He dug his teeth into the kronosaur's tail, piercing the skin, tasting the
blood. All the while, Joe kept pulling, yanking the monster back.


The kronosaur's powerful
mouth snapped shut like a bear trap. But Joe had managed to pull him backward
in the water. The mouth closed behind Simone, missing her tail by inches.


Joe bit deeper. The
kronosaurus began swinging his tail around, flailing Joe through the water. Joe
clung on with all his strength, but he was losing his grip. His teeth tore
through scaly skin, and the huge tail kept whipping, and Joe finally lost his
grip. He tumbled through the water, blood in his mouth.


For a beast so large, the
kronosaurus moved at incredible speed. The predator spun in the water, bringing
his jaws toward Joe. The sea monster almost seemed to grin. His gullet widened.
He swam toward Joe, ready to bite his head off. Joe winced, caught in a current,
waiting to die and wake up in the sensory deprivation tank.
Hopefully without brain damage.


A rock raced through the
water and slammed into the kronosaur's forehead.


The reptile shook his head
wildly, clearly confused. Joe blinked, just as confused. What had just
happened?


Another rock scudded through the water like a torpedo. It slammed into the kronosaur's eye.


"Hey, you!" came
a gurgly voice. "Yeah, you, big boy. Take that!"


Again a rock raced through
the water, leaving a trail of bubbles, and hit the kronosaurus. This rock hit a
tooth, knocking it out.


Through the murky water,
Joe saw an impossible sight. Simone came swimming toward the battle. She spat
out a rock the size of a man's head. The stone flew into the kronosaur's mouth,
and Simone kept spewing them out, firing rocks like some huge scaly machine
gun.


Buffeted with stone after
stone, the kronosaurus growled and turned his head away.


"Shoot it, Joe!"
Simone cried.


"How?"


"Cough up the
rocks!"


The kronosaurus was
flailing, churning the water, rumbling in fury. Joe concentrated, squeezed his
belly muscles, and there—it happened! He felt a rock traveling up his
esophagus. It was a terrible feeling. He threw the rock up. It streaked through
the water and slammed into the kronosaurus. He spat out another and another,
pounding the beast in the face, knocking out teeth, hitting an eye.


The big reptile rumbled
again, but now he sounded more pained than angry. Simone spat out another stone
for good measure, hitting the kronosaurus right between the eyes. The big
carnivore had suffered enough. He turned around, whipping the water into a
maelstrom, and swam into the distance. He was hungry. But not hungry enough to
eat food that pelted him with rocks. He vanished into the distance, seeking
easier prey.


"Yeah, that's
right!" Simone cried. "Keep running, loser! You messed with the wrong
elasmosaurs! David 1, Goliath 0!"


Joe swam closer to her.
"Are you all right?"


She nodded. "More
than all right." She grinned. "Apparently I'm a living tommy gun."


"I guess the rocks
are for more than digestion," Joe said. "Simone, this is a huge
discovery. This is tool use. Reptiles using projectiles as weapons!"


"Yeah, well, I don't
think it counts when humans are operating them," Simone said. She wrapped
her neck around his. "Thank you. You saved my life."


"And you saved
mine."


"Now let's go eat
more rocks," Simone said. "I need more ammo."


Joe checked the
holographic map. "We're closer. But it's still a long way to Darwin's
Cradle. Let's keep going."








 
 
CHAPTER THREE


Eye of the Dino







"Faster, Firewing, faster!" Fig cried,
riding the dinosaur across the snowy plains.


The wind ruffled her short
black hair, filled her nostrils, and pinched her cheeks. Fig couldn't stop
grinning. The icy mountains rose and fell before her. Snow fluttered all
around. The air was frigid, but the dinosaur she rode was hot, and he filled
her with warmth.


This was freedom. For
Figaro Triplehorn, this was happiness.


She tightened her thighs
around Firewing. The dinosaur was the size of a horse but even faster. She rode
bareback. No saddle, no reins, no stirrups or crop. Just her and the dinosaur.
She clutched fistfuls of Firewing's red feathers, and she leaned forward,
streamlining her body, and it seemed to her that girl and dinosaur became one,
a single predator slicing through the wind.


Firewing was an
achillobator. The same species of dinosaurs Fig had grown up with. She knew
achillobators well. She had spent nearly all her life in a bator pack. Until
last year, she had thought herself one of them. She had learned that she was
human, a sixteen-year-old girl, a daughter and granddaughter and niece, part of
a great human pack.


But even now, she did not
feel human. Not fully. Dinovia City was stifling. At school, the other students
bullied her. At least until she had bitten off one's ear. That had taught the
girl! It had also gotten Fig expelled. Well, maybe that was for the best. After
years in the wilderness, perhaps she was simply too wild. Perhaps she would
never integrate into human society.


But that was okay. She had
Firewing. She had this race through the snowy wilderness. Both past and future
vanished out here. She had the now, and it was perfect.


"Faster,
Firewing!" she cried again, laughing. "Faster!"


Amazingly, he increased
speed. His two legs pumped, and his talons tore through snow and ice. Frost
flew off his feathers, revealing their glorious red color. His powerful jaws
opened with a joyous cry, baring rows of fangs, and his breath frosted while
his amber eyes shone. The wind billowed his wings, ruffling feathers in the
colors of fire and sunrise and bloody hunts. Flightless those wings were, but
they were not useless. Claws like daggers grew from their tips.


He was the finest
achillobator Fig had ever seen. And certainly the fastest.


Fast enough to run in the
Dino Derby? she wondered.


Fig could already imagine
it. The snowy fields, icy rivers, and frosty conifers vanished. Instead, she
saw the Derby Arena. Firewing's talons raced over a track, not the snowy
ground. Tiers of seats soared around her. Lasers flashed, music blared, and
giant screens hovered in the air, showing Fig's face. Myriads of people
cheered. She could almost hear their chanting.


"Figaro! Figaro!
Figaro!"


A branch slapped her face,
filling her mouth with snow. She coughed. The vision vanished. Fig ducked,
letting another branch whoosh over her head. Firewing had reached a copse of
conifers, shattering her daydream.


Oh well. It was ridiculous
anyway. Crowds chanted for the dinosaur, not the jockey. And if the screens
ever focused on her face in real life, she'd probably feel mortified, not
proud. Who wanted to see her ugly mug? But her dreams sustained her through
these long hours of training. She would become a jockey. She would
enter the Dino Derby. And by gosh, she would—


A rumble sounded ahead.


Fig raised her head, her
eyes widened, and she gasped.


"Firewing!" she
cried. "Watch out!"


Dinosaurs stood ahead.
Enormous dinosaurs. Each dinosaur had four legs like tree trunks, long tails,
longer necks, and little heads. Sauropods, clearly. Multiple sauropod species
called Mintari home, and many looked quite similar. But two features set these
ones apart. First—their coloring. Their bodies were white and marbled with blue
stripes. Second—their dorsal spikes. Each dinosaur boasted a mane of silver
spikes that ran along their spines, head to tail. No dactyl would be landing on
these dinos anytime soon. Fig recognized the species. Camarasaurus.


They were herbivores, but
they were far from harmless. Many sauropods were highly aggressive, powerful,
and dangerous. And if they hated anything, it was carnivores. Like Firewing and
Fig. A camarasaurus was large enough to crush them underfoot. Firewing was the
size of a lion, but a camarasaurus could step on him like a man stepping on a
lapdog. If Fig dismounted, she would stand shorter than their knees.


The herd had been feasting
on the treetops. But the sight of a racing achillobator tossed them into …
not a panic perhaps. When you were large enough to kick a T-rex over a hill,
you never needed to panic. But Firewing definitely caused a disturbance.
The camarasaurs brayed, lowered their heads from the treetops, and stamped
their feet. Their spikes distended, gleaming in the sunlight. One camarasaurus—a
massive bull—reared on his back legs. He wasn't particularly good at it. An
animal that heavy struggled to rear. The camarasaurus thumped back down within
seconds, but it made for a threatening display. The earth shook. Trees cracked.
Snow thumped down from the branches.


Firewing was moving too
fast to stop in time. He was sliding through the snow right toward the towering
sauropods. The herd spread out, forming a barricade in the forest. A big cow
came stomping toward Firewing and Fig, shaking the forest. She bugled and her
tail whipped from side to side, knocking down trees. Her front legs rose from
the ground. She didn't have flat cylindrical feet like an elephant. Her feet
sprouted thick toes with mean claws. Those feet came whooshing down, ready to
crush the feathery pest and that weird little mammal on its back.


Firewing didn't try to
stop, didn't slow down, didn't even swerve. Fig tugged madly on his feathers, urging
him to veer aside. He ignored her. He dipped his head low and charged forward—right
toward the rearing camarasaurus.


Fig screamed and leaned
forward, flattening her belly against Firewing's back.


The achillobator ran
between the sauropod's legs. Fig winced. The sauropod was just big enough to
make the maneuver possible, but if she sat upright, she'd knock her head off.


Firewing emerged from
under the sauropod. The giant's tail whooshed above. It was going to hit Fig!
It was going to whip her off Firewing's back!


She tilted sideways.
Hugging Firewing with all four limbs, she dropped to cling to his side instead
of his back. The spiked tail whipped overhead, slicing off several of
Firewing's dorsal feathers. Had Fig remained on his back, she'd be flattened
against some distant tree by now.


She righted herself. They
rode onward. More sauropods reared and bugled ahead. They stampeded toward
Firewing, determined to crush this little intruder in their herd. The
achillobator zipped left, then right. Another spiky tail swung their way,
whooshing close to the ground. Firewing ducked and slid through the snow,
raising white waves. Fig clung on for dear life, snow in her eyes. The tail
flashed overhead, stirring her hair. Firewing sprang back up and kept running.


A camarasaurus reared
ahead. She was a mother. Her hatchlings cowered between her legs, gazing with
wide eyes at the charging red predator. A mother protecting her hatchlings was
the most dangerous creature on Mintari, and Firewing knew it. The achillobator
swerved, dodged a swing of the tail, and leaped onto a fallen conifer. The
trunk formed a natural ramp leading up a hillside. Firewing ran along the log,
his claws shattering the casing of ice, until he reached a crown of frozen
roots. The twisted roots curled like brambles, forming a gnarled barricade.


The camarasaurus bent her
front legs, raised her haunches, and lashed her tail. The big, scaly whip came
flashing downward, lined with white spikes. Fig winced, awaiting death. But
Firewing kept running. He gripped the crown of roots above, swung himself
around it, then vaulted high into the snowy air.


And they were flying.


A valley awaited far
below.


Firewing spread out his
wings. Flightless they were, but they were still wide and the feathers ruffled
on the wind. They glided.


Fig gazed with huge eyes.
Okay. She had thought riding was freedom. She had been wrong. This was
freedom. The snowy landscape spread below. Piny hills rose at their sides, and
a lake glittered ahead, still liquid but starting to freeze along the edges.
Iguanodons herded through the snow, and dactyls glided in the distance.


Mintari was so beautiful.
Fig wanted to fly here forever.


Then she noticed that
Firewing was descending. And fast. The ground rushed up to meet them. After
all, she reminded herself, achillobators could not fly. Merely glide.


She grimaced and clung
tight to her dinosaur.


They slammed into the
snow, rattling every tooth in Fig's skull and shaking her ribs like dominoes in
a bag. Fig finally fell off her mount. She
and Firewing slid through the snow, spinning with all the grace of a legless
duck on ice. Slowly, they rolled to a halt and
coughed out snow.


For a moment, Fig just lay
there, amazed that she was alive.


A click sounded
ahead.


Fig looked up to see her
aunt standing in the snow, holding a stopwatch.


"Not bad,"
Amissa said. "Seventeen minutes and thirteen seconds. A new record. If not
the finest landing I've seen." She sighed. "We still have a lot of
work."





* * * * *






Amissa Triplehorn.
Huntress extraordinaire. Leader of Hell's Hunters and heiress to Triplehorn
Incorporated.


Amissa was everything Fig
was not. Her aunt was tall. Fig was short. Amissa was strong like a mighty
conifer. Fig was scrawny like a blade of grass. Amissa boasted flowing chestnut
hair, alabaster skin, and striking blue eyes. Fig had short black hair, olive
skin, and dark eyes. Amissa looked more like the Triplehorn side of the family.
Fig looked more like her mother, a Clubber. But though aunt and niece looked so
different, their hearts beat in sync. They were both fierce. Both proud. Both
huntresses. Fig hoped that when she grew up, she could be like her aunt.
Confident. Wise. A leader.


Fig shoved herself up,
brushed snow off her clothes, shivered, and grinned. "Told ya I could beat
seventeen-thirty."


Amissa snorted. "Strutter
would run this course under ten."


Fig blew a raspberry.
"Bet Strutter would do it with less panache."


"Panache doesn't win
derbies, cheesecake." Amissa handed her a thermos. "Take a break.
Drink some hot chocolate. Then we run again. And do try to avoid herds of
sauropods."


Fig gasped. "You saw
that?"


"I'm your coach,
cheesecake. I see all."


Fig drank the hot
chocolate. It was good. Amissa tossed Firewing a raw steak, which he gulped
down with one bite. It was not good to feed an achillobator, Fig knew. The
dinosaur should hunt his lunch. But training was rigorous, so they bent the rules.
Right now Firewing needed to work on his speed, not hone his hunting prowess.


An achillobator had never
entered the Dino Derby. Not in four hundred years of the sport. Nearly every
dinosaur that ever qualified for the races was an ornithomimid. Several
ornithomimid species lived on Mintari, but they were all the same, if you asked
Fig. Slender. Feathered. Extremely fast. They looked like ostriches, and they
won races. Every once in a while, some eccentric billionaire would fund a
different dinosaur for the derby. Maybe a raptor, carnotaurus, even a
ceratopsian. They never won. Half the time, they attacked the audience instead
of the racetrack. The derby still held moments of silence for the Raptor
Rampage a few years back.


But Fig wanted no
ostrich-dino. She had been raised among achillobators. Inside her, she still
felt like one. She wanted to run the race, and she wanted to win, but she would
do it her way. Fig vowed to become the first jockey to win the Mintari Derby on
the back of an achillobator.


If she could improve her
speed. Right now she'd be lucky to even qualify.


"Strutter could run
it under ten, huh?" she muttered. She lowered the thermos and wiped hot
chocolate off her lips.


Amissa nodded. "Mhm.
I checked the records. Two years ago, he ran the same track you just did. Nine
minutes thirty-two seconds. Almost twice as fast as you. And by the way, slow
down on the hot chocolate, Figgy, dear. You're a jockey now. Need to keep that
weight low."


Fig gasped. "Are you
calling me fat? Look at me! I'm a twig."


"You were a
twig when we found you. You're at least a branch now. Don't become a
trunk."


Fig groaned. "You're
horrible! I'm half your size."


"Yes, well, I'm not
the one riding the angry feathered murder-horse."


"Aww, Firewing's a
puppy," Fig said. "Aren't you, boy?"


She turned toward him.
Firewing had caught an archaeopteryx, a small birdlike dino, and was chewing
the treat. He gave Fig a bloody grin full of feathers and bones. Fig cringed.


"Yeesh." She
stepped away from her dinosaur. "Use a toothpick, Firewing."


"All right, break's
over." Amissa reset her stopwatch. "Same track. Remember to avoid
sauropods. They're only the size of whales, small I know, but at least try
to notice them. Ready?"


"No," Fig said.


"Three …"
Amissa held her finger over the stopwatch.


"Wait!" Fig
said. "I need to—"


"Two …"


Fig leaped onto Firewing.


"One!" Amissa
said and started the stopwatch.


And they were off with a
cloud of snow. They raced around the hill, over a pile of boulders, and up an
icy slope.






* * * * *







"Come on, Firewing,
give me under seventeen," Fig whispered as they raced by a pack of
confused protoceratops.


The achillobator grunted
and gave it his all, speeding up the slope, then racing along a canyon. A
hundred pterodactyls took flight, squawking in annoyance. Only yesterday,
Firewing would have chased them, tried to grab one taking flight. Now he
focused on the run. He was learning. Learning fast. And running faster.


Again Fig imagined it. The
track of the arena. The tiers of seats. The cheering crowds. In her fantasy,
she no longer wore a winter coat but a sequined bodysuit adorned with red
feathers. The crowd was chanting her name, and Amissa beamed with pride.


I bit off a girl's ear, Fig thought as she rode
over a fallen log, crossing a river. I was expelled from school. I can never
become a Ranger now like I wanted. But I can do this. I can become a jockey. I
can win.


And maybe her father would
be proud too.


Joe Triplehorn was far
away now. He was on a secret mission in the oceans of Mintari. He was also an
enemy to Amissa. A mortal enemy. There was a war raging on Mintari. A civil
war. A war between Rangers and hunters. A war within Fig's family.


Her uncle Clubber led the
Mintari Rangers. Her father followed him. Her aunt Amissa fought against them,
leader of Hell's Hunters. Her grandfather Tobias fought on one side, her
grandmother Lifa on the other. And Fig? She was caught in the middle. She loved
her father. She loved her aunt too. She just wanted to race.


In her fantasies, Joe
would see Fig race and beam with pride. In reality, however, he would be
disappointed. He hated her aunt. He hated the races, called them demeaning,
abusive to dinosaurs. But Fig had grown up among dinosaurs. She had the soul of
a dinosaur in her human body. She hoped that someday her father understood. He
claimed that he loved her. But she hoped that someday he could also be proud of
her, see her wild side not as shameful but noble.


"I just wish that—"
she began when suddenly Firewing veered off course.


The feathered dinosaur ran
down a slope, heading toward a herd of hyperodapedons. The hypers were ancient
reptiles, dating back to the Triassic period. But on Mintari, they lived among
dinosaurs from later eras, namely the Jurassic and Cretaceous. The hypers
definitely looked more primitive than dinosaurs. Their legs were bowed, their
bodies squat and scaly. They were about the size of pigs, and beaver-like teeth
grew from their beaks. The squat reptiles congregated around a stream, drinking
the icy water. But as Firewing raced toward them, the hypers panicked and fled.
One fell into the water, floundered, and flowed downstream.


"Firewing, no!"
Fig cried.


But it was her fault.
Instead of concentrating, she had been navel-gazing. She should have kept a
firmer grip on Firewing's feathers, guiding him with little tugs and sharp
commands. She forgot that she was a jockey, not just a passenger. Now Firewing
leaped toward the toothy herbivores, grabbed one, and bit its neck.


The hyperodapedon opened
his beak in a squeal, revealing powerful cone-shaped teeth. The reptile tried
to spin his head around, to bite Firewing. Those massive teeth could cause real
damage. But Firewing knew how to avoid them. Hypers were rigid, unable to move
their necks or jaws too much. Meanwhile, Firewing was a hot-blooded, agile,
dexterous hunter, more like a bird of prey than a lizard. He was an
achillobator, and he had evolved hundreds of millions of years later during
Late Cretaceous. He made short work of this primitive Triassic creature.


"Oh, Firewing!"
Fig said as her dinosaur tucked into his meal.


He turned his head around,
looked at her, and gave her another one of his disgusting bloody grins.


"Swallow your
food!" she said. "Then keep running. Come on!"


She tugged his feathers
mightily and dug her knees into his flanks. He ignored her and kept eating. Fig
groaned. Was he a dinosaur or a pig?


Amissa had given Fig an
electric crop. It hung across her back. Some jockeys used them to prod their
dinosaurs. You rarely saw electric crops in the arena, but they were common
during training. Fig had never used hers. She refused. How could she ever hurt
a dinosaur? She only carried the crop across her back because Amissa insisted.
But it did make a good deterrent.


"Come on,
Firewing!" She tugged his feathers harder. "Stop eating and ride!
Don't make me get the crop!"


An idle threat, of course.
Firewing called her bluff and kept eating. Fig sighed, sitting uselessly on his
back. He had been running all day, and Amissa's steaks were not filling him.


Finally, after and only
after Firewing was full, he kept running. Fig concentrated on the race. She
tried to imagine them in the arena again. But as they ran across the snowy
landscape, her fantasy changed. In her daydream, Firewing ran into the audience
and began chomping on spectators. Far-fetched? Ask the victims of the Raptor
Rampage.


Fig sighed. Maybe this
whole thing was a bad idea.


Finally they circled the
valley, crossed the conifer forest (this time giving the camarasaurs a wide
berth), slid downhill, and reached Amissa again.


The tall huntress clicked
her stopwatch, tsked her tongue, and shook her head. "Twenty-three
minutes and fourteen seconds. Terrible."


Fig gave her a shaky
smile. "Better than our run yesterday at least."


Amissa raised an eyebrow.
"You mean the run when Firewing found a burrow under a tree and took a
nap?"


She nodded. "Yep.
We're improving."


"This is not good
enough for the arena, Fig. What are we going to do?" Amissa stuffed her
stopwatch into her pocket. "You need an ornithomimid."


Fig gasped. "No! No
ostrich-dinos! All the other jockeys use those."


"Gee, I wonder why?
Ostrich-dinos win races, cheesecake."


"I don't care."
She hugged Firewing, nuzzling his snout. His head was the size of her torso,
filled with teeth but soft with feathers. "I grew up with bators. And I
love Firewing. I win with him or not at all."


"Not at all
then," Amissa said.


Fig kissed her dinosaur.
"He can improve. He's still new. He has potential. Imagine it, Auntie!
He'll be the first achillobator in the Dino Derby. He'll be famous!"


"Hopefully not for
eating the judges," Amissa muttered.


Firewing gave a bloody
smile. Bits of raw meat dangled between his teeth. Sometimes Fig swore the
dinosaur could understand them.


Fig leaned against a tree
and heaved a sigh. "When are the tryouts again?"


"This Tuesday,"
said Amissa.


Fig cringed. "I need
a drink." She grabbed the thermos of hot chocolate and drained it.






* * * * *







They headed back to the
camp. Amissa drove her jippi across the wilderness. It was a big, heavy vehicle,
its tires as tall as Fig. The machine rumbled through the snow, and its
cowcatcher shoved back chunks of ice. The windshield frosted. Despite the
difficult weather, Amissa seemed relaxed. She was humming a tune and drumming
on the steering wheel.


Fig sat in the passenger
seat, one knee pulled to her chin, watching the landscape roll outside the
windows. It was only November, but winter had struck early, freezing the land,
shocking dinosaurs who had not yet prepared. Many carnivores were too skinny.
They roamed the land, desperate for food, their ribs pressing against their
scaly hides. Many herbivores lay in hills of bones.


A whine came from the
cargo hold. A feathered snout thrust into the front cabin. Firewing sniffed and
snorted and rummaged for food.


"Ugh, get back!"
Fig said, shoving the snout. "You're slobbering all over me."


Firewing snorted. Food!


Fig rolled her eyes,
opened her glove compartment, and found a bundle of beef jerky. She tossed it
into the achillobator's mouth. He gulped and retreated back into the hold,
content for a while.


Amissa gave Fig a cockeyed
look. "Was that my mammoth jerky?"


"Um, you were saving
it?" Fig winced.


Amissa's eyes widened.
"I spent a week stalking that mammoth across planet Borealis."


Behind them, in the cargo hold,
Firewing belched.


Fig smiled weakly.
"Well, clearly Firewing appreciates it."


"That dinosaur of
yours eats more than a brontosaurus."


Fig shrugged.
"Running burns calories." She sighed and looked out the window again.
"Lots of hungry dinosaurs this year. I've never seen anything like
it."


Amissa nodded. "Yes,
hunting too many parasaurs was a dumb idea. Too many carnivores relied on them.
Now the food chain is collapsing."


Fig took a deep breath,
pursed her lips, then blurted out, "You hunted too many, Amissa!
You and your friends. If you knew it was wrong, knew it would damage the
ecology, why did you do it?"


"My father's
idea," Amissa said. "His orders, in fact. He wanted the parasaurs
extinct."


Fig's eyes widened.
"What? Why?"


"Because he's a
bitter old man, Figaro. You haven't met your grandfather. He hates dinosaurs.
I'm here to hunt for the sport of it. Same as you when you hunted in the wild.
Same as Firewing when he hunts. I enjoy the chase, the kill, and I eat the
meat. But your grandfather …" Amissa sighed. "Dinosaurs killed
his parents. And now he takes his vengeance on them."


Fig looked at a scrawny
theropod lumbering outside, almost too weak to move. He would starve this
winter. Fig looked back at her aunt.


"You should have
refused him," Fig said, her jaw so stiff she could barely speak. Her
little fists clenched on her lap.


Amissa thought for a long
moment, silent. Then she nodded. "Maybe I should have. But he scares me,
Fig. I haven't told this to anyone. Not even him. He's not a man to disobey."


Fig pulled both knees to
her chin and hugged her legs. "You make him sound horrible."


"He is, and yet …
I love him." Amissa sighed. "My mother left me when I was a baby. I
never knew my brother. I never had any friends, not real ones. Fans? Yes, I had
some fans. People I never met. People who didn't truly know me. But my father .
. . he was always there for me. The only one who was there. He was often cruel.
But he was there."


Amazingly, Amissa's eyes
shone with tears. Fig had always known Amissa to be strong, proud, a fierce
warrior. Yet here she was crying.


Fig put a hand on Amissa's
knee. "You have me now, Auntie Amissa. I'm here for you. I love you."


A tear fled Amissa's eye.
Holding the wheel, she leaned over and kissed Fig on the cheek. "I love
you too, kiddo."


They rode the rest of the
way in silence.






* * * * *







Finally, by evening, they
saw Fort Devana ahead. Amissa had named the camp after an ancient goddess of
the hunt. Funny. They called themselves Hell's Hunters, but they prayed to no
devil. They worshipped a goddess.


Fig watched the camp get
closer. It was hard to believe the terrible battle had raged only days ago. The
Rangers had come, driving their jippis, riding their dinosaurs, firing their
guns. They had knocked down the camp walls, ravaged the cabins and tents, and
slain many hunters. They had also left quite a few of their own dead behind.


But Hell's Hunters worked
quickly. Within days, they had raised a new palisade of wooden logs, their tips
sharpened. A new electric fence encircled the stockade, providing a second
level of security. The Rangers' smashed jippis still filled the moat, but the
poachers had draped them with barbed wire. Nobody would be hopping across those
jippis anytime soon. That barbed wire would rip through tires and talons alike.


Guards manned the walls,
holding rifles. They wore patchwork hunting outfits, no two men alike. Some
hunters, like Amissa, wore camouflage pants and tactical vests. Others wore
long, dark coats and wide-brimmed hats. A few wore assorted scraps of leather,
fur, and armor. Hell's Hunters had no uniforms, but they did have a symbol now.
They had adopted the sigil of Triplehorn Incorporated, the corporation that
armed and funded them. The hunters all wore armbands adorned with silver triceratops
skulls.


This is also the symbol of
Clan Triplehorn, Fig reminded herself. My clan.


Her father would not be
pleased to see this assorted group of killers wearing a symbol he was so proud
of.


Lining the battlements,
the armed hunters watched the jippi approach. A guard in a tower recognized
Amissa and waved a blue flag, giving the all clear. Across the walls, hunters
relaxed.


"Lower the
bridge!" shouted a big, bearded man in a guard tower.


Other hunters turned a
winch. A wooden drawbridge detached from the stockade and thumped down,
spanning the moat. Another guard rushed forward to open a gate in the electric
fence. He barely got there in time. Amissa drove her jippi onto the drawbridge,
forcing the poor man to jump aside. He nearly tumbled into the moat.


The jippi rumbled deeper
into the camp, raising clouds of dust and smoke, then rolled to a halt. By now
the sun had almost set. Wires stretched between the camp's huts and trailers,
and lanterns hung from them, crackling with flames. Scattered campfires burned,
and somebody was playing a bontar, the traditional stringed instrument of
Mintari. The smell of beer, roasting meat, and baked potatoes filled the air.
Dinosaur skeletons, remnants of the battle, lay scattered across the camp. The
hunters had strung clotheslines between the ribs and were drying their laundry.
A triceratops skull rose in the center of the camp, candles burning in its eye
sockets, a totem to the gods of the hunt.


Fig took a deep breath. In
recent days, she had been contemplating the meaning of home. Did she have a
home anymore? The wilderness was no longer her home. She had no more pack, and
she could not survive the coming winter alone in the outback. The Fossil and
Firkin had almost become a home to her. But with Joe and Simone away, the
saloon felt cold, her room too empty, too hollow. Was this place then, this den
of hunters, a home?


They parked the jippi,
climbed out, and sat by a campfire. Other hunters were already here, drinking
and feasting and making music. Firewing roamed the camp freely, sniffing at
everything. A few hunters recoiled, and somebody demanded that the achillobator
be chained up. But Amissa silenced them with a glare.


"This is Fig's pet,
and he's one of us."


Somebody handed Fig a mug
of cider. Somebody else handed her a grilled parasaur crest. An entire crest
just for herself! It was nearly as long as her body. Most of it was bone, but
the thin layer of meat along the crest was rich, dark, almost nutty in flavor.
It was her favorite food. Back in her days as a wild child, Fig would eat them
raw. Cooked, seasoned, and draped with sticky BBQ sauce, they were even better.
As she tucked in, Fig could almost forget how the parasaurs were going extinct.
How she might never eat this dish again. How these men, how the aunt who sat
beside her, were responsible.


No, Fig told herself. No,
it's not Amissa's fault. My grandfather made her do it. He's the monster. Not
Amissa.


She lowered the crest from
her lips, wiped sauce off her chin, and looked at her aunt. Amissa sat at her
side, talking to another poacher, smiling softly. The firelight danced in her
eyes and painted her hair auburn. Fig thought back to the good times they had
shared. Amissa taking her out for pizza. Amissa protecting her from her
tormentors at school. Amissa showing her the Dino Derby and coaching her to
become a jockey. Could this woman—kind, fun, protective—truly be a monster?


Fig knew the stories. Her
father said that Amissa had murdered many Rangers. Even civilians. Fig herself
had seen Amissa shoot Red Scar, Fig's oldest and dearest friend. Amissa had
claimed it was an accident. She had not known Red Scar was Fig's companion. Had
not even known who Fig was then. She had seen an angry dinosaur and shot it.
Like a huntress did. And Fig had forgiven her, because …


Because I'm lost, she thought. And
Amissa was there to find me.


A sudden urge came into
Fig to flee this place. A sudden, overwhelming feeling that she did not belong
here. That this place was wrong. Wicked. That Amissa was not the woman she
pretended to be. That great danger festered here, and that it was infecting
Fig's soul.


"You all right,
Figgy?" Amissa said.


"Tired."


Amissa mussed her short
dark hair. "Get some sleep, kiddo. We start training early tomorrow."


Fig rose to her feet and
turned toward the trailer.


"Uh uh uh."
Amissa tapped her cheek. "No kiss goodnight?"


Fig kissed her aunt on the
cheek. "Goodnight, Auntie Amissa."


Amissa whispered softly
for only Fig to hear, "You did well today, kiddo. I'm proud of you. You'll
show 'em. You'll show 'em all."


That night, Fig did not
want to sleep in the trailer. It was cold outside, yes. But she lay down with
Firewing, curled up in his red feathers, and pulled a blanket over them. She
had spent so many nights like this out in the cold, keeping warm in the down of
an achillobator. She rested her head on his side, and she heard his heart beat
a soothing rhythm.


I was happier in the wild, she thought, and her
tears wet Firewing's feathers. I was torn then between dinosaur and human.
But that was simple compared to this. Now I'm torn between two human camps. And
I think I might be in the wrong one.







 
 
CHAPTER FOUR


When the Abyss Blinks







Simone LaRue did not enjoy spending time in the water.


Not. At. All.


Back when she lived on
planet Cloventia, she would sometimes sink into a hot bubble bath. Usually with
a cup of wine, a box of chocolates, and a good holographic novel. Something
light and romantic without too many thrills. That was about as close to an
aquatic adventure as Simone ever wanted to take.


Yet here she was,
transformed into a giant man-eating reptile, swimming through an ocean swarming
with sea monsters. Not a situation she had ever imagined herself being in, she
had to admit.


"When I first arrived
in Mintari, I was terrified of dinosaurs," she said. With every word,
bubbles fled between her fangs. "Now I've become one."


Joe swam beside her,
transformed into a scaly green monster. He craned his neck toward her.
"Actually, elasmosaurs are marine reptiles, not dinosaurs, who are land
dwelling."


"We're big, we're
scary, we're prehistoric. We're dinosaurs."


Joe frowned. "Is that
a scientific definition?"


Simone nodded, her head
bobbing on her serpentine neck. "Yes. And for the record, pterosaurs are
dinosaurs too."


"Simone, no. Pterosaurs
are flying reptiles. Flying. They're not terrestrial so—"


"Big. Scary.
Prehistoric. Dinosaurs."


Joe sighed. "Fine,
Professor LaRue, whatever you say."


They kept swimming through
the ocean, heading northwest toward the sunken ship. They had spent last night
in the ocean, sleeping near the surface, nostrils sticking out of the water.
And they were still a while away. Simone missed her human body. She missed
solid land. She missed eating cinnamon rolls instead of wriggling fish. Mostly
she missed not being so afraid all the time.


She had always feared
animals. Even adorable puppies terrified her. Since arriving on Mintari, she
had faced every horror Mother Nature had ever envisioned in her twisted mind.
Allosaurs had attacked her. Tyrannosaurs had chased her. Pterosaurs had
kidnapped her, carrying her to their nest. A giganotosaurus had nearly
swallowed her whole. And here in Hell's Aquarium—a whole new menagerie of
terrors! Armored fish the size of elephants haunted the ocean, their teeth like
the blades of gods. Reptiles the size of whales prowled the depths, eager to
devour her. And some tarry remoras kept attaching to her underbelly, and those
little guys tickled.


Maybe she should have
stayed on Cloventia. Her life had been good there. She had been born on the
Cloventian surface. The slums. Actual solid ground beneath her feet. She had
grown up among the machinery that powered the skyscrapers that floated above.
The rich folk up there—when they looked down, all they saw was neon. The neon
sea, they called it. A haze of shopping malls, casinos, theaters, arenas,
brothels—all floating in luminescence. Beneath the neon sea? The abyss. In a
way, Simone had begun her life under the ocean. But she had crawled her way up.
A scholarship to Clover Heights Academy had changed her life, and she found
herself blooming above the neon sea. She became a journalist. Almost a famous
journalist. She owned a condo in a floating skyscraper. Almost a nice condo.


Yet life on Cloventia had
left her restless. Unfulfilled. Loneliness gnawed on her, and gazing down from
the heights of her achievements, she felt hollow. Her apartment always seemed
so empty. Her life seemed so empty. Since her sister had died, she had
climbed and climbed but never found what she was looking for. Happiness.


Was she happy now? On
Mintari? A world of monsters and terror? This planet was horrible. It was full
of violence and catastrophe. But … she had Joe. She had Figaro. She had
Barnum and Merl and the other regulars at the Fossil and Firkin. Yes, she
decided. Yes, she was happy. She had fallen in love with Mintari. She, who
feared puppies, loved a world of dinosaurs. That was why she was here, swimming
in this ocean, helping Joe. Because the Darwin's Cradle offered
salvation for this world, and should Mintari fall, Simone's heart would break
and never mend.


She sighed, accidentally
swallowed water, and coughed. Ah yes. Elasmosaurs were air breathers. Why not
make life just a little more difficult? Coughing and sneezing, she swam to the
surface, raised her head into the air, and took deep breaths. Joe joined her.
If you asked Simone, it made no sense to live in the water if you couldn't,
well, breathe water. Breathing seemed a tad important. But Darwin hadn't asked
her.


"We're not far
now," Joe said.


"I can't wait to go
home," Simone said. She closed her eyes, already imagining it. "To
eat Barnum's shepherd's pie. To see Fig. To hug you and kiss you. And once
we're human again, I plan to do a lot of that. I miss you, Joe. The human you.
I … I love you. So much."


She waited, silent. Waited
for some sweet words in return. Something like I love you too, Simone. You
are ravishing!


Nothing.


"Joe?" Simone
opened her eyes. He was swimming a good distance away.


He craned his neck around,
looking back at her. "Huh? Did you say something, Simone?"


She groaned. "Never
mind, Mr. Romantic …" She sighed. She missed her romance novels.


"Well, hurry
up!" Joe called out. "I want to reach the shipwreck by nightfall, and
we still have to cross Terror Trench. Shake a leg! Or a flipper."


He swam onward, moving
farther away. Simone gulped. "Terror Trench?"


"Well, the official
name is Absolon Trench. Named after Karel Absolon, an Earthling paleontologist
who studied gorges and chasms. But folk like to call it Terror Trench."


"I'd rather stay
right here," Simone said. "In the Sea of Happiness."


Joe kept swimming.
"Fine. Stay in megalodon country if you like."


"M-m-megalodon?"
She swam after him at breakneck speed. "Slow down, mister! Slow down! I'm
coming with you!"


She caught up with him.
They swam northwest, following the holographic map that floated before them.
Terror Trench? Ah, tar it. She had survived a T-rex chasing her through a
library, a pterosaur carrying her off to its nest, a spinosaurus swamp attack,
and riding a stinky triceratops across half the planet. She'd survive this too.
Somehow. She hoped. Okay, she was probably doomed, but at least she wouldn't
die alone. Joe would die with her.


Maybe she did kind of
regret moving here.


As they swam onward, the water
got colder. Soon Simone was shivering. They moved farther north every day, and
it was almost winter. Elasmosaurs were slender reptiles, and they struggled
with such frigid water.


"Shouldn't we have
transformed into something with more blubber?" she wondered aloud.
"And no jokes about me staying a human." She shivered. "Tarry
pits it's cold!"


"You're on the wrong
planet for blubber, cheesecake. This is a world of reptiles, not whales. At
least elasmosaurs are warm-blooded. A good choice for navigating cold
waters."


Her mood brightened.
"Not a world of blubber, huh? That means most other aquatic reptiles won't
be up here, right?" She waited. "Right?"


"Well, not the small
ones. The big ones—the real big ones—handle the cold just fine."


Simone sighed. "Ah, well,
I enjoyed that one brief moment of hope. Now back to the existential
dread."


It wasn't only getting
colder. The water was also getting deeper. Simone could no longer see the
seabed. The two elasmosaurs normally remained near the surface, always ready
for the next breath. Until now, the ocean floor had never been far. Now it
dropped and vanished into shadow. One time, Simone dared to dive deeper,
holding her breath for long moments. She could finally make out the ocean
floor, but it was disturbingly far below.


We're in the deep end of
the pool now, she thought.


Different animals swam in
these deep northern waters. Gargantuan fish the size of tanks floated back and
forth. Ammonites as big as cars scuttled by. Strange tentacles flailed through
the water. Simone couldn't see any head, any eyes, any body. Just bundles of
swaying tentacles. When she looked more closely, she saw that the tentacles
were composed of millions of tiny animals that clung together. It was a
floating colony. An entire civilization. It passed them by, and she never
learned what species it was. Even Joe didn't know. Maybe nobody knew.


And up ahead—big
creatures. Big creatures with long necks. They came swimming closer and closer. Simone squinted, then—


She gasped, swallowed
water, and coughed. "Joe!" She coughed again. "Joe, look!"


He smiled, showing his
sharp rows of fangs. "Well, would ya look at that? More elasmosaurs."


A group of them swam toward Joe and Simone. One big one
and several smaller ones.


"Aww, a mamma and her
babies!" Simone said. "So cute."


"I don't think so,"
Joe said. "The smaller ones are fully grown females. And the big one is a
male. An enormous male. This is a harem."


"Not
cute!" Simone said.


The elasmosaurs swam
closer. They were moving fast. Simone cringed. She wasn't in the mood for chitchat.
These incoming elasmosaurs reminded her of her neighbors back on Cloventia.
Whenever they saw Simone in the hallway, they made a beeline toward her, and
she ended up trapped and forced to endure small talk. Sometimes (though she
would never admit it) she peeked out the peephole before heading to the laundry
room.


Well, there were no doors
to hide behind here, and the elasmosaurs reached them. The pod hovered ahead.
Six of them. Five females with blue scales. One gargantuan male with green
scales.


"He's bigger than
you," Simone whispered to Joe. "Much bigger."


Two of the females had
distended bellies. One's belly squirmed. Pregnant. Simone remembered what her
field guide said. Elasmosaurs bore live young. The females hung back, floating
close together. The male swam closer to Joe and Simone. He released a cloud
into the water, and Simone sniffed. Those were pheromones. Her human mind could
not interpret them. But the elasmosaurus she possessed was still conscious,
experiencing reality with her. The reptile's own brain was still working. The
reptile understood, and she shared the thought with Simone.


She blurted it out:
"He wants to mate!"


The male hovered before
her. He tilted back in the water, held out his flippers, and craned up his
neck. He gurgled and bared his fangs.


Look at me! he seemed to be saying. Look
at how strong I am!


He spun in lazy circles,
and his neck twirled around like a ribbon. His flippers churned the water.


"What is he
doing?" Simone whispered to Joe.


"I think he's
flirting with you," Joe said. He seemed to be struggling not to laugh.


"I'm not that easy!
And I can see you snickering, Joe Triplehorn."


The big green elasmosaurus
began to flip through the water, performing something akin to somersaults.


"A regular Rico
Suave, huh?" Simone said.


The elasmosaurus gurgled a
few times, coughed up a glittering rock, and nudged it toward Simone with his
snout.


"Um, thanks,
Rico?" she said.


He swam closer and tried
to wrap his neck around hers.


Simone slapped him away
with her flipper. "Hands off, mister! I'm not that kinda girl. I
appreciate your mating dance, but you already have five wives. Hit the road,
Jack. Get lost! Buzz off! Amscray!"


Joe was laughing out loud
now. Tar the man! Maybe she should dump him for this Rico Suave.


Rico lowered his head.
Simone found that she could read his body language, understand the changing
tones in his pheromones. The pretty female with red spikes had rejected him!
Rico could not believe it. He was such a big, strong male. Did she not see the
scars on his belly? He had fought an ichthyosaur and won! She should be honored
to join his harem. He would give her healthy offspring. Perhaps she had missed
the scars?


He tilted back again,
showing off his belly. White scars stretched across it. He repeated the whole
shtick again—the pirouettes, the somersaults, the whole megillah.


"Get lost, Rico
Suave!" Simone said, spraying a stream of water at him.


He deflated with a
whimper. Rejected again! What a humiliation! This had never happened to him
before. Rico knew he was a big elasmosaurus. He had never met one bigger.
Certainly, he was larger than this puny male who swam with her, this
"Joe."


Huh. Now the wheels turned
in the elasmosaur's head. Perhaps this red-spiked female, this
"Simone," was mated to Joe. Normally, females flocked to Rico after
seeing his mating dance, while rival males fled from the display. What if Rico
challenged Joe to a good old-fashioned battle? Rico had not fought a fellow
elasmosaurus in a while, but when he was younger, before he had grown so large
and earned these scars, he had fought off his share of rival males. Why not?
One more duel. For old times' sake. With Joe out of the picture, certainly
Simone would mate with him. And what a lovely female she was.


With an angry cry, he
charged toward Joe.






* * * * *







The big, angry elasmosaur
came charging toward Joe.


He stopped laughing at
once.


Insane. The big elasmosaur
actually wanted to duel him!


Well, he was not doing it.
Joe swam sideways. Rico shot by him. But the scaly sea monster swerved in the
water, then came charging back. He looked like some aquatic jousting knight.


"Get him, Joe, get
him!" Simone cried.


"I'm not doing
this!" he shouted.


"Come on, Joe. Fight
for my honor." She tilted her spiky head. "I've never had men fight
over me."


Joe swerved, dodging
another charge. "We're not men. We're sea monsters."


"Even better! Get
him!"


Joe dipped in the water,
attempting to dodge another attack. No luck this time. Rico swung his neck. His
head came racing toward Joe like a tetherball. The lumpy, scaly head slammed
into Joe's cheek.


Pain exploded. Joe saw
stars.


Simone gasped. "He
headbutted you! Joe, watch out!"


Rico's head came swinging
again. This time it reminded Joe less of a tetherball, more of a medieval flail
on a chain. Joe's ears rang. He pulled his head back, hoping to escape another
clobbering.


This time Rico's head
missed him. But a short distance away, Rico's head did a U-turn, then swung
back on its long neck, curving around Joe. The two elasmosaurs' necks ended up
braiding together, forming a double helix. Rico yanked his head back hard. The
coil of necks tightened. The giant elasmosaur was trying to strangle him!


Joe beat his flippers
madly. He didn't need air yet. But Rico's neck was painful, wrapping around his
own neck like a boa constrictor, creaking his bones. Joe struggled madly. He
couldn't free himself. Instead, he forced himself to relax, to hang limply.
Rico loosened his grip—just a tad. Joe seized his chance. He thrust out his
jaws, caught Rico's neck, and bit down hard.


Blood filled Joe's mouth.
Rico recoiled, hissing, holes in his neck. The injury was only skin deep, but
it clearly shocked the big elasmosaurus. Rico pulled back, untangling the two
necks. Joe pressed his advantage. Aping his foe, he swung his head in a wide
arc, then slammed it into Rico's head.


Ow. It hurt! It hurt just
as bad when you were the one giving the headbutt. Joe tumbled back, seeing stars.
Clearly he needed to work on his technique.


Rico swung his neck again.
It seemed he was trying for another loop-around maneuver. Joe couldn't avoid
it. That neck was coming in too fast. Instead of retreating, Joe lashed his own
neck forward, mimicking the assault.


The two necks wrapped
around each other in a helix, then cracked together. The jaws snapped and bit.
Their flippers pounded the water. Tar it! Now Joe did need air. But his foe had
a stranglehold on him. Joe would try the rock-spitting trick, but he had spewed
them all against the kronosaurus, and despite a search of the seabed, he had
failed to find new gastroliths to swallow. Rico's neck tightened. The beast's
flippers pounded Joe's body.


"Simone!" he
gasped. "Little support here!"


"You're doing great!
Yay Joe!"


"That's not what I
meant!"


The other females—Rico's
harem—began bugling and flailing their necks around. Inspired by Simone, they
were cheering for their own champion. And quite a bit louder.


Fine. Joe would have to
defeat this opponent on his own. Rico was larger than him. And he had far more
experience as an elasmosaurus. What advantage did Joe have? He had a human
mind. Well, great. Unless he wanted to challenge Rico to a game of Trivial
Pursuit, that wasn't very handy. He also had a flashing piece of
electronics embedded into his skull. Could that, maybe, somehow be utilized?


Rico's head came swinging
toward him again.


Just before the two heads
could slam together, Joe spoke the code word: "Magellan."


The holographic map burst
out from his neural implant.


The glowing hologram
covered Rico's head. The big elasmosaur recoiled, squinting, blinded.


While his opponent was
dazed, Joe lunged and closed his jaws around Rico's neck. His teeth pierced the
scaly skin, drawing blood. But Joe did not bite deeper. Did not inflict a
mortal wound. Yet.


Rico went limp like a
piece of seaweed. He whimpered and released a cloud of pheromones.


Joe didn't need to tap his
elasmosaur's brain stem to understand. Rico was saying: I yield.


Joe gave his rival a good
shake, then released him. Rico tucked his neck between his flippers and
retreated into the watery distance. Three concubines of his harem approached
Joe, eyes sparkling, and released glittering pheromones. They raised their
necks and tilted backward, revealing their underbellies. The pregnant females
followed Rico, but even they cast Joe appreciative glances.


Simone scuttled toward the
admiring females, teeth snapping.


"Away, away with you,
harlots!" Simone shouted, flapping her flippers in a show of aggression.
"He's mine!"


Evidently she had kept a
few gastroliths in her belly, and she now spat them at the females. The amorous
elasmosaurs hissed at Simone, then turned tail and swam away, following Rico
into the murk.


"And stay away!"
Simone said.


Joe spun toward her.
"A little help would have been nice, you know."


"Joe, my dear, since
I've been twelve years old, my dream has been for two boys to fight over me. I
wasn't going to interfere."


He winced. "I think I
cracked a few scales. And a few neck vertebrae."


She preened, red spikes
bristling. "Aren't I worth it?"


"No!" Joe
snapped. "Nothing is worth this. We should have taken a submarine."


Simone grinned, showing
rows of fangs. "No way! I would have missed you valiantly battling a sea
monster for me. I'm smitten."


"You're useless in a
fight, that's what you are."


She nuzzled him. "Who
cares? You can protect me."


"Simone, you're
thirty-two years old, no longer that little girl daydreaming of knights in
shining armor."


"Darling, you're
talking to a woman who wore a triceratops onesie last Halloween. Don't expect
maturity from me. A dazzling intellect, razor-sharp wit, and ethereal beauty?
Sure. But not maturity."


"Well, Ms. Ethereal
Beauty, there's another sea cucumber on your head."


She squealed. "Get it
off, get it off!"


Once the spongy terror was
removed, they kept swimming into the northern, colder waters. They were almost
there. Almost at the Darwin's Cradle. Almost at the shipwreck that
contained the hope of Mintari.






* * * * *







But before saving the
world, they must cross Absolon Trench. Or Terror Trench if you preferred the
more colorful nickname.


It was the deepest trench
on Mintari, cleaving the Awning Ocean. The chasm stretched across the ocean
floor for thousands of miles. It plunged into terrifying depths. You could drop
the biggest mountains on Mintari into that trench, and they would disappear.
Aside from the continents themselves, Absolon Trench was the largest land
formation on the planet. A pit to hell.


And demons dwelled in that
hell. Nobody knew exactly what horrors lurked in the depths. No sunlight
penetrated that darkness. No submarine dared dive too deep. But legends
whispered of monsters. Creatures that no man had ever seen and hopefully never
would.


"We're almost
there," Joe said. "Almost at Terror Trench."


"Stop calling it
that!"


"Fine—Absolon Trench.
Better?"


"Not really. I still
don't want to swim over it." Simone gulped. Her long, scaly neck bobbed.
"Over a pit of monsters."


"We won't have to
enter the pit," Joe said. "We'll stay near the surface of the water.
The ocean floor will drop below us into darkness. It might look unsettling. But
it can't hurt us."


"At least until the
tentacles rise up from below to grab us." She shuddered. "How wide is
this pit anyway? Are we talking Orcus Canyon wide? Neraka Gorge wide?"


"Absolon Trench is
about a hundred kilometers wide," he said.


"I asked how wide,
not how long."


"I know. I
answered."


Simone gulped. "It's a
hundred kilometers wide?"


"Yep." Joe
nodded. "It's a big one."


"I'm not swimming
that far over a pit of terrors!" Simone said. "We'll travel around
the trench. It must end somewhere, right?"


"Oh sure." Joe
nodded. "Somewhere by the north pole, you'll find one end. The other end
is by the equator. Unless you want to spend a year swimming around the planet,
I suggest we take the short route. Over the trench."


"Joe, what are the
odds President Proudfoot has another cruise ship and can give us a lift?"


"I'd say slim to
none."


Simone sighed. "Well,
the buffet was rubbish anyway. Fine! Let's go. We'll swim over the gates of
hell. Why not? This entire planet is hellish. Can't make much of a
difference."


They rose for air, swam
for a while longer, and they saw it.


The trench.


The seabed simply vanished
ahead, plunging into shadow. They could not see the other side. They could see
nothing below but darkness. The water above the trench swirled, rippled, and
crackled with electricity. A storm was raging over the trench. An underwater
lightning storm. Slender shapes coiled through the silty clouds, and electric
lights flashed on fangs.


"Darwin's
beard!" Simone said, swimming closer to Joe. "What's all that over
the trench?"


"Eels," Joe
muttered. "Millions of electric eels. Big python-sized ones."


Simone turned south.
"Okay, we're taking the long route."


"Simone, wait."


"It's a long journey!
Come on, Joe, no time to waste." She began swimming off.


"Simone!" He
rolled his eyes. "Traveling around the trench will take months. Maybe a
year."


"Yes, well, death is
eternal, and that's what the short way promises. I'm not swimming through a
cloud of electric eels."


Joe stared at the
squirming storm of eels. He swam a little closer. Just a little. The eels ignored
him, coiling contentedly.


"Why are they all
congregating here?" He squinted. "Doesn't look like any are swimming
into the trench itself. They're just hovering above the trench. Like a cloud.
Why?"


"To kill us,"
Simone said. "Isn't it obvious?"


"No." He shook
his head. "Look. They're swirling around. Millions of them. They're doing
something. They're …" His eyes widened. "They're mating."


"Darwin's
beard!" Simone said. "That's disgusting. Joe, I seriously want to
leave now."


"Why are they mating
over the trench?" Joe wondered.


"Maybe for
protection." Simone shrugged her flippers. "Animals are vulnerable
when they mate. No predators will attack them here. You'd have to be crazy to
swim over that trench. I mean, look at me. I'm a big, tough dinosaur, and I
don't want to get any closer."


"You're not a
dinosaur!" Joe snapped. "As for the eels—I don't know why the trench
attracts them. Maybe they feed on something that floats up from below. Could it
have something to do with the water's saline content here? Mintari's electric
eels evolved from their smaller Earth ancestors, who live in freshwater. Is the
water over the trench less salty? Or maybe I'm overcomplicating things and
you're right. It might simply be for protection."


"Then again, does an
animal that can deliver a thousand volts of electricity really need
protection?" Simone asked.


"This is Mintari,
cheesecake."


She gulped, eyeing the
eels. "I say we get the heck outta here."


Joe tapped his teeth
together in thought. "Okay, listen, Simone. I've got a plan. You're …
not going to like this."


"Does it involve
swimming through a storm of eels?"


Joe shook his head.
"No."


"All right, whatever
it is, I'm down with it."


"We're going to slide
under the eels. Dive into the trench. And swim in the depths below the
storm."


Simone nodded. "Fine.
Swimming through the cloud of eels it is!"


"Simone!" Joe rolled
his eyes. "There are millions of those eels. They're almost as big as us.
And they're electric. One touch—just one touch—could kill you. We'll swim under
them. It's no big deal."


She raised her neck like a
brontosaurus reaching for the high branches. "I am not going into that
trench, mister. No way. No how. No deal."


"It's just for a
little bit. Until we reach the other side."


"It's a hundred
kilometers wide!"


"Easier to travel
that distance inside the trench than through those eels."


Simone shook her head.
"No. Come on! There's gotta be an easier way. President Proudfoot can send
a tricopter or something. Pick us up. Carry us in the air."


"How's he gonna get a
tricopter here?"


Simone stubbornly raised
her chin. "Aircraft carrier."


"Simone! This is
Mintari. We don't have aircraft carriers. We have dinosaurs. Come on. We're
swimming."


He began swimming toward
the trench.


"So you admit
elasmosaurs are dinosaurs?" Simone called after him.


"If it'll get you to
follow me into the trench, yes."


She followed. "Well,
thank you for the off ramp. Fine. I'll follow. But if there's anything super
scary in there, you have to kill it."


"Deal."


"By the way, I pretty
much think everything is super scary."


"I know, Simone. Stay
close to me. We'll be fine."


They swam closer to the
trench. The eels squirmed above. By the stars, there must have been millions of
them. Billions of them! They spread across the water, forming a veritable
storm. Electricity sparked between them. Joe winced. His scales buzzed. His teeth
ached. Joe had heard of snake "breeding balls." Sometimes, after
winter, thousands of snakes emerged from underground and formed huge writhing
balls of breeding serpents. These eels were doing something similar. A few eels
on the perimeter noticed the approaching elasmosaurs. They hissed, bared their
fangs, and made mock charges at Joe and Simone, just trying to scare them off.
The elasmosaurs swam lower.


"They're hovering a
few meters above the trench," Joe said. "We can slide under them
without disturbing them."


"They're a million
strong, they can shoot electricity from their mouths, and even they're scared
to get too close to the trench," Simone said. "Are you sure this is a
good idea?"


"From their
sides."


"What?"


"They shoot
electricity from their sides, Simone, not their mouths. They're not dragons.
And no, I'm not sure this is a good idea. It's a very bad idea. It just happens
that all our other ideas are worse. So let's go. And if we do die in there . .
. well, we'll wake up in our sensory deprivation pods."


"But the poor
elasmosaurs will be dead!" Simone said.


"Yes, and we might
wake up with brain damage. Dying inside an avatar is not recommended. But let's
focus on the positive. There's a very small chance we'll survive."


"Lovely," Simone
muttered. "You're a perpetual ray of sunshine, Mr. Triplehorn."


"If you wanted
sunshine, cheesecake, you should have stayed on Cloventia. I heard your
skyscrapers always float near the sun."


"My apartment didn't
have a window."


Joe paused from swimming.
He looked at her. "Your apartment didn't have a window?"


"I had an inner
apartment, okay? We're not all rich."


"I thought you were
some famous journalist."


"Never said I was a
rich one. Sunlight ain't free, mister. At least not on Cloventia. You need to
be rich there for sunshine."


"Great! So you're
used to the dark. Come on. Deep breath first, then we're going in."


They rose to the surface,
keeping their distance from the eels, and filled their lungs. Then they dived
back down and approached the edge of the abyss. It would be a long swim. Joe
didn't know how large this storm of eels was. He might have to go awhile before
breathing again. He remembered what Clubber had told him. Elasmosaurs could go
a full hour without air. After spending a few days as one of the reptiles, Joe
thought an hour was pushing it. They'd have to swim fast.


"Ready, Simone?"
he said. "I'm right with you. The entire way."


"Here goes nothing .
. . aside from our very lives and the future of Mintari. Geronimo."


She dived under the eels
into the trench. God, Joe loved that woman. He followed her, his heart
pounding. They slid under the crackling storm of eels, then dived down, down
into the cold darkness of the abyss.






* * * * *







The darkness summoned
memories.


Simone did not think of
her childhood often. She did not like to. But most nights, she dreamed of it.
In her dreams, she was lost in an underground labyrinth, trapped in tunnels and
pipes, searching, climbing, desperate for a way out. She would awake drenched
in sweat, legs tangled in her blankets, and the dreams would fade, leaving only
vague wisps. But Simone always knew what those dreams were. Those dreams were
her childhood. A childhood confined below the neon sea.


Now, as she dived into the
trench below the electric storm, it was like falling asleep, and the ghosts
rose to play.


Five rocky planets
revolved around Nyx, the nearby star whose light did not penetrate this pit.
Humans lived on all five. But ninety-nine percent of Nyx's human population
lived on only one of those five planets. Cloventia. The entire planet was
urbanized. Ostensibly, there were separate cities. Simone had lived in a city
named Neotropolis. But all the cities pressed together. Nothing but highways,
sanitation pipes, or perhaps snaking apartment blocks marked their borders.
From a distance, Cloventia appeared as a sphere of lights. Millions of
skyscrapers floated on graviton platforms. Millions of businesses hung below
them, flooding the sky with their neon signs. Cloventia. A planet where mankind
defeated nature. A wonder of the galaxy. A vision of what Earth might have
been.


But there were really two
planet Cloventias. A second Cloventia lurked below the haze of neon and the
graviton platforms. Rich and middle-class Cloventians never saw the planet's
surface. They lived among the clouds. Many thought Cloventia didn't even have a
surface, as if the planet were a gas giant. But there was a surface, and
people did live there. That was where Simone had been born and raised. Some
called it the underworld. Others called it skidbottom. A few
called it the pit. Simone simply called it home.


She had been happy enough,
after a fashion. She did not have a traumatic childhood, simply a poor one.
They rarely saw the sun down there. Too many floating highways, shops,
skyscrapers. The skies had to align just right to let some sunlight filter
through the neon haze. There was a reason Simone's skin was so pale. Most
bottom dwellers were as pale as milk. On Cloventia, dark skin was a status
symbol. It meant you lived close to the sun. The poor were pale.


Of course, you could
always artificially alter your skin. Many rich folk didn't actually sunbathe. They
slept under tanning lamps. The silk emperors dyed their skin pitch-black,
marking themselves as gods of the sun. After Simone climbed from the pit to the
skyscrapers, people mocked her paleness. Friends (or were they friends?) begged
her to tan, dye, at least smear on brown makeup. Simone refused. Her pale,
freckly skin was a reminder of where she came from.


In her childhood, she
remembered playing for hours among the factories that covered the surface.
Great machines rattled and hummed on the surface, powering the engineered
miracles that floated above. Simone and Elize, identical twins, would crawl through
pipes, admire pistons, gaze at chimneys, and imagine metal monsters. They would
tell stories of living factories, of sentient power plants and conscious
particle accelerators. They were always the heroes in their stories, two
warriors who did not fear the metal monsters, who could navigate skidbottom to
save magical artifacts. They found many such "magical artifacts" to
treasure. Electric cables in many colors that they wove into bracelets.
Grommets they turned into rings. Gears they slung on chains to make necklaces.
They had thought themselves clockwork princesses, wealthy beyond imagination
with the treasures they claimed from the monstrous machines. Those had been
good days. Even after climbing above the neon haze, Simone remembered them
fondly.


Yet after Elize died,
everything changed. After that, whenever Simone thought back to the pit, she
saw it not as a realm of fantasy but of horror. The mechanical monsters morphed
from clumsy automatons into demonic terrors. The treasures changed from jewelry
to thorns that cut and poisoned. Often in her dreams, Simone found herself in
that world again, but she was not exploring the mechanical underground with
Elize, not escaping into the fantasies of childhood. She was fleeing an unseen
terror. She must find her way home, but she remained lost.


Diving into the trench on
Mintari, Simone felt like she had in those dreams. Lost in the dark. Fleeing a
terror she could not see.


The eels stormed above
them, crackling with their electric lovemaking. Their glow reminded Simone of
the neon haze that had once formed her sky. The water fizzled and steamed and
stung, forcing Joe and Simone to dive deeper, deeper into the trench.


Far above, Simone could
just barely make out the electric haze of the eels. Below—nothing. Nothing but
the void. Simone looked down, squinting, seeking something, anything. But there
was only oblivion. No bottom. No life. Just the abyss. Suddenly it seemed to
Simone that even rising tentacles, salivating jaws, or some other manifestation
of monster would be preferable. At least a monster would be something. This was
just … nothing. Even space had stars. The trench seemed colder and bleaker
than the emptiness between galaxies.


She swam a little closer
to Joe.


Their scales stung, their
teeth buzzed, and their very bones seemed to rattle. They were still too close
to the eels. Electricity crackled through the water. The elasmosaurs had to
keep diving until the pain eased. The weight of the water enveloped them. The
electric storm finally vanished above, leaving them surrounded by thick, soupy
blackness.


"I can't see
anything!" Simone whispered. Her voice trembled. She was speaking
telepathically, and even so, her tarry voice trembled.


"Magellan," Joe
said, and the holographic map appeared before them, a beacon in the dark.
"We'll just follow the map. We'll cross the trench soon."





* * * * *






They swam in silence for a
while. Simone was moving her flippers, wagging her tail, and propelling herself
onward, but it felt like she was hovering in place. There were no landmarks,
nothing to judge her progress through space. The little icons on the map did
help. A little. But helpful or not, it was eerie to see that holographic map
hovering in the abyss, forever floating before them. Normally the hologram shone
brightly, but this deep, the light was barely there, and it kept fading as if
crushed by the weight of the water. Soon Simone could only see the map's
faintest outline before her. It reminded her of those floaters of light after
you stared at the sun for too long. It felt like going blind. Like losing
herself.


Simone reached out in the
dark, and her fin touched Joe's fin. She needed to feel him. To know there was
something real. That she was more than a ghost floating in the afterlife.


"You okay,
LaRue?" he said.


"Don't you worry
about me, Triplehorn. Just … stay close. And tap me every five seconds so I
know you're there."


For a long while, they
swam in silence, and Simone could no longer tell her human body from the
elasmosaurus one. Both seemed to float in sensory deprivation tanks.


Then her lungs began to
politely request air.


Then to be a little less
polite about it.


Yes, she definitely wanted
to breathe. She glanced up, but far above, when she squinted, she could still
make out flashes of eel-storm. There would be no rising to that surface.


"How long has it
been?" she whispered. "Half an hour?"


"Five minutes,"
Joe whispered.


"Impossible. You're
clearly lying, Mr. Triplehorn. It's been at least half an hour."


"The map has a clock
on it. It says five minutes, LaRue, so save your breath."


She pursed her lips—at
least as best as one could purse scaly reptilian lips—and kept swimming, trying
to ignore her lungs. Trying to ignore the cold pit below. Trying to ignore the
memories that kept rising. Because the more she swam, the less the trench
seemed like the underworld she had grown up in. And the more it seemed like the
void in her life, the emptiness left after her twin's death.


I still think of you every
day, Elize. I wish you were here.


In the darkness, Simone
could see the face of her twin. The freckly skin. The bouncing red curls and
impish smile. The love in her blue eyes. But then the face changed. The red
hair became chestnut and flowing. The smile became mocking, the eyes cruel. And
Simone found herself beholding the face of Amissa Triplehorn, the woman who had
murdered Elize, who had shattered Simone's life forever. The woman who was here
on Mintari, still tormenting her after all those years. The woman who had
hunted the parasaurs to extinction. The woman Simone must stop.


That's why I'm here,
Amissa. That's why I'm in this darkness. To find the embryos. To reverse the
damage you've done. Still you haunt me. But I'm no longer that scared little
girl. Today I fight back.


A light shone ahead.


Simone blinked. That
wasn't the holographic map.


She squinted. "Do you
see that, Joe? It looks like a star."


He peered ahead.
"Interesting. Very interesting."


After so long in the
darkness (and surely she had been here for hours, despite what Joe said) Simone
could not resist that light. It called to her. She swam toward it.


"Simone, you might
not want to get too close."


"Why? It's beautiful.
It looks like a star fell into the ocean. What is it?"


She swam closer to that
ethereal blueish beacon. It intoxicated her. Claimed her senses. Tugged her
with its beauty.


"Simone, tar it,
you're letting your reptilian brain control you!" Joe said. "Think
with your human brain."


"My human brain is a
thousand miles away inside a tub," Simone said. "I want to see what
this is."


"Simone, do you know
what killed the cat?"


"You. Your talking
bored it to death. I'm going after that light."


She swam away from Joe,
following the light.


Simone realized she had
two minds. Back in her sensory deprivation tank, her cerebral cortex was still
active. That part of the brain was highly developed in humans compared to
dinosaurs and their relatives. It allowed Simone to talk, think, plan, and
remote control this elasmosaurus body through a neural link. But that
elasmosaurus, while short in the cortex department, still had a lively and
active brain stem. And the reptile kept making its own desires clear. It had
told Simone to swallow the rocks, which later paid dividends. It interpreted
vibrations in the water, warning her if predators approached. And now it
really, really wanted to follow that light. Her elasmosaurus found the light as
irresistible as a siren's song. And Simone, who feared this darkness, allowed
her host's reptilian desires to guide her.


Light meant sight. Light
meant warmth. Light was good. See light? Swim to it. No thoughts. No logic.
Simple and powerful desires. That was the reptilian brain. Simone knew some
people like that too.


She drew closer, closer to
the light. Joe hung back, watching. If he felt a similar urge, he resisted. The
bulb of light shone ahead, getting large, brighter.


"It's a star!"
Simone said. "Joe, look! It's—"


And then she saw it.


The bulb of light hung
from a thick black appendage. It looked like a fishing rod holding a glowing
lure. But no fisherman held this rod. It sprouted from the body of a fish. An
enormous fish. A fish the
size of a
mammoth. The monster's jaws opened, revealing rows of teeth like swords.


"Good feeling
gone?" Joe said.


Simone screamed.


"I told you!"
Joe said.


She turned to flee. The
mouth snapped shut behind her, narrowly missing her tail. The two elasmosaurs
swam for their lives. The deep sea creature followed, its glowing lure dangling
on its rod.





* * * * *






"What the heck is
that?" Simone cried, fleeing through the darkness.


"Gee, I thought it
was a star!"


"Shut up, Triplehorn,
shut up!"


The predatory fish snapped
its jaws shut behind them, almost biting off their tails. They swam as fast as
they could.


"Thanks for waking it
up, cheesecake," Joe growled. "You probably killed us both, tar
it."


"You should have
stopped me!"


"I tried to!"


The fish loomed behind
them. The light illuminated the elasmosaurus scales. The jaws snapped shut
again. Simone curled her tail inward, nearly losing it.


"Why is it that
big?" she cried. "I've read about anglerfish. They're small. The size
of basketballs. Not the size of elephants!"


"We grow 'em big on
Mintari. Deep sea gigantism. You woke this one up from his nap. He's very
cranky now."


The fish roared. It
actually roared. Simone hadn't realized fish could make sounds, let alone roar,
but this fish emitted a rumble that wouldn't shame a lion. Granted, Simone's
imagination probably played a big part. It might have just been a gurgle. But
the sound still terrified her. The elasmosaurs fled through the dark,
zigzagging in a vain attempt to throw off the predator.


"Actually, it's a
she," Simone said. "Only the female anglerfish grow big and dangle
lures. The males are tiny little things that attach to the—"


"I don't care. Shut
up and swim faster."


"You're going too
low!" Simone said. "The weight of the water will crush us."


"I have an idea.
Follow me."


He led her even deeper
into the trench. The sickly light of the anglerfish lit pillars of stone like
the towers of Cloventia. Barnacles, crabs, and salt-encrusted skeletons clung
to the rocks.


"Are we near the
bottom of the trench?" Simone asked. She swam madly, zigging and zagging
around the rocky pillars.


"It's not a single, steep
drop to the bottom," Joe said. "It slopes. It—"


The anglerfish crashed
into a pillar of stone behind them. Rocks tumbled through the water. Some
slammed into Simone, knocking a burst of air out of her. Air she could not
afford to lose. The luminous predator was charging faster, barreling through
the stones, shattering them, snapping her jaws and crushing rocks.


The elasmosaurs swam
toward a towering stone pillar. Holes littered the monolith, some large enough
to swim into. The landform reminded Simone of a termite mound the size of a
skyscraper.


"There!" Joe
said. "I saw it on the map. A cave in the stone."


"Ooh, another death
trap!" Simone said. "What horrible monster will I find in this
one?"


"Shut up and get
inside!" Joe poked her with his snout, herding her toward the cave.
"Whatever is in there can't be worse than out there."


The anglerfish crashed
through another pillar behind them. A cascade of rocks erupted through the
water. The jaws of the beast burst through the cloud of debris, hungry for flesh.
Simone needed no more encouragement. She slipped into the cave, and Joe
followed.


Not a second later, the
anglerfish slammed into the cave entrance. The colossal carnivore was too big
to enter. But that didn't stop her from trying. The fish kept slamming against
the hole again and again, shaking the cave. Her bulb of light dangled madly,
the light flashing across her teeth. Each one of those teeth was the size of a
man. Dozens of them were snapping at the cave entrance, eager to bite into the
two elasmosaurs who cowered within.


Elasmosaurs were long
animals, but when curled up, they became surprisingly small. Only about the
size of a car. For Mintari, they were positively petite. Joe and Simone lay
side by side, their flippers folded inward, their necks curled around their
bodies like ribbons around a gift.


"Joe!" Simone
whispered. "Wh— Do—"


He vanished, then
reappeared.


Simone blinked.


"Si—" he said.
"D— you a—?"


Simone gasped for air.
What? Where?


Her long neck was gone.
She— What?


She was a human. She was
floating in lukewarm water in the dark. She—


The green elasmosaur
reappeared beside her. "Simone, are you all right?"


She blinked at him.
"Joe? Something happened. I was suddenly—"


She gasped for air again.
Once more, she was Simone the human. She was in her sensory deprivation tank, a
thousand miles away, electrodes running into her head, and they were buzzing,
and—


Frigid seawater flowed
over her. She was an elasmosaur again, curled up in the cave with Joe. The
anglerfish was still pounding at the cave from the outside.


"Simone, I'm losing
connection with my elasmosaur!" Joe said.


"Me too. I keep
flashing back to the lab."


Joe nodded his scaly head.
"We're not getting a signal in this cave. The satellites can't find us. We—"


He went limp. His elasmosaurus
blinked, hissed, and bared his teeth at Simone. She stared into those yellow
eyes, and she did not see Joe. She saw only animal fury. The green
elasmosaurus, free of his human parasite, opened his mouth wide, leaning toward
Simone, prepared to rip her apart.


Then the green
elasmosaurus blinked again and withdrew, and his eyes seemed human again. Joe
was back. "We need to get out of this cave! I can't hold on."


"Great idea!"
Simone said. "Oh wait. What I actually meant to say is: That's the dumbest
idea I've ever heard. There's a giant elasmosaur-eating monster out
there!"


Joe glowered at her.
"Listen, cheesecake, if we stay in here, we'll lose these reptiles."


"If we go out there,
we'll lose our lives!"


Joe vanished again from
his reptile's eyes. The green elasmosaurus hissed and bared his fangs. Then Joe
reappeared. He shook his scaly head mightily. "We'll fight our way out. On
three. Two. One!"


"Wait!" Simone
said.


But he didn't listen. With
a battle cry, Joe lunged out the cave, charging at the enormous anglerfish. He
managed to slip between the monster's snapping teeth and shoot into the
distance. Brave fool! The massive anglerfish turned to follow the plucky
elasmosaurus, turning her rear toward the cave.


Simone was already losing
control of her elasmosaurus again. She slithered out of the cave, and the
connection solidified. She stopped bouncing back and forth between bodies. Once
more, her soul remained locked inside the reptile.


Before her, the anglerfish
was pursuing Joe. The green elasmosaurus seemed so small by the deep-sea
predator. The anglerfish opened her mouth wide. Her glowing lure reflected in a
hundred eager teeth. Spikes thrust out across her body, swirling with red and
black stripes like demonic barber poles. The skulls of various vanquished
marine reptiles topped the spikes. Crabs and snails bustled inside the eye
sockets.


"She's a regular Vlad
the Impaler," Simone muttered.


The anglerfish was truly a
demonic beast. But there on her backside—something much smaller. A parasite. A
creature no larger than a cat.


Simone remembered what she
knew about anglerfish. On Earth, they were smaller, but the principle must be
the same. The female grew large and fierce. The male in comparison was tiny.
Only one percent the size. So small you barely noticed him. The poor fellow was
weak, useless, just a minnow who could not survive on his own. Too pathetic to
even hunt for food. But he had an excellent sense of smell. And he could smell
a female from a distance. The much, much larger female.


The female boasted all the
goods. The glowing lure. The terrible teeth. The piercing spines. The attitude.
She was a hundred times larger, a fearsome predator, essentially a big sphere
of ouch. The male could not resist such a giant beauty. Her size and power intoxicated
him. At mating season, he swam toward the female, bit her backside, and
attached himself firmly. And then, in the throes of love, his body began to
melt, morphing into the body of the female. His tiny mouth, spine, organs—all
oozed into his companion. Only the testes remained, allowing the female to
later impregnate herself at will.


And that was what Simone
found herself face-to-face with now. The remains of a male parasite. Just two
white lumps on the back of the female anglerfish.


The big angry female
opened her mouth even wider. She actually distended her jaws from her body. The
very bones of her jaws emerged from her flesh, reaching through the water. The
monstrous fish prepared to swallow Joe.


Simone shot forth, grabbed
the male in her own (decidedly smaller) jaws, and bit down hard.


Once more, the anglerfish
let out a sound. This time it wasn't a roar. More like a high-pitched squeal.


The monster spun away from
Joe, trying to see who had bitten her. But Simone clung on with her teeth,
chomping deeper. The anglerfish flailed in agony. Simone tugged hard, ripping
off the desiccated male. Or what remained of him at least.


The mutilated female lost
her moxie. Without male parts fused to her body, she could not breed. And in
her primitive brain, she knew that her supreme purpose in this black, deep
trench, the only universe she had ever known, was to breed. She would let the
two strange flippered eels go. They did not look impressive, but they were
dangerous. More dangerous than any foe she had ever battled, and she had
battled plenty. They had bitten off her parasite. They had emasculated her. She
would leave these creatures far, far behind. Deeper in the trench, she would
release her pheromones, attract another pathetic little male, then absorb him into
her body, leaving only the parts she needed. She swam off, throbbing with pain.


Joe swam toward her.
"Did you just …?"


Simone nodded.
"Yep."


"You bit off her—"


"I did."


Joe shuddered.
"Remind me never to mess with you, Ms. LaRue."


She snapped her teeth at
him. "Don't you forget it, Mr. Triplehorn. Now hurry up and escort me out
of this trench. I'm running low on air."


He began swimming north.
"Keep up. And don't follow any lights."


Simone kept up, crossing
the miles with him, and when she saw more lights shining in the darkness deep,
deep below, she looked away.


 







 
 
CHAPTER FIVE


Cream of the Crop







On a snowy winter day, a motley crew of wannabe
jockeys gathered in the cold, dreaming of qualifying for the Dino Derby.


And what a sorry lot they
were. Fig looked at them, studying her
competition. They looked nothing like the famous
jockeys who rode in the races. These were the amateurs. The dreamers. Most
didn't stand a chance. Fig saw that at once. One rider was an old man with a
pendulous belly. He was short—only a few inches taller than Fig. Long ago
perhaps, he had been young and slender enough to become a jockey, but age and
appetite had done their work.


Another rider was a young,
healthy woman, clearly athletic. Even her winter coat could not hide her
muscular frame. Her powerful physique, azure eyes, and two blond braids made
her look like a Valkyrie (a figure from Earth mythology Fig had read about in
Dinovia Library). Impressive as she was, the Valkyrie was in the wrong sport.
Too tall, too heavy to be a jockey—unless she planned to ride a winged
brontosaurus from Asgard.


Another man had the right
build, but he was nervously smoking a shabu stick, his fingers trembling, his
eyes twitching. His eyes were pure black, no white to them at all. The mark of
an addict. While you couldn't dope your dinosaurs, the rules didn't prevent the
jockey from indulging. Legal or not, addicts didn't do well at the races, often
crashing after the first lap.


No, Fig was not impressed
with these rival would-be jockeys.


Their dinosaurs weren't in
much better shape. They stood by their jockeys, muzzled and collared. The
potbellied old man had brought a plodding iguanodon. The dinosaur looked as old
as his master, missing several teeth and one of his thumb spikes. His scaly
belly swung from side to side in the wind. He wasn't winning any races anytime
soon. Somebody else had brought a nodosaur. Nodosaurs were impressive
dinosaurs, heavily armored and spiky and virtually impossible to kill, but they
were not known for their speed. A handful of hadrosaurs had come to try their
luck (they would need a lot of it). And amazingly even one raptor.


Nobody had brought an
ornithomimid. The ostrich-dinos were the fastest runners on Mintari. The Dino
Derby had been racing dinosaurs for four hundred years now, and only
ornithomimids ever won. Any jockey worth his salt rode one. But ostrich-dinos,
at least the ones bred for racing, were expensive. They cost more than a house. Most jockeys
could barely afford the cost of the tryouts, let alone
a thoroughbred race-dino. And good luck catching an ornithomimid in the wild.
Even jippis couldn't keep up with those speed demons. So people brought
whatever dinosaur they could, imbuing them with hopes and dreams.


"Come on, I'm
freezing my bottom off!" rumbled the old man. "Where are the tarry
judges?"


The shabu addict spat a
brown glob onto the snow. "They'll be here. You know they're always
late."


The old man shoved his
hands under his armpits. "Tryouts in the tarry winter. Ridiculous. What
has the derby come to?"


The addict snorted.
"As if you've ever run in the derby. What is this now, your thirtieth
attempt?"


"Thirty-first."
The old man patted his iguanodon. "My Edna might be slow, but she's
steady. She could beat any of those ostriches. If the judges only gave her a
tarry chance."


The addict barked a laugh.
"Harlan, if you had saved all your tryout fees, you could afford an
ornithomimid by now."


The old man bristled.
"And put my Edna out to pasture? Never."


Fig suppressed a smile. She
could have bought an ornithomimid. Amissa was wealthy. She had offered to buy
Fig any ostrich-dino of her choosing, even the offspring of derby winners. So
what if they cost as much as a house? Amissa was rich enough to buy a city. But
Fig had refused. It was achillobator or go home. Fig wasn't just joining the derby
to go fast and win prizes. She was here to nurture her achillobator soul, to
ride with red feathers and yellow eyes, to remember who she was. To be pack.


Fig looked at Firewing,
her darling bator. He was a wild one. Young. Strong. Fast. Too impetuous
though. Too disobedient. This one was like wildfire. Even now, with Fig holding
his chain, he was eyeing the other dinosaurs, licking his chops. Saliva dripped
down his fangs. He was so wild the pack had driven him out, leaving him to
wander Mintari alone. Could Fig truly tame him? Could they form a pack of two?


The other jockeys stepped
back from him.


"Keep that wild beast
far from my Edna!" said the old jockey, protecting his elephant-sized
iguanodon behind his back. Oblivious, Edna snorted and busied herself with
eating a conifer.


Firewing gave them a
toothy grin, his yellow eyes narrowing. He was barely the size of a horse, but
Fig had the feeling he could rip through that iguanodon. And every other
dinosaur here. Well, maybe aside from that nodosaur, but thankfully the armored
dinosaur seemed more interested in napping.


No, Fig wasn't too worried
about most of these competitors. She overheard snippets of conversations. Some
had been trying out for years, even decades, but they never qualified. Fig
hoped she didn't turn into one like them. That she didn't keep returning here,
year after year, until she was still trying out as an old woman, fallen into
drugs or food to fill the derby-sized hole inside her.


Amissa elbowed her.
"Don't look so glum, cheesecake. You're better than this lot."


Fig smiled shakily at her
aunt. She could see herself reflected in Amissa's sunglasses. Fig wore white.
White trousers, a white coat with ivory buttons, and a white woolen hat. This
was nothing like the traditional Mintari safari outfit. And nothing like the
feathers Fig normally wore. Amissa had ordered this outfit for her from
Cloventia. "From the latest winter catalog," she had explained. Fig
felt woefully out of place in these nice clothes. Like an impostor. A savage
child in the clothes of a rich girl. Apparently the outfit cost a small
fortune. Fig had to admit it was warm.


Amissa wore the same
outfit (though hers was a size or two larger). It looked far better on her
aunt, if you asked Fig. Auntie Amissa was a tall, wealthy, powerful woman, and
she wore her outfit with confidence, back straight, shoulders squared. Beside
her, Fig felt like a mouse. She didn't deserve to wear nice, expensive clothes.
She was nothing but a wild child of the forest. A wretch who had just crawled
out from under a rock. She lowered her head, cheeks blushing.


Amissa wrapped an arm
around her. "You got this, kiddo. I'm proud of you. Strand straight and
let them see who you are."


Fig did her best to
imitate her aunt's posture. She straightened her back, raised her chin, and
squared her shoulders. It probably wasn't very impressive. Even stretched out
like this, Fig only stood as tall as Amissa's shoulder. But she did feel a
little better, a little more confident.


The other jockeys stared
at her. Some of them snorted or snickered. The Valkyrie lookalike rolled her
eyes. Fig raised her chin higher. Let them mock her. She stood here in fine
clothes, a mighty achillobator on one side, a wealthy and famous aunt on the
other. Firewing bared his fangs and growled. The other jockeys lowered their
eyes and took a step back.


Other than one.


One of the jockeys stepped
closer, smiling a predatory smile.


Fig's heart stopped in her
chest.


The girl must have hidden
behind the larger dinosaurs. Fig hadn't noticed her until now.


It can't be her, Fig thought. Oh
Darwin's beard, it can't be her.


The girl strutted closer,
her smile growing into a deranged grin. Her blue eyes shone. A gust of wind
blew her blond hair back, revealing one normal ear. And one ear with a bite
taken out of it.


"Denise Rex,"
Fig hissed.





* * * * *






Denise Rex herself!


The girl who had tormented
Fig at school. The girl who had attacked her. Who had gotten Fig expelled. There
she was, risen from another world like a ghost.


"Figaro
Triplehorn." Denise laughed. A sound like crackling ice. "Fancy
meeting you here."


Fig sneered, bared her
teeth, and balled her fists. Abandoning her "power pose," she
crouched into a fighting stance. Firewing had no idea who Denise was, but he
picked up the vibe. This was an enemy. The achillobator too bared his teeth.
His were quite a bit larger than Fig's.


Denise was not
intimidated. She had a carnivore of her own, leading him on a chain.


Fig stared in disbelief.
She had heard of this species but never seen one. It was exceedingly rare,
almost mythical.


A dracovenator.


They were not large dinosaurs.
About the size of horses. Same size as Firewing. But dracovenators were true
beasts of nightmare. Their name meant "dragon hunter," and indeed,
this dinosaur looked like a small dragon. Blue scales covered his snout and
sides while iridescent feathers ran along his back, tail, and arms. A golden
crest topped his head, and gleaming white teeth filled his mouth. He was
beautiful and deadly like a creature risen from legend.


Denise stroked his
feathers. "Meet Marduk. But don't get too close. He likes to bite. You
don't want to lose any fingers."


Fig couldn't resist.
"Like you lost an ear?"


That was petty. Fig could
still taste the blood in her mouth. That day outside of school, she had slipped
back to savagery, had bitten off Denise's ear in a fight. She was not proud of
that day. In fact, it was the day her life shattered. The day she was expelled.
The day Fig realized that barbarism still blazed inside her, burning free from
her thin veneer of civilization.


But yes—a good barb.
Denise flushed and lost her smile. She lowered her hair over her mutilated ear.


"When I'm done with
you, Figaro Triplehorn, I will leave your ears," Denise said. "So you
can hear your own screams." She shot Amissa a glare. "And your aunt
won't be able to protect you."


Fig shuddered
theatrically. "Ooh, we're so scared."


Amissa laughed and hugged
herself. "Trembling!"


Denise snarled at them,
then turned and led her draco away.


"Don't you worry
about Denise Rex," Amissa said, putting a hand on Fig's shoulder.
"You're better than her. You'll beat her. And she's terrified of you. I
can see it in her eyes."


Fig shuddered again, this
time for real. "Her family owns half this planet. The Rex clan is nothing
to trifle with."


Amissa winked.
"Neither is Clan Triplehorn."


When Fig first arrived in
human society, following years in the wilderness, she had found human clans to
be perplexing. In a sense, they were like dinosaur packs. But larger. With far
more rules. Fig had felt torn between them. Her mother came from Clan Clubber,
her father from Clan Triplehorn. And Triplehorn had split into two camps, her
father and grandmother on one side, her aunt and grandfather on the other.
Everyone seemed to be fighting everyone else, and Fig had felt herself lost.


She still did. She loved
her father. But she also loved her aunt. Two leaders in the Triplehorn civil
war. Everyone said she looked like Mina Clubber, but now Chief Clubber, her
uncle, was fighting her aunt, and the rexes were gunning for her blood. Fig
just wanted to race. Why was she drawn into this war?


But drawn into it she had
been. And fight it she would. Perhaps that was part of being human. You always
had to fight somebody. Dinosaurs fought for food and mates, that was about it.
Humans fought for every reason under the sun and a thousand more that existed
only in their minds. Fig missed being a dinosaur.


A rumble sounded in the
distance. A jippi came racing through the wilderness. Its cowcatcher shoved
through the snow, while its gargantuan wheels climbed over boulders, logs, and
mounds of frozen brush, crushing them all. The noise and smog disturbed the
dinosaurs. They hissed and snapped their teeth and tugged on their chains. All
but the nodosaur, who kept sleeping. When armor covered you head to tail, you
didn't worry about much.


The jippi sputtered to a
halt. The door opened, and a big man emerged. He wore a white jacket glittering
with rhinestones, cowboy boots, and an enormous ceratop hat. Jeweled pistols
hung from his hips. The man ran ringed fingers through his prominent sideburns,
smoothing them down.


"Howdy, riders!"
he boomed in a deep, raspy voice. "My name is—"


"Earl
Greatwing!" Fig blurted out. She recognized him from the derby. He
announced all the games. He was also (distantly) related to Fig's grandmother.
She had been expecting an underling, not Big Earl himself!


The gaudy derbynik turned
toward her. He peered at her over his orange sunglasses and winked. "That
I am, cheesecake." He lit a cigar, took a puff, and looked around him.
"Y'all heard the little lady. I'm Earl Greatwing, proprietor of the Dino
Derby. But you can call me Big Earl. I might not look it, but I used to be a
jockey." He slapped his ample belly. "Would you believe that? Of
course, I was never no good. Too tarry big for my dino. But I am good at
finding jockeys. And I'll be testing y'all today, winnowing the dust from the
bones, as my granddaddy used to say." He spat and took another puff.
"I see a lot of familiar faces. Some new ones too. Big crew today. But
only one of you will qualify for the Christmas Cup."


The Christmas Cup. It was
one of the biggest events in the Dino Derby. Even bigger than the Halloween
Bonanza. There were many races throughout the year, but the Christmas Cup was
the most prestigious.


Suddenly Fig's hackles
rose. Somebody was staring at her. She turned to see Denise watching her, eyes
narrowed, a crooked smile on her lips.


Only one will qualify
today,
Fig thought. I won't let her win.


"All right,
riders!" Big Earl said. "You haven't earned the right to race in the
arena yet. So we're doing this in the great outdoors. Your track today takes you
up this here slope, around the henge of stones, down into that valley over yonder, 'round the conifer copse, and back here. I've got a drone filming y'all
from above, so don't get no ideas of cheatin'."


Fig took a shaky breath.
This was real. It was about to happen. Her first tryout. Anxiety swirled
through her, so she tried her aunt's trick, raising her chin, squaring her
shoulders. She felt a bit calmer. A bit.


"You know this
track," Amissa whispered to her. "You've raced this track a hundred
times. You got this."


Fig glanced over at
Denise. The girl was conferring with her own coach, a slender, wiry man. Fig
frowned. The man looked so familiar. And then it hit her.


She clutched Amissa's arm.
"That's Raphael of Rex!" she whispered. "Raphael of Rex is coaching
Denise!"


Amissa tilted her head.
"Huh?"


"He's a famous
jockey! Or was thirty years ago. He won the Christmas Cup seven times. A world
record." Fig heaved a sigh. "We're doomed."


Amissa bristled.
"Hey, what am I, chopped liver? I'm a pretty good coach too. Raphael isn't
even a trueblood."


Trueblood. Fig had heard
that term before. She didn't care for it much. Broadly, Mintarian clans
contained two classes of people. The upper class belonged to the clan by blood.
They were all one big family. Fig was a true Triplehorn. Her grandfather was
still the official chief, even though he lived on Cloventia now. Her aunt
Amissa, her father, her grandmother—they were truebloods too.


But any Mintarian could
join a clan. You needn't be a blood relative. Anyone who worked for a clan—barbers,
gardeners, guards, accountants, lawyers—could join. Often, connections could be
even flimsier. Maybe you rented an apartment in a building the clan owned.
Maybe you were childhood friends with somebody in the clan. Heck, maybe you just
liked the clan dinosaur. People joined clans for many reasons. But since they
were not blood relatives, they were sometimes known as lowbloods. They could
still use the clan name as their surname, but they must add "of" to
denote their lower status.


From what Fig had seen at
school, it was impolite to talk of truebloods and lowbloods. But everyone knew
who was who. Denise Rex was a trueblood. So was Fig. Raphael of Rex was not.
Most people were not.


"It doesn't matter
that Raphael is a lowblood," Fig told her aunt. "He won races. And
he's coaching our enemy."


Amissa held Fig's
shoulders. Her aunt's cheeks flushed red with cold, and snowflakes clung to her
eyelashes, but she fixed Fig with a steady stare. "Listen to me, Figaro.
You are a Triplehorn. Your blood goes back five hundred years. Your ancestors were
on the Darwin's Ark, the first ship of colonists to land on Mintari. You
survived for fifteen years in the wild. Survived? You thrived! You fear nobody.
You are subservient to none. You are better than anyone else here, and today
you will show them that."


"What if I
lose?" Fig whispered.


"You will win!"
Amissa said. "Say it."


"I will win."


"Say it like you mean
it."


Fig growled and clenched
her fists. "I will win!"


"Better. Work on
it."


Big Earl stuck his thumbs
into his belt. The belt sported a golden buckle shaped like a pterodactyl,
wings spread wide. The derbynik spoke loud enough for all to hear.
"Normally, I'd run ya one at a time, stopwatch in hand. But normally it
don't snow this early. Whoever goes first would have a disadvantage. Lots of
snow to plow through. Whoever goes last would have the clearest trail. So I'm
gonna do something new this year. You'll all run together. These tryouts will
be a race."


Gasps sounded across the
crowd. And a few nervous gulps. Fig took a step closer to Amissa.


A race! But she hadn't
trained for a race! She had trained to ride Firewing alone. A race was a whole
other thing. There would be others around her. Pressure. Snapping dinosaur
jaws. Jeering jockeys. And worst of all—Denise Rex at her side!


Her anxiety swirled inside
her like a storm of raptors. Fig took a deep breath. She whispered to herself,
"I'm a Triplehorn. I fear nobody. I will win."


"All right, everyone,
line up behind this here log!" Big Earl said. "Go on. On your dinos,
everyone. Line up!"


Fig made to climb onto
Firewing, but Amissa held her arm.


"Wait," said her
aunt. "One more thing."


Amissa pulled from her
pocket a glittering jewel. Fig squinted. It was a silver broach shaped like a
triceratops head. The eyes were rubies.


"For you,"
Amissa said. "A clan crest. To complement your new outfit." She
pinned the jewel onto Fig's lapel. "Never forget who you are, little one.
Never let the world tear you down. You are a Triplehorn."


Fig hugged her aunt, tears
in her eyes, then climbed onto Firewing. She gave her aunt a scout's salute.
Amissa had popularized the gesture during her days on QuickFame; she would
always sign off from her videos with a scout's salute. Today Hell's Hunters
often used it in tribute. And so did Fig.


With a wink, Amissa
returned the salute. "Go get 'em."





* * * * *






Everyone climbed onto
their dinosaurs. Edna the iguanodon groaned and huffed, but she let the old man
settle in her saddle. The nodosaur snored on. His rider pounded the dinosaur's
armor, ringing him like a bell. Reluctantly the nodosaur rose to his feet,
blinking the cobwebs out of his eyes. The shabu addict was riding a big, shabby
dinosaur of indeterminate species. A deinocheirus, Fig thought, but it was hard
to see anything past that dino's shaggy coat of gray feathers. Valkyrie mounted
a sinraptor—a big, powerful predator, almost as big as an allosaurus. Sitting
atop the sinraptor, Valkyrie towered over Fig on her achillobator. The top of
Fig's head was below Valkyrie's foot.


Yeah, she's big, but is
she fast? Fig
thought.


Finally, Denise Rex
climbed onto her dinosaur. The dracovenator trotted up to stand right beside
Firewing. The iridescent predator snarled and bared his teeth. Those teeth were
large, triangular, and sharp like spearheads. Straddling the dinosaur, Denise
smirked.


"Be careful,
Triplehorn," the girl said. "He bites."


Fig licked her teeth and
looked pointedly at Denise's ear. "So do I."


Denise flushed and hid her
mutilated ear again. Fig almost felt sorry for her. Almost.


"On your marks!"
cried Big Earl. "Ready … Set …" He drew one of his jeweled
white pistols, aimed it overhead, and fired. "Go!"


And they were off.


All but the nodosaur, that
was. He was sleeping again. But the rest took off with a cloud of snow,
rumbling up the hillside.


Fig leaned forward,
clutched fistfuls of her dinosaur's feathers, and tightened her legs around
him. After years of riding in the wild, Fig knew how to make herself
aerodynamic. She rode bareback. The only rider here who didn't use a saddle.
Saddles were too clumsy. Fig needed to connect with her dinosaur, to feel his
heartbeat against her thighs, to sense his pulse with her fingertips. Her crop
hung across her back, but Fig had never needed to use it. Not even with so wild
a creature as Firewing. He ran like fire through dry brush, his powerful talons
tearing through the snow and ice.


The group was making their
way toward the hilltop. Frozen logs and boulders delineated the edges of the
trail, and a drone hovered above, making sure nobody cheated. Fig was thankful
for those hours of practice. She knew where the ice was most slippery, and she
could tug on Firewing's feathers to warn him. She remembered where the trail
curved sharply. If you moved too fast, you could miss the turn and tumble into
a valley. When you made your way downhill, she remembered, you had to slow
down, even if it was counterintuitive, unless you wanted to slide onto the
frozen river, and that ice was still thin. But her signals to Firewing seemed
redundant. The bator knew this way as well as Fig. He ran confidently, hopping
between patches of rock and soil, skirting the dangerous ice, and leaping over
the fallen conifer instead of sliding underneath, remembering the venomous
spiders that lurked below.


Fig didn't have a
stopwatch, but she knew she was riding well. That they were making great time.
That they would beat her personal record—and maybe win this entire race. Edna
was falling far behind now. Fig couldn't even see the lumbering iguanodon.
Right now only two riders were ahead of Fig. Tall, striking Valkyrie was in the
lead, riding her monstrous sinraptor. The shabu addict was right behind her,
riding his shaggy gray deinocheirus—or whatever it was. For a giant fluffball,
it was tarry fast.


Fig flattened herself
across Firewing's back, squinting in the wind.


He snorted. He understood.
The crossroads were near the hilltop. The track there split into two parts. One
circled along the edge of the hilltop. That path was narrow and treacherous. If
you fell, you cascaded down a steep slope into a rocky valley. The left path
curled over the hilltop. That way was a little longer, but it was safer. The
hilltop path collected less ice, and there was no drop on either side. Once
past the hilltop, the two lanes merged back into one.


During her training, Fig
had tried both ways. The left path, the one that draped over the hilltop, was a
few seconds slower. And a few seconds could make a big difference today. She
would take the right path. The one that circled the hilltop along its steep
rim. Dangerous, yes. A steep drop if you slipped. But faster. Just a few
seconds faster, yes. But right now Fig needed every second she could get.


She rode hard toward the
hilltop. Almost there. Valkyrie got there first. The tall blond jockey took the
safe, slow path over the hilltop. The shabu addict reached the crossroads a few
seconds later. He too chose the safe path. His shaggy gray dinosaur flopped its
way uphill. Well, both jockeys were well ahead of Fig. They could afford to
take the long route. Fig rode closer, determined to catch up.


A snarl sounded behind
her.


Fig looked over her
shoulder. Tar it! Denise was right on her tail!


Unlike Fig, Denise was
using a saddle. But not for lack of skill. Clearly she was an experienced
rider. She leaned forward, eyes ablaze, her golden hair flying in the sun. A
wicked smile played across her lips, and she held an electric crop in her hand.
Marduk, her dracovenator, snarled. His breath frosted, and his teeth gleamed in
the stark winter sun.


"You were a loser at
school!" Denise cried. "And you're still a loser, Figaro
Triplehorn."


For a second, the two
jockeys passed under calamite trees, hidden from Big Earl's drone.


Denise leaned forward in
her saddle, held out her electric crop, and touched it to Firewing's tail.


A bolt of electricity shot
through Firewing. It even pounded into Fig. She yelped.


Firewing growled and spun
toward the dracovenator.


"No, Firewing!"
Fig shouted. "Ayeee! Ayeee! Forward! Forward! Ayeee!"


But the achillobator
ignored her. He lunged toward the dracovenator, seeking to rip Denise to
shreds. The blond girl didn't stay to fight. She and her dinosaur charged
uphill, bypassing Fig, leaving them in fourth place.


"Tar it!" Fig
cried. "Firewing, ayeee! Yip yip!"


Finally the achillobator
came to his senses. He kept racing uphill, this time behind Denise Rex.


A few seconds ahead,
Denise reached the fork in the road. Like the riders before her, she chose the
safer, slower path over the hilltop. This was Fig's chance. She tugged
Firewing's feathers, and he swerved right, taking the narrow path around the
hilltop.


At once, Fig regretted it.
There was a reason nobody else took this path. Too narrow. Too slippery. It was
just an animal trail, barely perceptible, hugging the hillside. To Fig's left
rose a wall of roots and rocks. To her right, the hillside sloped down steeply
into a deep, rocky valley. The snow had begun to melt yesterday, but today it
all froze into gleaming sheets. Ice coated the trail. Firewing kept running at
top speed, his talons chipping the ice, finding purchase even on the slippery
surface.


Fig tightened her lips.
They had run this trail before. Granted, not when it was so icy. But Firewing's
talons were sharp. He found footholds. He was an achillobator, after all. Pound
for pound the best predator on Mintari. He could do this. They could win this.


Grunts and snarls sounded
above. Fig looked toward the hilltop. Denise was riding right above! The two
paths ran in parallel here. The dracovenator was running at breakneck speed
over the hilltop. Denise grinned as she rode, leaning forward and lashing her
crop. She looked down from the hilltop, caught Fig's eye, and gave her a
crooked smile.


Then, as she rode, Denise
leaned sideways. She stretched out her crop, swung it across the path, and
dislodged chunks of ice.


The icy shards, each the
size of a dinner plate, came crashing down the hillside. Toward Fig and her
dinosaur.


"Firewing!" she
cried, tugging his feathers upward. "Hayeee!" Jump!


The achillobator saw the
ice chunks coming.


He leaped into the air.


The icy shards hit the
trail right below him, shattered, and scattered chunks every which way.


Firewing spread out his
flightless wings, gliding over the icy obstacles. He descended to a landing
where the path was clear.


And Denise rolled down
rocks.


Not large rocks. Not much
larger than pebbles. But Firewing's talons slammed into them.


The bator yowled. He
scampered over the scree, trying to pierce the ice, to find a foothold, but it
all happened so fast. One of his talons slipped. Then the other. The path
curved steeply ahead and—


And they were falling.


They were tumbling off the
path, down the steep slope, and toward the valley.


Firewing extended his
wings, ready to glide again. But branches slammed into one wing, and he was
spinning, rolling. Fig slid off the dinosaur and cascaded down the icy slope.


Finally Fig thumped into a
conifer. It knocked the breath out of her. Firewing scrabbled for purchase, dug
his claws into ice, and stopped his fall. At once, Fig leaped onto him,
ignoring the pain across her body.


"Ayee ayeee!"
she cried, digging her knees into him.


Run, run! Back into the
race!


Hadn't the drone seen
that? Clearly foul play! Fig spotted the drone flying above. It did nothing.
Well, Fig didn't have time to fume.


Firewing burst into a run,
heading uphill. His flightless wings spread wide, and his claws dug grooves
into the ice. Within only a minute of falling, maybe just half a minute, they
were on the track again.


In a race like this, that
was a very, very long time.





* * * * *






Denise was far ahead of
them now. Several other dinosaurs had passed them by. Even Edna, the old
iguanodon, had moved ahead of Fig. The nodosaur was only reaching the hill now,
huffing and puffing. At least somebody was behind Fig.


Riding hard, Fig crested
the hilltop, and then they were bounding down toward the plains. The track was
wider here. Wide enough for several dinosaurs to run abreast. Edna was
blundering her way downhill, slipping, sliding, and crashing through logs. The
paunchy old man rode her, clutching the horn of his saddle. For a heavy old
dinosaur, Edna was remarkably fast. Much faster than Fig had ever seen an
iguanodon run. She gained new respect for the pair. She hoped that someday they
qualified for the derby.


Just not this year.


This is my year! Fig vowed, her upper lip peeling
back.


Firewing raced downhill,
leaping over boulders, logs, and bushes. With every jump, he spread out his
wings and glided for a while. Achillobators had evolved in the Cretaceous era,
back when wings were used for display, not flight. His descendants would become
birds—but not for millions of years later. Though Firewing couldn't fly, his
gliding gave him a burst of speed. He glided by Edna, who was huffing and
puffing, and they reached the valley.


The copse of conifers rose
ahead. Fig glimpsed Denise and her dinosaur vanishing around the trees. Fig
followed in hot pursuit. Valkyrie and Mr. Shabu were already too far to see.


Firewing whipped around
the trees. Denise and her dracovenator were right ahead, charging down a snowy
path. For a moment, the drone hovered above the snowy canopy, vanishing behind
the foliage.


Denise seized her chance.
The girl rose in her stirrups, reached up with her crop, and slashed at
branches. Snow tumbled down. Branches cracked and thumped onto the track. Firewing
leaped over the obstacles. A few branches slammed into his legs, shattering on
impact. A splinter dug into his flesh, but Firewing growled and kept running. A
branch smacked Fig, nearly knocking her off the dinosaur. She slid down to
Firewing's haunches, but she grabbed his feathers and crawled back into
position.


The assault only enraged
Firewing, giving him a boost of speed. He leaped forward, glided on the wind,
opened his jaws wide, and chomped down on Marduk's tail. The dracovenator
howled.


"Cheater!"
Denise cried. "Drone, drone!"


But the drone was still
hidden above the canopy. Marduk spun around, jaws wide, seeking revenge. Denise
swayed in the saddle, her cheeks flushed, her eyes wide with fear. She tried to
control her dinosaur, but Marduk had a mind of his own.


"Ayee!" Fig
cried. Keep running!


Firewing understood. He
didn't pause to fight. As Marduk leaped to battle, Firewing simply barreled by
him, shoving the draco aside. As the two dinosaurs banged their flanks
together, Fig leaned from the saddle, and for the first time in her life, she
used her electric crop.


She lashed Denise.


Electricity crackled.
Denise screamed, fell off her dinosaur, and thumped into snow. She twitched.


The electric bolt wasn't
too serious. Just a mild shock. As Firewing raced by, Fig looked over her
shoulder and winked at Denise. Sitting in the snow, the girl howled and threw a
stone, but Fig ducked in time. The rock sailed overhead. And then Firewing
whipped around a curve in the track, leaving Denise and her dracovenator
behind.


Fig concentrated on her
next foe. The shabu addict was right ahead. His shaggy gray deinocheirus was
racing up another hill, heading toward a henge of stones on the hilltop. He was
a big dinosaur, and even in the winter, he was overheating. That gray rag of
feathers was not easy to carry around. Firewing, meanwhile, had no trouble
racing uphill. They passed by the panting, mammoth-sized fluff ball.


The henge rose ahead. Stones crowned the hilltop, as
tall as tyrannosaurs, symbolizing the five rocky planets of Nyx. The symbol of
each planet was engraved into the appropriate stone.


Two planets belonged to
humanity. A clover symbolized Cloventia, the planet where most humans lived. An
ironic symbol perhaps. When humans first landed on Cloventia, alien clover had
carpeted the planet. Today Cloventia was fully urbanized. No plants grew there.
Not even a single clover. Planet Dagon, meanwhile, was covered with plants. A
sheaf of wheat represented the farming world. Covered with fields and orchards,
Dagon fed the Nyx system.


One urban planet. One
rural. Then there were the three nature planets. Sanctuaries for animals
brought back from extinction using genetic engineering. A mammoth tusk
symbolized Borealis, a planet for Ice Age animals. A panda symbolized Thalia, a
planet for animals of the Holocene extinction, the Great Dying of modern Earth.
And finally—a megalosaurus footprint, lovingly engraved into a craggy henge
stone, symbolized Mintari. A world of dinosaurs.


Five planets. Two for
humans. Three for animals. In the center of the henge lay a massive boulder
streaked with blue veins of sapphire. That stone represented Earth, the
motherworld, the ancient origin of all this life.


Firewing leaped over the
holy boulder, glided between two henge stones, and raced downhill. They were
almost at the finish line. And only one opponent was ahead of them now.


Valkyrie, her golden
braids fluttering in the wind, was riding her sinraptor at dizzying speed. But
the big predator was slowing down. Sinraptors weighed over a ton. And this one
carried an elaborate saddle and significant rider. The dinosaur was too heavy
to leap over snowdrifts, brambles, and logs. He smashed through them, and his
legs were bleeding, and his breath was heavy.


"Yip yip!" Fig
cried. "We're almost there, Firewing! Speed! Speed!"


Until now, the
achillobator had been pacing himself. Now Firewing bolted forward with a burst
of speed. They moved closer. Closer. Soon they were just behind the sinraptor,
and then—


They passed him!


Fig and Firewing were in
the lead!


Valkyrie screamed in
protest and prodded her dinosaur, but it was all the sinraptor could do not to
collapse. Those big predators were tarry fast at short distances, but they
burned out just as fast.


The track formed a circle
around the landscape. Fig could see the finish line ahead. Big Earl stood there
with a stopwatch. Amissa and the other coaches gathered behind him, watching
the race. Amissa was cheering, her fist in the air.


Fig smiled. She was going
to make it! She was actually going to win!


Firewing ran faster.
Faster. And—


The achillobator yowled.


He jerked backward and
slipped in the snow, and red feathers flew. Fig clung on, nearly falling off.


And then Denise was racing
by on Marduk! Blood and red feathers filled the dracovenator's mouth.


It took Fig a second to
understand. Marduk had bitten Firewing on the tail!


Now Denise was ahead!
Seconds away from the finish line!


"Ayee!" Fig
shouted. "Yip yip yip! Don't stop! Run!"


Firewing burst forward
with new speed. But Denise was almost at the finish line. They weren't going to
make it.


Fig could see Amissa
standing there. Her aunt stopped cheering. Disappointment filled her eyes.


Fig growled. I will not
lose!


She stood up on Firewing's
back, balancing as the dinosaur ran. She hopped onto his head, kicked off, and
flung herself forward through the air.


For a second or two, Fig
flew.


Then she landed on Marduk.
She rode the dracovenator behind Denise.


The blond girl turned in
the saddle, eyes wide with shock. Fig grabbed her, yanked her out of the
saddle, and shoved her onto the ground. Denise thumped into the snow and
rolled.


Firewing came racing by,
riderless. Fig stood up on the Marduk. The dracovenator was still running,
confused, perhaps not knowing what else to do. The dumb dinosaur didn't even go
to his fallen mistress. So much for loyalty! Fig leaped off Marduk, landed on
Firewing, and wrapped her thighs around the achillobator's flanks.


Marduk crossed the finish
line ahead of them—but Denise was not on his back.


Not a second later, Fig
and Firewing tore through the finish line too.


The race was over.


Did I win? Fig thought. Did this
count?


Firewing slowed down, and
Fig hopped to the ground, dazed. Marduk sniffed and snapped his teeth and
growled.


Everyone started shouting
at once.


"The girl
cheated!" cried Raphael of Rex. The wiry little coach had a shrill voice,
and veins stood out across his neck. "You all saw it!"


"She won fair and
square!" cried Amissa. "First place. The dracovenator had no rider.
Disqualified!"


Denise came limping across
the finish line, covered with snow and mud, her hair tangled. She howled, eyes
blazing with fury, and leaped toward Fig, only for coaches to run forward, to
hold her back. Fig hissed and snarled at the girl, ready to fight.


"Bring it on!"
Fig said.


Valkyrie crossed the
finish line, and she joined the ruckus, crying that both Denise and Fig were
dirty little cheaters. The shaggy deinocheirus stumbled toward them, shedding
clouds of gray feathers. He had lost his shabu addict somewhere along the way,
but nobody really noticed. They were too busy shouting.


A gunshot boomed.


Everyone started and fell
silent.


Big Earl lowered his
jeweled revolver. Snow thumped down from a branch he had shot. "Now listen
here! Ain't nobody here but Big Earl gonna decide who wins or loses. Y'all
better calm your britches before I disqualify the lot of ya."


Everyone fell silent. They
all looked at the gaudy derbynik, even the dinosaurs. Fluffy gray feathers
glided down around him. Fig's knees trembled as she awaited judgment, and her
heart pounded against her ribs.


The big man tucked his
thumbs into his belt, spat, and sucked his teeth. "Now. The dracovenator
did cross the finish line first, but he didn't have a rider. The achillobator
was second, but he kept his jockey. I've been watching the whole thing through
the drone. As far as I can tell, both jockeys—Denise and Figaro—cheated."


"She started
it!" Fig said.


"Liar!" Denise
shouted. "I'll rip your lying face off!"


"Try it! Come
on!"


They lunged at each other
again. The coaches had to hold them back. All the coaches aside from Amissa,
that was. She leaned against a tree, arms crossed, smirking. The huntress
probably wanted to see Fig bite off another ear.


"Calm down or I'll
send ya both home!" Big Earl snapped.


The girls fell silent.


"Both of ya showed
absolutely disgraceful behavior. You lack a single ounce of decency or good
sportsmanship." Big Earl heaved a sigh. "Then again, this is the Dino
Derby. The sleaziest race this side of the galaxy. You'll fit right in. Lord
knows, I've seen enough cheatin' in the arena itself. So I'm gonna do something
I ain't never done before. I'm gonna call this one a tie. Denise Rex, Figaro
Triplehorn—you're both going to the Dino Derby."


Denise cried out in
triumph and hugged her coach. Valkyrie cursed and kicked her dinosaur. A few
other dinosaurs were just now crossing the finish line. The nodosaur was still
nowhere in sight.


Fig stood there in the
commotion, stunned, arms hanging limply at her sides. Was this real? Was this
really happening?


Amissa approached her,
smiling crookedly, and winked. "Ya did good, kid." She pulled Fig
into a crushing embrace. "Ya did real good. I'm proud of you. You're a
jockey now."


Fig closed her eyes and
leaned her cheek against her aunt's chest.


My father is going to kill
me, she
thought, then laughed and cried, wrapped in Amissa's embrace.








 
 
CHAPTER SIX


Scratches and Sniffles







Joe was swimming underwater, Simone at his side. The
two elasmosaurs had crossed vast distances, survived danger and despair. And
they were almost there. The holographic map shone ahead, leading the way.


"Just past that kelp
forest," Joe said. "That's where we'll find the shipwreck."


Simone swam at his side.
Her elasmosaurus gave him a toothy grin. "Soon we'll—"


She vanished.


The ocean disappeared.


Joe gasped, a human again,
floating in his sensory deprivation tank.


He shoved the lid open and
sat up, dripping. "Why did you wake me up?" he rasped and coughed.
"We were almost there, tar it."


He wiped water from his
eyes and blinked. The underground lab came into focus. Technicians in white
coats stood around him. Joe felt groggy, confused, as if waking from a dream.


"Sir, you've been
operating your elasmosaurus for seventeen hours straight now," said a
technician, a slender man with a thin mustache. "You need to eat, drink,
and rest."


I ate fish in the sea! Joe wanted to say, but of
course that was silly. The elasmosaurus had eaten. Joe had not.


"Last time I took a
break, my elasmosaurus swam three leagues in the wrong direction,"
Joe said.


"We woke you up at
sunset," said the technician. "Your elasmosaurus will sleep soon.
Perhaps you should sleep too."


The second sensory
deprivation pod lay nearby. The lid popped open. Simone rose from inside,
sopping wet. She blinked. "What happened? We were so close."


Joe looked at the
technician and raised his eyebrows. See?


The thin technician smoothed his lab coat. "I'm
sorry, sir, ma'am, but I can't let you go this long without a break. My job is
to protect your health."


Simone touched her hair
gingerly. "Any sea cucumbers?"


"You're a sea
cucumber." Joe looked around him. "Where the hell is Chief Clubber?
He wasn't here last time you woke us up either."


The technicians in the
room glanced at one another.


"Well?" Joe stepped
out from his pod, dripping wet. Water splashed onto the floor. "Will
someone tell me where Clubber is?"


The thin, mustached technician raised his chin, but his eyes darted.
Edwin of Greatwing was his name, Joe remembered.


"I'm sorry, sir, but
that information is classified. Chief Clubber had to—"


"Classified?"
Joe said, grabbing the technician's collar.


"Joe!" Simone
cried. She hopped from her pod and ran toward him, slipping and sliding across
the wet floor. For a moment she looked like she was doing the shuffle dance.
Finally (miraculously without falling) she reached Joe and pulled him off.
"Stop acting like a barbarian, Joe."


"I am a
barbarian," he snapped. "You found me in a cave, remember?"


"Yes, but I've
civilized you." Simone bit her lip. "Well, maybe not civilized. But I
tamed you at least. Okay, I gave you a haircut. That's something. So calm
down!"


Edwin stepped back, going
very pale, and smoothed his lab coat. "I'm sorry, Mr. Triplehorn, but if
you resort to violence, I must cancel the avatar program."


"Like hell!" Joe
said, moving toward the slender man again. "After all we've done? How dare
you threaten me, you—"


"Let the lad
be!" boomed a deep voice from the doorway.


Everyone turned and
gasped.


Joe's eyes widened. Simone
clutched his arm, going pale.


"Sir!" said
Edwin. "You should still be in the hospital, sir!"


"Should, yes! But
since when have I ever done what I should?"


Arban Clubber, Chief of
the Mintari Rangers, stepped into the room. His broad face was pale, and sweat
beaded on his brow. As always, he wore a Ranger's tan uniform. He was a big,
burly man, and the uniform stretched across his muscles. But one sleeve had
been cut off, revealing a bandaged stump.


"Sir!" Joe
cried. "What—what happened?"


The Clubbers traced their
ancestry to Mongolia on old Earth. They claimed to be descended from Genghis
Khan, and Joe believed it. They were just as tough. And Joe would know. He had
married a Clubber. Mina had been quiet perhaps, not a warrior or Ranger. But
the paleonarian had tapped into deep wells of strength when she joined Joe in
the field, tending to injured dinosaurs. And their daughter was certainly a
wild one. Simone perhaps thought Joe was savage. But he had nothing on Figaro
Clubber-Triplehorn. Yes, the Clubbers were tough ones. And more than a little
crazy. Who else would casually wander into the lab without an arm?


"Chief!" Simone
cried, rushing to him. Her mouth opened and closed like a fish. Something
amazing was happening. Something Joe had never seen before. Simone LaRue was speechless.


Clubber looked at his
stump and snorted. "What, this? Happened a week ago now. I'm over it. I've
had enough bed rest."


"So now we know where
you've been," Joe said. "By Darwin's beard, man, what the hell
happened?"


Clubber managed a wan
smile. "Just a scratch."


Joe nodded. "Glad to
see you've kept your sense of humor, Chief. Dear Lord!"


The chief sighed, shuffled
toward a chair, and dropped himself in.


A nurse burst through the
door, rushing after him. She was pushing an empty wheelchair. A second nurse
hurried in with an IV pole. "Sir, sir! You promised me you'd go straight
to bed."


Clubber waved his stump at
her. "Ah, calm down, woman! I'm fine. I could lose all four limbs and
still do my job."


But Joe noticed how pale
he was. How weak he seemed. Clubber had always been a force of nature. Now he
seemed somehow smaller. A shell of himself. His skin was ashen, his eyes
sunken. He must have come close to death.


Joe and Simone were still
sopping wet, still hungry, thirsty, exhausted after seventeen hours in their sensory
deprivation pods. But they put aside thoughts of their mission, pulled out
chairs, and sat beside Clubber. The nurse began fussing over the wounded chief.
An electronic map hung on the wall, showing the positions of the elasmosaurs, who
were now free from their human puppeteers. But all eyes were on Clubber, the
mission momentarily forgotten.


For a long moment, the
chief just sat there, catching his breath. Despite his bluster, the walk had
taken a lot out of him. He was pallid. The big man, descended of great conquerors,
seemed smaller, a husk of himself.


"Sir, you should
return to bed," Joe said softly.


"I will," he
rasped. "I had to come see the mission progress. Joe … the parasaurs
are extinct. Other species are following. Raptors who depend on parasaurs.
Dying off. Food chains collapsing. While you were underwater, I … I led an
attack. Against Fort Devana. Against your sister."


Joe's eyes widened.
"Sir! Why didn't you tell me?"


Clubber managed a wry
smile. "I didn't want you there. Your sister leads Hell's Hunters. I
didn't know if you had it in you. To shoot her. If the time was right."


Joe froze. Icy fingers
wrapped around his heart. "Is Amissa …"


"Dead? No. No …
She wiped us out. Killed many Rangers. We got some of her hunters, but . .
." The chief winced. A shudder of pain ran through him.


Joe clenched his fists.
"Did Amissa do this? Did she cut off your arm?" Rage burned through
him. He would hop on Dozer and ride right over! He would kill her!


Clubber closed his eyes
and shook his head. "No. No, Joe. I wanted you to hear it from me. It
wasn't Amissa. It was … it was …" He shuddered.
"Figaro."


The walls seemed to close
in around Joe.


The room spun.


Voices and faces seemed
far away.


"Sir, now we must get
you to bed!" said a nurse, her voice muffled, miles distant, and Joe was
vaguely aware of them rolling Clubber away in the wheelchair. He barely
noticed. A volcano was erupting inside him.


"Joe? Joe!"
Simone's voice. But she sounded underwater. He barely felt her hand on his
shoulder. Barely saw her freckled face.


He rose from his chair,
numb with shock, and walked toward the door.


"I'm going to find my
daughter," he said.


"Joe, wait!"
Simone hurried after him. "What about the mission?"


"I'm aborting the mission."


Simone grabbed his arm.
"But the elasmosaurs!"


"To hell with the
elasmosaurs!" he said. "You heard Clubber. Fig. My daughter. She . .
. she … she cut his arm off." His head spun. His eyes stung. He stood
swaying, his head spinning, worried he'd fall.


Simone stood before him,
her damp hair clinging to her shoulders. She looked into his eyes. "Joe,
Fig is a sixteen-year-old girl. I doubt she cut off the arm of the chief of the
Mintari Rangers. We don't know what happened, but—"


"I'm going to find
out!" Joe said.


"And just forsake the
elasmosaurs?" Simone said. "After we drove them halfway across the
ocean? When we're so close to the Darwin's Cradle?"


Joe lowered his head. His
fists trembled at his side. The world seemed to collapse around him, and his
voice choked. "Simone … Oh God, Simone. Fig is with her again. With
Amissa. Fighting for her. Did she shoot Clubber in the arm? Sic a dinosaur on
him? God, Simone, she bit the ear off a girl at school. Now this, her own uncle
… I have to go to her. I have to."


Simone looked ready to
argue. But she pursed her lips, thought for a moment, then nodded. "Okay.
I'll continue the mission alone. You go to Fig, and I'll get back into the pod,
and—"


"No!" rose a
raspy voice from the hallway.


They turned toward the
voice. Clubber was halfway down the hall. He rose from his wheelchair and
tottered toward them, clinging to his IV pole. He waved aside the nurses with
his stump.


"No," the chief repeated.
"The elasmosaurs are a mated pair. One would not leave the other. You both
must go. Figaro is safe. I'll do whatever I can for the girl. Go. Go find Darwin's
Cradle. Find the embryos. That's an order. I …"


He swayed on his feet.


Joe and Simone caught the
big man before he could hit the floor, then placed him back in his wheelchair.
The bandages on his stump turned red, and his eyes closed. The nurses gave Joe
a reproachful stare, then wheeled their patient away.


Simone placed a hand on
Joe's chest. She looked into his eyes, her gaze soft. "Call her."


"The girl never
answers her SmartSphere."


"Because you always
scold her when you talk to her."


Joe tried to smile, but it
came out more like a grimace. "Am I really such an ogre?"


"You make ogres seem
like fairies. I tolerate you, but Fig has more of a backbone. I'll call
her. She'll answer me."


"Once she does, give
me the SmartSphere so I can put the fear of God into her!" Joe growled.


"See? That's what I
mean. Sit down, Joe! Sit down at that table. Drink some tea. Eat something. You
haven't slept or eaten in seventeen hours. I'll call Fig."


"We'll call her
together," Joe said, suddenly feeling so weak.


He sat down. Simone was
right. He was an ogre. Fig had lived for fifteen years in the
wilderness, raised by dinosaurs. But Joe had spent those same fifteen years
living in a cave, a hermit, his only companions … dinosaurs. They weren't
so different. Fig lashed out. So did he. They were both wild.


"God bless you,
Simone, for putting up with us," he said. "I'm sorry. I'm sorry for
everything. For being the way I am. For being cruel to you. For dragging you
into this whole big mess. I love you, Simone. I'm sorry."


She smiled softly.
"You're blabbering, darling. Sit down. Drink some tea. A strong cup of tea
cures everything." She kissed his cheek. "And I love you too, you
blabbering ogre."


There was a little
kitchenette at the back of the lab. They sat down, brewed strong cups of tea,
and drained them. Simone began preparing sandwiches, but Joe had no stomach for
food. He steeled himself, feeling strong enough to call his daughter.






* * * * *







Fig felt like she was
dying.


A sickness was moving
through the camp. Across Fort Devana rose a chorus of coughs, groans, and
moans. It was bound to happen. It was late November, and snow and ice covered
the jippis and trailers, and a bitter wind shrieked, invading every nook and
cranny. They had no running water, and at first they had dug latrines outside
the camp walls. After two hunters lost their lives to a dilophosaurus attack,
they moved the latrines into the fort. Nobody liked to die with their pants
around their ankles, after all. But poor sanitation could kill just as easily
as a dinosaur. Handling all the bodies after the battle hadn't helped matters.
It took a while to bury that many bodies, and toward the end, they had started
to stink. Poor hygiene, cold weather, cramped conditions, rotting corpses—it
all combined into a perfect storm of disease. And now a biblical plague ravaged
Hell's Hunters.


The illness struck Fig
like a lightning bolt. In the morning, she was fine, riding Firewing around the
camp, then helping hunters cook a stew. By nightfall, she was shivering and
feverish. She barely found strength to stumble into the Huntress,
Amissa's astrolite, and crawl into bed.


At the time, Amissa was
out hunting in her jippi. They didn't travel in the astrolite much anymore.
Flying vehicles were too easy for Rangers to spot and shoot down. The little
shuttle had become their home in the camp. Earlier in the year, when the nights
had been warmer, they would sometimes sleep in a trailer. But trailers were
cold and drafty, so come winter, they had moved into the astrolite. They had
two beds, a servant drone, and a kitchen. What else did they need?


Normally, it was cozy and
warm in the astrolite. But tonight Fig shivered, and the air smelled musty and
foul. Somehow Fig managed to feel boiling hot and freezing cold at the same
time, which she had not thought possible. All she could do was cough, so she
did a lot of that. She coughed until her ribs ached and felt ready to crack,
and every muscle in her body seemed to twist and cramp. One time, she coughed
up a glob of mucus streaked with blood.


She wasn't alone. A
symphony of coughing, sneezing, and sniffling spread across the camp. They were
louder than a brontosaur herd. It was a good thing the Rangers didn't attack
now. Hell's Hunters were in no shape to fight back.


I'm dying, Fig thought between
coughing fits. This is it. I'm not going to die battling dinosaurs like I
always thought. I'm going to die from a germ.


Why was she so tarry hot?
She was boiling. She was boiling so hot she could rip her skin off. She kicked
off her sweaty blankets but then began to shiver. She was freezing. She was so
cold her bones were turning to icicles. Where was that tarry Firewing? She wanted
to cuddle in his feathers, but he was out hunting, the blasted thing. Silly
dinosaur. What species was he again? Raptor? No. No, something else. Was he
running at the derby now?


Fig coughed. Her mind felt
full of phlegm. She couldn't think. She tried to sleep, but whenever she dozed
off, another coughing fit woke her up, and she spat up more phlegm. Or were
those pieces of her brain? It certainly felt like it.


At some point—Fig had lost
track of time—Amissa returned from her hunt. She stepped into the astrolite,
wearing her white winter outfit, the one that matched Fig's. When she saw Fig
lying in a puddle of sweat, Amissa's eyes widened.


"Fig!"


Fig waved her back weakly.
"Stay back. I've got leprosy. You'll get infected."


Amissa clucked her tongue.
"You do not have leprosy. It's this tarry virus. It's everywhere in
the camp." She stepped closer to Fig.


"No." Fig waved
her back again. "It's the black death. You'll die."


"Figaro, it's only a
flu." She touched Fig's forehead. "Granted, a nasty flu. You're
burning up. Let me get you a cold compress and some tea."


Fig smiled weakly.
"Simone always said tea cures everything."


Amissa, who had turned
toward the kitchenette, froze and stiffened. She seemed to force herself to
relax, then soaked a towel in cold water and placed it on Fig's forehead. Next
she brewed Fig rich, steaming tea, adding copious amounts of cream, honey, and
spices. She even cracked an egg into it.


"Here." Amissa
handed her the cup. "Gogel mogel."


Fig blinked. "Huh?"


"Gogel mogel. Ancient
Triplehorn recipe. Cures what ails you."


Fig rubbed her eyes. She
must be dreaming. "Did you really put an egg in there?"


"Just the yolk. Drink
it! I insist."


Fig took a sip. She
expected pain when she swallowed, but the drink soothed her burning throat.


"Good?" Amissa
said.


Fig nodded.
"Good."


"I'll cook you some
chicken soup tomorrow. Tonight you should sleep."


Fig smiled hazily at her
aunt. "I never imagined Amissa Triplehorn, the dreaded huntress, could be
a doting nurse."


"I'm cruel to my
enemies. But I take care of those I love." Amissa smiled sadly. "I
just … never had anyone to love before."


Fig drank her gogel mogel.
With the rich, sweet drink and the cold compress, she began to feel a little
better. She still felt like a worn-out sock, but at least she had stopped
attempting to cough her lungs out.


"Aren't you worried
you'll get sick?" Fig said.


"Don't care. Right
now you're sick. So I'll tend to you."


Tears dampened Fig's eyes.
"I'd hug you if I didn't think it would kill you."


She began to cough again.
Apparently even gogel mogel had its limits.


"Try to sleep,"
Amissa said. "You need rest."


Fig trembled. She feared
trying to sleep with a fever, worried of what dreams might come, worried that
she might never wake up.


Amissa seemed to read her
mind. "I'll be right here. I'll keep you safe. I'll grab a nurse outfit if
I must."


Fig managed to smile
through the pain. She lay down and—


Her SmartSphere rang.


Amissa grabbed the small,
disk-shaped computer. "Off with this noisy—"


The tall huntress froze,
staring at the screen. Fig blinked her blurry eyes and saw who was calling.


Simone LaRue.


"I'll hang up,"
Amissa said.


"No, wait," Fig
said. "I should tell her I'm all right."


"You're not all
right. You're sick and need rest." Amissa pulled the SmartSphere away. It
was still ringing.


"Amissa,
please," Fig said.


Amissa pursed her lips.
The computer kept ringing. Amissa seemed ready to toss it out the window. But
then, face hard, she handed it to Fig.


Fig held her SmartSphere,
hesitating for a moment. She had, in the past, filtered calls from her father.
She had been wrong to do so. It was just that Joe got so angry sometimes. And
Fig felt like she disappointed him. And what could be more disappointing than
being here in Amissa's camp? After what she had done. After the battle, and
Clubber's injury, and …


But this time it was
Simone calling. Simone could sometimes be stern too. But nothing like Joe. She
was probably worried sick. Had stories reached her? Stories of the battle? Of
the terrible things Fig had done?


The SmartSphere stopped
ringing.


"Well, that's
that," Amissa said. "You made the right choice."


"No. I didn't."
Fig's voice was raspy. She pressed a button, and the disk-shaped computer
bloomed into a sphere. Holographic screens hovered around the sphere like
moons, featuring looping animations of Joe, Simone, Barnum, Merl, and others in
her contact list. Fig chose Simone and tapped her, calling her back.


Simone answered at once.
Her face appeared in the sphere. Her hair was wet, and her eyes looked weary.


"Fig!" she said.
"You look awful. Are you all right?"


"I have leprosy. Or
maybe the black plague. Probably just a flu." Fig coughed. "You don't
look too hot yourself."


"I spent the past
seventeen hours as a dinosaur," Simone said.


"That'll do it,"
Fig said.


A deep, raspy voice came
from the background. "Elasmosaurs aren't dinosaurs, tar it. I told you
that. They're marine reptiles."


Fig froze. "Is that
my dad?"


Simone nodded. "Yes,
but he's not allowed to talk to you unless he calms down."


Fig hugged herself.
"Tell him that anything big, scary, and scaly is a dinosaur."


"I told him exactly
that!" Simone said. "But he prefers to listen to scientists than to
us. Foolish man." Her eyes softened. "Fig, we're worried sick about
you. We heard about the battle."


Terror gripped Fig's
chest. They heard. They knew. About Clubber. About what Firewing had done. No,
Fig could not blame her dinosaur. What she had done!


"I'm sick," Fig
whispered, eyes damp. "I have to rest."


"Fig, listen!"
Simone said. "We're not angry at you. We're worried. Your father and I—"


"I have to
rest," Fig whispered, trembling. She had to end this call. She couldn't do
this. Couldn't face their judgment.


Joe appeared on the
screen. Rage burned in his eyes, but when he looked at Fig, it all flowed away.
He looked haggard.


"Fig," he said.
"Where are you?"


Her eyes stung. "As
you probably noticed, I disabled the tracker on my SmartSphere. So you can't
spy on me anymore."


"Figaro! I didn't spy
on you! I was worried about you. I still am. I'm your father."


"And you're never
there!" Fig said. She spoke too loudly, hurting her sore throat. A
coughing fit seized her.


"Figgy!" Joe
said, hurt in his eyes. "Wherever you are, come home. To the Fossil and
Firkin. I'll meet you there. I'll take care of you."


"I already have
someone taking care of me," Fig said. "Someone who's always there.
Who doesn't keep leaving on missions." Bitterness twisted her voice.
"Someone who loves me."


Joe winced as if the words
stabbed him. "Are you with Amissa?"


Fig lowered her eyes.
"I have to rest."


"Fig. Listen to me.
Amissa is dangerous. You have to be careful. You don't know her like I do. You—"


Amissa sat down beside
Fig, coming into the camera's view. Joe's face hardened.


"Calm down, big
brother!" Amissa said. "I'm not going to bite the girl. I made her
tea. I'm taking care of her. Someone has to."


Joe took deep, strained
breaths. He seemed to be struggling to control his anger. "Fig, leave
right now! Go to the Fossil and—"


"The girl has the
flu," Amissa said. "The only place she's going now is to bed. Joe,
you and I have our issues. I know. Okay, more than just issues. We're at war
with each other. I know. But Fig is my niece. She's my blood. I give you my
word as a Triplehorn. I will not harm her. I'm taking good care of her.
Whatever you and I are going through—that is separate. Don't drag Fig into
it."


Joe leaned toward the
camera as if trying to leap out of the SmartSphere and throttle his sister.
"Amissa, I swear, if you harm a hair on her head—"


"Didn't you listen to
me? The girl is safe. I'm giving her soup, then putting her to bed. Once you're
back from whatever shenanigans you're up to, you can try to reconnect with her.
If she's interested. And if not? Well, that's her choice. Now Fig has to rest.
Goodbye, Joe."


"Amis—"


She hung up. Amissa sighed
and looked at Fig. "Don't worry about him. He'll calm down. He gets his
hackles up. But he does love you, Fig. He's a difficult man. But he loves you
in his own way."


Fig felt queasy. All this
drama. The war between the clans. The hatred between her aunt and father. It
all spun her head, and another coughing fit seized her. She curled up in bed.


"Sleep, Fig,"
Amissa said and stroked her hair. "The Dino Derby is only two weeks away.
Sleep so you're better by then."


"I need to
train," she whispered hoarsely.


"Train in your
dreams. You need to rest."


She did. Her mind was
hazy. The Dino Derby floated to the back of her mind, joining her family drama
in the haze of forgotten problems. Somewhere outside, she heard Firewing howl,
and Fig coughed in answer. All night, she dozed off again and again, only for a
coughing fit to wake her up. Her breath rattled. Phlegm clogged her lungs; she
could feel it with every breath. Amissa never left her side, changing her cold
compress, making her more gogel mogel, soothing her until she slept again. Fig
knew the stories about her aunt's crimes, about the danger of Hell's Hunters,
but those concerns too floated into the murky ocean of her fever.


I will make amends with my
father,
she thought. With Simone too. But first I must survive this night. I must
breathe. Breathe. Breathe …


Yet all she could do was
cough.






* * * * *







Sitting in the underground
lab, many miles away, Joe tried calling again. And again. Nothing. Her
SmartSphere was off.


"I'm going there
right now," he said, walking toward the door. He was still wearing the
white wetsuit from the sensory deprivation tank, and his hair and beard were
still damp.


Simone hurried after him,
also wearing a wetsuit. "Joe. Wait a moment."


He wheeled toward her.
"You saw it! Fig is with Amissa. In danger. And she's sick. She needs
me."


"Right now she needs
to rest," Simone said. "And you need to complete the underwater
mission with me."


Joe guffawed. "How
can I think about the mission when Fig is in danger? She's with a killer!"


"She's with her aunt
who loves her," Simone said. "I can't believe I'm saying this. After
everything Amissa has done. To me. To my sister. To you. After all the people
she's killed." Simone's eyes dampened. "She killed my own twin
sister. But Joe, she does seem to care for Fig, and she's keeping her safe. And
we have our orders."


Joe closed his eyes. For a
moment, guilt overwhelmed him. Guilt that he had missed fifteen years of Fig's
life. Guilt that he could not be there for her sixteenth. Guilt that she was
sick, needing him, but behind enemy lines. Guilt that once again, he could not
be there for her. For his daughter. For a soul he loved with whatever remained
of his heart.


But Simone was right.


Joe was a Ranger. He had
taken a vow. He had sworn to protect the dinosaurs of Mintari. To dedicate his
life to their welfare. If he turned back now, if he abandoned this mission,
Mintari would fall. Amissa and her hunters would sweep across the land,
burning, killing. Ecosystems would fall like crumbling empires, and Mintari
would become a planet like Earth, a desolation swarming with hungry survivors
battling for every scrap.


No. Joe could not let that
happen. He loved Figaro with all his heart. But just as much he loved Mintari.
In his mind's eye, he could see the sweeping forests, the snowcapped mountains,
the pristine oceans. Sauropods herded through the mist, dactyls swept across
the blue sky, and triceratops grazed across the floodplains. It was a planet of
violence, yes. Of bloodshed and bitter rivalries. But it was also a planet of
majesty and wonder, a precious jewel of the galaxy.


Joe would find those
embryos buried deep in the ocean. He would rebuild what Amissa destroyed. He
was a Ranger, and he would do his duty.


He held Simone's hands and
looked into her eyes. Once more, love overflowed his heart. It was the honor of
his life to love, protect, and live among dinosaurs. But what a blessing it was
to love humans too! For so long, Joe had thought himself a loner. A man who
needed nobody but dinosaurs. He had been wrong. Those fifteen years in a cave
seemed like another life now, like a great shadow looming just behind him.
Today he lived in light, and he realized how fragile, how precious this light
was. He would cherish it. Fight for it. Protect it.


"I love you,
Simone," he said, voice raspy.


She blinked, seemed almost
taken aback. Then she smiled and kissed his cheek. "I love you too,
Joe."


"Now let's go find
that shipwreck."


She nodded. "Let's
save the world."







 
 
CHAPTER SEVEN


A Kettle of Fish







Dawn cascaded through the ocean depths. Beads of light
danced and glided and mottled the seabed. These were cold northern waters. Kelp did not grow here.
No coral adorned the depths. Icebergs floated above like clouds. The water
shone with a crisp blue tinge, and the sun wobbled far above, diffused into a
shimmering blob.


The two elasmosaurs swam
through the frigid ocean. Absolon Trench was behind them. The holographic map
shone ahead, leading the way. They were almost there.


"Should be smooth
sailing from now on," Joe said. "Not many animals swim this far
north."


Simone shuddered. Her blue
scales clattered. "Gee, I wonder why. I should have brought a coat."


"Once we're back
home, we'll sit by the Fossil and Firkin fireplace, order hot chocolate, and
warm up."


"Oh yeah, Mr.
Triplehorn? Well, I'll have you know that—" Simone paused and blinked.
"Wait a minute. You actually said something nice. I'm used to you being
cranky and snarky."


"I'm learning, cheesecake.
Slowly."


She grinned, showing a
mouthful of fangs. "I'm actually taming the wild beast! I'll turn you into
a kitten. Jurassic Joe will soon become Purrassic Joe."


He frowned. "How long
have you been waiting to use that joke?"


"Just made it up on
the spot. I'm a genius comedian."


Joe rolled his eyes.
"Please don't quit your job as a journalist."


"Ah, there he is! The
grumpy ogre is back." She nudged him with her flipper. "But I know
that deep down inside, you're still a kitten."


"I thought you were
scared of kittens?" Joe said.


"That was the old me.
This is the new Simone LaRue! The Simone who has battled T-rexes and electric
eels. Who fears no foe. Who— Ah!" She fled behind him. "Darwin's
beard, what are those?"


Joe turned and looked. He
shrugged his flippers. "They're just squids. We've seen many squids
before."


"Not like these,
mister. Look at them! They're huge."


A swarm of them floated in
the depths below. Indeed, they were large. From their sensory deprivation tanks
a thousand miles away, Joe and Simone were controlling elasmosaurs of the
species Tuarangisaurus keyesi. They were sizable reptiles, roughly the
length of a school bus. As the squids swam closer, Joe felt small. Each of
those squids was easily twice his size. Their tentacles could crush sailing
ships. Their beaks could swallow men whole. Hundreds swam above, moving south
through the frigid water.


Joe smiled thinly. At
least as much as an elasmosaurus could smile. "Would you look at that?"


Simone peered from behind
him and shuddered. "What are those?"


"Tusoteuthis,"
he said. "Or maybe it's Enchoteuthis. The two species are similar.
They're prehistoric squids that lived during the Cretaceous. Back before we
invented time-casting, they were incredibly rare fossils. Animals with no bones
don't tend to fossilize. Sometimes paleontologists found their beaks, even
impressions of their bodies, but no full fossils. Once we invented time-casting,
of course, we could send tiny drones back to grab samples of their DNA. Then
recreate them on Mintari."


Simone shuddered.
"Why recreate monsters?"


"Said the man-eating
elasmosaurus."


"Hey, I'm a beautiful
lady! It's not my fault I'm remote controlling a reptile. If anything, I'm more
of a possessing spirit than a monster."


The two elasmosaurs
floated near the surface. As warm-blooded, air-breathing animals, they liked
swimming high up. But the squids kept low, squirming through the shadows below.
Joe could not see the bottom of the swarm. Many squids on Mintari were small.
But in these cold northern waters, they grew big. They needed to be big to
survive the frigid temperature. Their tentacles flailed, covered with suckers.


"Why does everything
have to grow so big on this planet of yours?" Simone said.


Joe pointed with a
flipper. "That fish isn't too big."


"It's the size of a
tarry car!"


"On Mintari, that's
petite."


The fish was a
dunkleosteus, armored and surly. Its skin was thick and tough as bone. While it
lacked teeth, its jawbone thrust out sharp blades. It looked like an angry
staple remover.


As the elasmosaurs
watched, the squids approached the dunkleosteus. This fish had armor that could
rival an ankylosaurus. But a squid grabbed it, squeezed, and cracked that armor
like a chestnut. The squid pulled the broken remains toward its beak, sucked
them up, then spat out shards of bone.


"How
delightful." Simone gagged. "This planet of yours is
disgusting."


"What's a matter,
cheesecake, never ate fish?"


"I eat my fish
battered and fried, thank you very much, and I prefer a fork to
tentacles."


Joe snorted.
"Nonsense. I saw you eat raw fish. Even as a human."


"That was sushi!
That's not the same as—"


Suddenly the swarm of
squids turned. Countless tentacles churned the water. The giant mollusks began
swimming north. Back where they had come from. The water swirled so violently
Joe and Simone bobbed in the currents.


"They move like a
school of fish—" Simone began.


"—fleeing a
predator," Joe finished for her.


Simone gulped.


And there it came.


A predator from the
depths.


A creature surged from the
abyss. The ocean shook and stormed. Jaws opened wide, ringed with teeth. The
hellmouth engulfed a giant squid, snapped shut, and swallowed the mollusk
whole. That squid was the size of a bus. And the predator had devoured it with
one bite.


The terror sank into the
shadows again.


"What the hell was
that?" Simone cried. "A mosasaur? Was that Ryujin again?" She
was trembling, her blue scales clattering.


"No," Joe said.
"That was no reptile. That was—"


It rose again, soaring
from the deep black waters toward the swarm of squids. The tentacled
cephalopods tried to flee, but there was no escaping this carnivore. The huge,
gray body of the beast stormed through the water. Black eyes reflected the
sunlight. The terrible maw opened again, sucking up water. The jaws snapped
shut, ripping a squid in half, then grabbing another, a third, feasting,
devouring its victims alive.


"A shark!"
Simone cried.


"Not just any
shark," Joe said. "This shark could swallow a Great White with a
single bite. Hell, it could swallow elasmosaurs whole too. We're very lucky.
Few people have ever seen this animal in the flesh. Simone, meet the
megalodon."


"Thanks, I hate it.
Let's get out of here."


Joe swam closer to her,
and their flippers touched. "It's all right, Simone. Simone? Look at me.
It's all right. Megalodons don't eat elasmosaurs."


She was shaking violently.
"But you said—"


"I phrased things
badly. On Mintari, megalodons feed on fish, squids, sometimes on one another.
But they usually don't prey on marine reptiles like us. This guy just came to
eat some calamari."


"Usually,"
Simone muttered. "What a comfort you are."


Trembling, she dared peek
again. The megalodon was chasing the squids, biting off tentacles, sometimes
managing to catch entire squids in its mouth. Joe watched in fascination. The
sight was terrifying, yes. Even he felt the surge of fear. But he also found it
fascinating. Majestic, even. This shark was five times the size of a T-rex.
Along with Ryujin, the king of mosasaurs, the megalodon was the largest
predator on the planet. And Joe got to see one on the hunt!


I wish you could have been
here to see this, Fig, he thought.


"Joe, I'm
scared." Simone pressed herself against him. "Can we please go?"


"Look, it's swimming
away," Joe said. "It's ignoring us. The megalodon just came here for
the squid buffet."


Simone gulped. "What
if it wants dessert?"


"So long as we're not
bleeding, we'll be okay."


Simone frowned. "I
was almost feeling better. Almost. What do you mean—so long as we're not
bleeding?"


"Well, you know what
they say about sharks and blood, right? It's true. At least when it comes to
megalodons. They can smell blood from miles away. Even a single drop is enough
to lure them. They go berserk, follow the blood, devour whatever is in their
path. So … don't bleed. And we'll be fine."


"Thanks for the tip.
Don't bleed." Her voice dropped to a mutter. "What year of Ranger
School do they teach that lesson?"


Thankfully, Joe was right.
The megalodon ignored the two elasmosaurs. This monster had a craving for
calamari. Joe floated in the water, watching in fascination. How often did you
see a shark that could dwarf Moby Dick? The terrible jaws kept opening and
closing, ripping apart the squids.


"Can we go now?"
Simone whispered. "Please."


The squids vanished into
the distance, and the shark followed. The ocean settled around the two
elasmosaurs. Severed tentacles sank toward the seabed. When the silt cleared,
Joe squinted. He could just make out something … a tiny speck … a glint
in the distance. Then it vanished.


"Magellan," he
said. The holographic map burst from his neural implant, shining ahead. A red
beacon blinked.


They were near. Almost at
the Darwin's Cradle.


"Let's go," Joe
said. "Let's grab those embryos and go home."






* * * * *







They swam onward, passing
through clouds of silt and bits of dead squid. The speck grew ahead. Something
on the seabed. Something big. A beacon flashed on the holographic map. They
were almost there! After so long underwater, after traveling across the ocean,
they were finally there. They finally saw it ahead, lying on ocean floor, an
ancient—


"Rock?" Simone
said, squinting. "Is that a rock?"


Joe frowned. "What do
you mean? That's the Darwin's Cradle! The crashed starship! The
depository of dinosaur DNA!"


"Pretty sure that's a
rock, Joe."


They swam closer,
approaching the shadow. The ocean floor here was deep. Not much light filtered
down from above. But as the two elasmosaurs approached, they saw more details.
A big, jagged lump, lying on the seabed, covered with moss and barnacles.


"It's just a little
ragged," Joe said. "It's been lying here for five hundred
years."


"Joe, that's a
rock."


They swam even closer, and
Joe's spirits sank. Simone was right. It was a rock. A big one, yes. About the
size of a house. Could the Darwin's Cradle have fossilized? No. By all
accounts, that starship should be the size of a palace.


"But the
beacon!" Joe said. He gestured with his flipper at the floating
holographic map. "It says Darwin's Cradle should be here."


"Actually, it says Darwin's
Cradle crashed here," Simone said. "We're under the sea,
cheesecake. There are currents. Things move."


Joe wrinkled his scaly
brow. "Did you just call me cheesecake?"


She blinked. "Um,
yes? You call me that all the time. I thought it's Mintarian slang. Kind of
like saying darling on Cloventia."


"Well, yes. But
Mintarians generally don't address men as cheesecake."


"You're not a man,
cheesecake, you're a giant reptile. Get used to it. In any case, the Darwin's
Cradle couldn't have moved far." Simone raised a flipper and furrowed
her brow. "The current is flowing northeast. Let's follow it,
cheesecake."


She began swimming
northeast.


Joe followed. "Don't
call me that!"


"Men can be
cheesecakes too."


"I said stop!"


They swam a while longer
in silence. They left the beacon a mile behind. Then two miles and more. Worry
gnawed on Joe. What if this quest had failed? What if the ship was just a
legend? Or if it were real—what if the ship had pulverized on impact, scattering
nothing but dust into the ocean? Had they come all this way in vain? Without
embryos, they could not rebuild the ecosystems Amissa was destroying. The
dinosaurs would fade. Life would fall.


Joe pursed his scaly lips.
No. He could not be defeatist. He had spent too many years lost in the shadows
of despair, hiding in his cave, hiding from the world. He would not let that
darkness claim his soul again.


He turned to look at the
elasmosaurus who swam at his side. Simone swam there, her scales blue, the
spikes on her head red. She looked like a long-necked predatory reptile, but in
his mind's eye, Joe saw the beautiful redhead he loved. She brought light into
his life. With her, he knew, he would nevermore despair.


"What are ya looking at, buster?" she said.


"I thought I was
cheesecake."


"You're both!"
Simone said. "You're cheesecake and … and …" She frowned.
"What is that?"


She began swimming
downward. Joe saw it. His eyes widened.


An archway. An archway
rising from the seabed!


The two elasmosaurs swam
toward it. The arch was made of metal, badly rusted, crumbling apart in places.
Crabs and barnacles covered it. Simone swam through the archway again and
again, exploring it from every angle.


"What is this?"
she asked.


Joe tapped the archway
with his fin. Bits of rust flew off. The structure was about as tall as a
house.


"Is it something
natural?" Simone said. "Maybe the wishbone of a whale?"


"It's made of
metal," Joe said. "It's—"


"Part of a
starship!" Simone said. She gasped. "Joe! The ship fell apart!"


Joe's stomach curdled.
Could it be? Was Darwin's Cradle lying across the ocean in a million
pieces? He swam around the archway a few times, scraping off rust, frowning.


"I think this was
part of the exhaust pipe," Joe said. "It's a vulnerable part of the
ship, sticking out from the hull. The rest might still be intact. We're on the
right path."


Colors caught his eye. He
looked up to see a school of blue-and-yellow fish race by, heading north.


"Interesting,"
he muttered. "Look at those fish."


Simone licked her lips.
"They look delicious."


"I thought you hated
eating raw fish."


Her stomach growled.
"I've developed a taste for it. Want to hunt?"


"Simone, this type of
fish normally don't live in the open water. They stay near coral reefs or in
kelp forests. This far north, they shouldn't have a habitat. Unless they found
a shipwreck. Follow those fish!"


"Yum!" Simone
said, needing no more encouragement.


The two elasmosaurs swam,
following the school. More fish raced by them. Orange fish with yellow stripes.
Big lumbering fish with underbites. Flat black fish with yellow spots.
Thousands of ammonites, sea snails, and nautiloids swam here too, tentacles
flailing from their spiraling shells. What were they doing so far north?


A shadow raced overhead. A
shark darted forward, heading toward the fish.


"A megalodon!"
Simone cried.


"No," Joe said.
"It's too small."


"It's my size, and
I'm the size of a bus!" she said.


"Yep. Way too tiny to
be a megalodon. Look."


The shark ignored the
elasmosaurs and raced toward the fish. Why bother hunting big reptiles when
easy snacks awaited? When the shark opened its mouth, Joe's eyes widened. He had
expected to see regular shark teeth. Instead, he saw an amazing sight.


"What is that?"
Simone said.


"A tooth whorl.
Fascinating."


Inside the shark's mouth
grew a perfect logarithmic spiral, curled up like a snail. Along the spiral
grew dozens of teeth. The teeth in the middle of the spiral were small. The
teeth grew larger and larger as the spiral expanded.


As Joe and Simone watched,
the shark lunged toward a group of ammonites. Its mouth engulfed several of the
shelled mollusks. And the spiral of teeth began to spin, shattering the shells.
The shark swallowed the gooey parts, then spat out the fragments of shell.


"Whoa!" Simone
said. "A living garbage compactor!"


"A helicoprion,"
Joe said. "A very rare shark. On Earth, they lived during the Permian era.
I didn't even know they were recreated on Mintari. We're very lucky to see
one."


"I could use one in
my kitchen sink."


Joe clacked his sharp
elasmosaurus teeth. "There shouldn't be this much life up here. These are
cold, northern waters. I wonder if there's a thermal vent ahead, releasing
enough energy for life to thrive."


They swam onward, sending
schools of fish scattering. And there ahead—they saw it.


Joe and Simone floated in
the water, eyes wide, gazing in awe.


It lay on the seabed, as
large as a palace. Barnacles and crabs covered its form. Fish darted in and out
of its pipes and portholes. But there could be no mistaking it. Here lay a
fallen starship. The Darwin's Cradle.


"We found her,"
Joe whispered. Then he laughed. "We actually found her. She's real! Look
at the water above. See those ripples? There's heat rising from the ship.
There's still an energy source inside even after all these years!" He
tossed back his long neck, laughing, feeling almost giddy. "Of course!
That's why all the fish are here. They're attracted to warmth."


"Is it …
radioactive?" Simone said.


"No. No, the Cradle
never used nuclear power. She used quantum batteries. Enough power to propel
her between the stars! She crashed here with canisters full of embryos, but
with the heat of her fall, she created a habitat for new life."


Simone swam closer to him
and coiled her neck around his. "Look at you, Joe. You're so excited. I've
never seen you like this."


"Clubber was
right," Joe said. "The old sonuvabitch was right. She's here. She's
real. And we'll find the embryos and—"


The fish all began to
flee. Millions of them. Eels vanished into holes. Ammonites and nautiloids
recoiled into their shells, then burrowed under the sand. Even the mighty
helicoprion, a shark that could probably chew through boulders, fled for its
life. The Darwin's Cradle trembled and swayed.


A rumble sounded in the
depths.


It rose from the darkness,
looming over the shipwreck. A beast almost as large as the starship itself. Its
gargantuan, scaly body plowed through the water. Its white eyes stared. Dead
eyes. Eyes like spheres of bone. The terrible jaws opened, large enough to
swallow worlds. A scar shaped like a Z blazed on its head.


A mosasaur. And not just
any mosasaur.


Ryujin. God of the depths.


The devourer of children.
The mosasaur that had sunk the Maid of Mintari. That had nearly
swallowed Fig. That had slain hundreds of men, women, and children.


Ryujin was rising.






* * * * *







They said Ryujin was a
god. Some called him the devil. He ruled over Hell's Aquarium, these cold ocean
depths. The earliest chronicles of Mintari's settlers described him, a huge
reptile prowling the abyss, a scar on his brow. He was centuries old, a
monstrosity of genetic engineering, a relic of Earth's past resurrected in the
alien void. Men made him but evolution had crafted him. He was the greatest
predator on Mintari, dwarfing T-rexes, hungry for human flesh.


The mosasaur burst from
behind Darwin's Cradle. The reptile was almost as big as the sunken
ship. He charged through the water, sending sharks fleeing. His fins churned
the water. The seabed trembled below. The titan raced toward the two
elasmosaurs, jaws opening wide. He was big enough to bite them in half. Maybe
even swallow them whole.


Images flashed before
Joe's eyes. His daughter coming home from sea, wrapped in a blanket and
haunted, the sole survivor of a mosasaur attack. The Maid of Mintari, a
cruise ship with a thousand tourists aboard, sinking into the ocean, and the
mosasaur feasting, devouring hundreds of humans like so many minnows. For a
year now, this leviathan had brutalized Mintari. Had haunted Joe like a demon.
Now he was swimming toward him and Simone, an unstoppable force, the depths
personified. Here he was, the ocean god in all his wrath and glory.


"Joe, swim!"
Simone cried, spinning in the water. The blue elasmosaur began fleeing back
south.


Joe didn't need much
convincing. He swam at her side, and the mosasaur followed.


The two elasmosaurs swam
as fast as they could, flippers beating, tails flapping like propellers. They
were sleek, slender reptiles, but fast as they were, the mosasaur was faster.
Belying his girth, the gargantuan predator moved at incredible speed, carving
through the water. The ocean depths stormed around him. His jaws widened, lined
with teeth, thrusting forth like some boring machine plowing through stone.
Elasmosaurs were large animals, weighing over a ton. Before the mosasaur, they
seemed puny. Like seals fleeing an orca. Ryujin was probably twenty times their
size.


The jaws loomed closer.
Ryujin sucked in water. Currents grabbed the two elasmosaurs, pulling them
toward the waiting mouth. The two elasmosaurs cried out, beating their fins,
desperate to escape the vortex. Simone tumbled backward, caught in the current, spinning toward the
terrible mouth. With a burst of horror, Joe shot toward her, crying out, and
shoved her. The two elasmosaurs rolled out from the current into calmer water.
Mere feet away, Ryujin's jaws snapped shut.


The behemoth rumbled and
charged again.


"Higher,
higher!" Joe cried. "Toward the surface!"


Maybe they could avoid the
sucking currents there. They swam upward. The mosasaur followed. The two
elasmosaurs rose higher and higher, slender little reptiles. They were larger
than jippis, but Joe felt like a sardine. The terrible god of the depths
rumbled below, pursuing them, mouth opening wide like a pit to hell, sucking up
water.


They made it to the
surface! Their heads burst over the water, and—


He was here! He had
reached them!


Joe slammed into Simone,
knocking her sideways in the water, and—


Pain.


Pain blazed through Joe.


The mosasaur plowed into
the elasmosaurs.


The mouth had missed them.
The teeth had spared them. But the scaly girth of Ryujin's head hit them like a
freight train. The two elasmosaurs flew from the water. They tumbled through
the air, necks flopping. Joe saw the ocean surface below him, spinning madly,
white with foam.


A huge shadow rose from
below.


The mosasaur leaped from
the water, a titan, a deity, a predator the size of a blue whale. He split the
ocean as he soared, half his colossal body leaving the water, his jaws
snapping. Joe and Simone tumbled toward the waiting mouth.


Joe landed on Ryujin's
snout. The teeth had nearly impaled him. He cried out, shoved with his
flippers, and tossed himself back into the air. He wrapped his long neck around
Simone's body, pulling her from danger. They both slammed onto Ryujin's scaly
back, tumbled down his body, and splashed into the ocean.


"Swim back toward the
shipwreck!" Joe cried. "We can shelter inside!"


"We'll never make
it!" Simone said.


But she swam with him.
They didn't have a choice.


Darwin's Cradle lay on the seabed. A few
holes littered the hull. Perhaps large enough to swim through? Maybe if they
could shelter inside …


The mosasaur rumbled
behind them. Deep waves of bass rippled the water. Joe cringed. The sound waves
hit him with physical force, aching in his chest. He kept swimming. The sunken
starship loomed ahead, lumpy with barnacles like a living thing, an ancient and
slumbering whale.


The elasmosaurs headed
toward a hole in the hull, a cave lined with mineral deposits, clams, and
starfish. Perhaps once a hatch?


The mosasaur rumbled
again. He was seconds away.


"Get in!" Joe
shouted to Simone.


She nodded, swam into the
hatch, then yelped. "It's blocked! I banged my face. Just sand and stones
inside!" She tumbled out the cave.


Joe cursed, spinning
around to face Ryujin. The mosasaur stormed toward them, a torpedo the size of
a whale.


The two elasmosaurs darted
upward. The mosasaur slammed into the Darwin's Cradle. The ship rocked
on the seabed. A cloud of barnacles tore free and cascaded through the water,
pattering against the rising elasmosaurs. Joe and Simone rose over the top of
the Cradle. Joe glanced down, seeking an entrance. He found none.
Minerals, rust, and barnacles coated the ship in a suit of armor, blocking any
hatch or porthole. He'd need a jackhammer to break in.


Ryujin followed, rumbling.
His fins slammed into the ship. The Cradle tilted. The elasmosaurs
darted away. There was nowhere to swim to. Nowhere to hide.


"Joe, what do we
do?" Simone cried.


"We have to
fight!" Joe said.


She snorted. "We'd be
like two toddlers taking on a prizefighter!"


She was right, Joe knew.


Then the idea struck.


We can summon our own
prizefighter.


They skirted the ship
again, whipping in circles around the hull, as the mosasaur followed.


"Bite me,
Simone!" Joe said.


"How rude!"


"I mean it literally—bite
me!" he said. "Bite any part of me. Make me bleed."


"What?" She
guffawed.


Joe groaned. He didn't have
time to argue. He craned his long neck around, grabbed his own flipper in his
jaws, and bit down hard.


Pain flared. Blood filled
his mouth. More blood spilled in the water.


Then—another bolt of pain.
Simone was biting his tail!


"Stop that!" he
cried.


"You told me to bite
you."


"That was before I
already bit myself!"


She chomped him again for
good measure.


They had no time to argue.
Ryujin whipped around the Cradle, moving with remarkable speed for a
creature so large. The elasmosaurs scattered, each swimming in another
direction. As Joe swam, blood dripped and danced in the water.


Simone was swimming toward
the surface. Joe was staying low near the seabed. Ryujin chose to chase Simone,
perhaps hoping to toss her into the air again, this time stunning her. She swam
higher and higher, and Ryujin pursued her, leaving the shipwreck below. Joe
growled, followed, and bit at Ryujin's tail.


The beast rumbled. He
abandoned Simone, turned in the water, and dived toward Joe. The massive mouth
loomed, ready to devour him. Joe zipped aside as Ryujin's jaws snapped shut,
narrowly missing him. Simone descended onto the mosasaur, biting at his scales,
unable to tear through.


Joe attacked from the
other side, biting the mosasaur. He couldn't break through the scales either.
But he purposefully rubbed himself against Ryujin, covering the giant with his
dripping blood.


Ryujin grunted and spun in
the water. Joe found himself staring into the giant's white eye. He could
almost imagine the mosasaur's thoughts.


What were these plucky
little elasmosaurs doing? How dared they fight him! Couldn't they see this was
hopeless? They could not seriously hurt him. Just nick him a bit. Their teeth
were pathetic! His skin was far too thick. He was almost enjoying their futile
efforts. A little entertainment before the meal. He snapped at them, watching
them scatter. Nothing wrong with playing with your food.


Then his stomach gave a
rumble. All right. Enough fun. Dinnertime.


He drove the two
elasmosaurs closer to the shipwreck, pinning them against the hull. He widened
his mouth, swimming closer, ready to—


A huge figure stormed
through the water.


A shark.


A shark the size of the
shipwreck below.


A megalodon.


Mad with bloodlust, eyes
blazing in fervor, the megalodon slammed into Ryujin with the force of a
striking comet.


Pinned against the lumpy
hull of Darwin's Cradle, Joe and Simone watched with large eyes.


"It worked," Joe
whispered. "It actually worked. My blood summoned him."


Simone gulped. "Your
plan was to summon another terrifying monster?"


Joe nodded. "And it's
saving our lives."


The megalodon shoved
Ryujin away from the shipwreck. Joe had not thought any predator larger than
Ryujin could exist. But the megalodon seemed even longer, even heavier. The
colossal shark slammed his foe into the seabed. The ocean shook. The ship
tilted and swayed.


Ryujin would not simply
roll over and die. With a grumble, the reptile shoved himself off the seabed,
plowing into the shark. The megalodon tumbled backward, then charged to battle
again, biting in a fury, feral with bloodlust. His teeth sank into Ryujin's
flank, tearing through scales, reaching the flesh beneath. More blood filled
the water, driving the shark into an even greater frenzy.


Rumbling in agony, Ryujin
refused to flee. He barreled into the megalodon, shoving the whale-sized
predator back—right toward Joe and Simone. The two elasmosaurs scattered. The
megalodon slammed into Darwin's Cradle, cracking the casing of minerals
and barnacles.


The elasmosaurs swam
higher. Neither megalodon nor mosasaur paid them any heed. The two giants were
too busy battling each other to worry about these little long-necks.


"This is our
chance," Joe said. "Into the ship!"


"I tried,"
Simone said. "The entrance is blocked."


The sea monsters slammed
into the shipwreck again. Barnacles scattered. The mineral casing cracked and
chunks fell off, revealing a rusty hull and portholes. Dust and debris flew out
the hatch.


"Not blocked
anymore," Joe said. "Come on!"


They swam down along the
hull. The megalodon and mosasaur were still snapping at each other, banging
together, beating their fins, biting and slashing. Blood and scales filled the
water. A crowd of crabs was already gathering below, looking upward eagerly,
waiting for one of the giants to die. Soon they would feast like kings.


Joe and Simone swam by the
battle, dodging fins, flippers, and snapping jaws. This was a clash of titans.
Perhaps the greatest duel Mintari had ever seen. The two largest predators on
the planet were battling for dominance. They made T-rex and triceratops seem
like lightweights. Here underwater was the heavyweight championship. Part of
Joe almost wanted to stay and watch. Almost.


Ryujin's scaly tail came
whooshing through the water. Joe and Simone dived lower, barely dodging it, and
made a beeline to the hatch.


The battling monsters
slammed into the ship again. Darwin's Cradle tilted. Stones, ammonite
shells, and a frightened eel spilled out the hatch. The eel glanced at the
dueling titans and fled for its life. Joe and Simone hurried toward the hatch.
Elasmosaurs were heavy animals, but they were slender. Simone rushed through
the hatch first, and Joe followed.


As the battle raged
outside, the two elasmosaurs swam into darkness, entering the flooded bowels of
Darwin's Cradle.






 
 
CHAPTER EIGHT


Cradle Robbers







The Darwin's Cradle. An ancient starship. For
five hundred years, she had lain here on the seabed. A legend. A relic. An
artifact of history that could save the future. The two elasmosaurs swam
through the flooded innards of the ship, only their neural implants lighting
the way. The electronic devices shone dimly. Joe could see little more than
rusty bulkheads and a deck covered with crabs and starfish.


The great battle still
raged outside, but the grumbles and howls sounded dim in here. Every once in a
while, the ship shook as the monsters slammed against the hull. Crabs fled
across the deck.


"We're missing the
battle!" Simone said.


"Good."


"Can we go back and
look?" Simone said.


"No, Simone."


"Come on, Joe! It's
Megalodon vs. Mosasaur! The clash of titans! The fight of the century! How can
we miss this?"


"Easy. We're on a
mission. We need to find the embryos and get the heck outta here."


Simone pouted. "I
missed Ivan fighting Dozer in Dinovia. T-rex vs. Triceratops, and I missed it!
Now I won't get to see— Wait, wait! Don't leave me alone in the dark. I'm
coming!"


Joe was swimming down a
dark corridor. Simone followed. A few times, they bumped into bulkheads and
pipes. The light was so dim they navigated by sense of touch more than vision.


"Magellan," Joe
said. The secret code word. His neural implant hummed and cast out a
holographic map. They had already found their way to the shipwreck, of course.
But the map gave off more light, revealing pipes, grates, and starfish along
the bulkheads. Pale fish scuttled away.


"Where are the
embryos?" Simone said.


"No idea. But this is
a large ship. We'll find them."


"And swallow
them," Simone said. "Not looking forward to that part."


They had chosen to remote
control elasmosaurs for this mission. Partly because the reptiles were quick
and slender. But also because they were used to swallowing gastroliths—stomach
stones used for grinding food. Similarly, the elasmosaurs could swallow canisters
full of frozen embryos, then carry them back home.


"That's the
plan," Joe said.


Simone winced. "I'm
not looking forward to excreting them either, to be honest. But we'll do what
we must to save the world. If only we had brought some luggage!"


"Let's worry about
finding the embryos first."


They kept swimming. Joe's
lungs soon began to pester him. He hadn't breathed in a while. Elasmosaurs
could hold their breath for an hour but not without immense effort. Soon enough
they'd need to leave this ship, rise to the surface, and breathe. Hopefully the
sea monsters outside would be gone by then.


"Joe," Simone
said. "Why did Darwin's Cradle crash?"


"I don't know. I
don't think anyone does."


"But we have footage
of the crash, don't we?"


Joe nodded. "Yes. But
only footage taken via time-casting. Sending objects back in time uses tremendous
energy. Clubber was only able to send back a tiny camera no larger than a grain
of rice. It took only a grainy video. We saw a streak in the sky. A splash in
the sea. Nothing more."


"Did you just make a
pun, mister?"


Joe tilted his head.
"Huh?"


"Grain of rice …
grainy video?" She gasped. "You did! You made a funny! There's hope
for you yet, Mr. Triplehorn."


He growled. "It was
unintentional. Don't get your hopes up, cheesecake."


"You've got a funny
bone. I know it. I—" She paused from swimming. "Joe. Look."


She gestured with her
flipper. Joe looked and his heart sank.


A skeleton. A human
skeleton.


It sat propped up against
the bulkhead. Joe couldn't tell if it was a man or woman. Its clothes had
rotted away long ago. A crab peeked from an eye socket while fish swam between
its ribs. The jawbone hung open in a silent scream.


"One of the Earthling
colonists," Joe said. "A would-be colonist, in any case. He or she
never got to set foot on Mintari."


"How horrible,"
Simone said. "Imagine it, Joe. Leaving the slums of Earth. Discovering a
new planet. Flying here full of dreams and hopes. Only to end up like
this."


Joe nuzzled her with his
snout. "We can still make their dream a reality. They came here to give
their embryos life. We can make sure their mission succeeds."


The ship shook, and the
skeleton tilted onto the deck. Deep rumbles sounded in the distance. The battle
was still on. Simone glanced yearningly behind her.


"Ooh, that sounded
good!" she said. "We're missing a great fight."


"We're not going
back."


They swam onward, passing
over more skeletons. Some of the dead lay in the corridors. When they swam by
cabins, Joe and Simone glanced inside. More skeletons were there, some still
lying in their beds. In one bunk they found several skeletons of children. Not
only scientists had come on this ship but their families too.


"I wish we could take
them back to Dinovia and bury them," Joe said. "They shouldn't be
down here, lost at sea, forgotten. They should be buried in the city,
remembered, honored."


"I'm not swallowing
skeletons, if that's what you're suggesting," Simone said. "Sorry,
that was a terribly grim joke. Tasteless. Much like eating skeletons, I
imagine. Tar it, I did it again. I apologize."


Joe stared at her for a
moment, shocked at her words, then guffawed. "Come on, Simone, let's find
those embryos before we run out of air."


As they swam onward
through the ship, Joe suddenly halted. His eyes widened.


"What is it?"
Simone said.


"Look!" He
gestured with a flipper.


In a corridor lay several human
skeletons. Not unusual. But among them lay a different skeleton. A dinosaur
skeleton. It was roughly the size of a horse, bipedal and carnivorous.


"Some kind of
raptor," Joe said. "Utahraptor, I think. Dakotaraptor maybe."


"Joe, forgive my
naive Cloventian ignorance, but don't raptors generally live on land?"


He nodded. "This
dinosaur was on the ship when it sank."


They didn't have time to
stay and investigate. Every minute burned precious oxygen. They kept swimming
through the ship, passing by more human bones and several more raptor
skeletons. One of the raptors seemed to be gnawing on a human leg. Had it died
attacking a colonist? Or had the water moved it into an unfortunate position?


Finally they found an
elevator shaft and wriggled inside. It was a tight squeeze. The walls pushed
against Joe's scaly flanks, triggering a bout of claustrophobia. But he wanted
to dive deeper, to search the lower decks. He slithered his way down, and
Simone followed, nipping at his tail.


"Ow!" He looked
over his shoulder. "Did you bite me?"


The elevator shaft
extended above Joe. The blue elasmosaur filled the shaft, eyes gleaming in the
shadows.


"I don't like it
here," she said. "It's creepy. Hurry up or I'll bite you again."


Joe shoved against the
shaft walls with his flippers, pushing his way downward until he reached
another elevator door. He squeezed out into a deep, dark deck. Simone wriggled
out behind him.


They looked around them.
This deck seemed wide and open. They could see no bulkheads or corridors, not
much of anything. The darkness filled the deck, and the soft light of their
implants could barely pierce it. Even the holographic map faded to the dimmest
glow. The ship trembled and tilted. The black waters churned. A rumble sounded
in the dark, echoing through the cavernous deck.


Simone gulped. "Did
you hear that?"


"Echoes from the
battle outside," Joe said.


Gurgles and grumbles came
from all around, filling the water. Joe's lungs were aching now. He yearned to
flee this place, swim to the surface, gulp down air, see the sun. The hull
seemed to be closing in around him, a watery coffin.


Ignoring every instinct to
flee, Joe swam deeper into the flooded cabin. The water was black and thick
with silt and salt. It felt like swimming through tar. The hologram's light
revealed lumpy crabs, white prawns with twiggy antennae, and deep-sea fish with
beady eyes and irascible underbites. Beyond a few feet ahead—nothing. Only
darkness.


"The water is warmer
here," Simone said. "I'm no longer shivering."


"I noticed that
too," Joe said. "It's why the ocean life comes here. There must still
be an active power source on this ship. If we can find a control room, maybe I
could even turn the lights on. Let's follow the heat."


"Any chance we might
find a coffee bar too?" Simone said. "I could go for a cappuccino and
a cinnamon roll."


She was joking but her
voice trembled, and the grumbles echoed again, rolling all around them.


"I think the heat is
coming from this direction," Joe said, swimming into the warmer waters.


"Ooh, the heat of a
bakery!" Simone said. "I can almost smell the cinna—"


A tentacle grabbed her.
She yelped.


The tentacle pulled her
into the shadows. She vanished in the darkness.






* * * * *







"Simone!" Joe
cried, darting in pursuit.


The glow from her neural
implant vanished, halving the luminosity in the flooded deck. Joe could only
rely on his own meager light now. He swam through the darkness, seeking her.


"Simone!"


No answer. The darkness
engulfed him. A grumble rose ahead, followed by a muffled mewl.


The dim light caught an
eye. A massive eye the size of a dinner plate, white and wobbly, the pupil a
slit. A beak opened in a grumble. Tentacles flailed. Lined with suction cups,
those arms were enormous. As long as Joe's neck.


"Mmmfff …
Joe!" Simone cried.


Her light shone above. She
was caught in the tentacles, beating her flippers, tossing her long neck from
side to side.


Even this close, Joe could
only see hints of the beast grabbing her. But he saw enough. An octopus. An
enormous octopus the size of a house. An ancient terror brought back to life
from the primordial oceans of Earth, guarding his sunken realm.


The mollusk was much
larger than Joe. But with a cry, Joe charged to battle, heading toward the
creature's soft body.


A tentacle shot forward,
slapped against him, and hurled him aside. Joe tumbled through the water and
hit a bulkhead, scattering crabs and starfish. He shook his head wildly.


"Joe!" Simone
cried. The tentacle was squeezing her, pulling her closer to the octopus's
hungry mouth.


With a growl, Joe shot
back to battle. On the way, he grabbed a crab in his mouth, swam closer, and spat the spiky little crustacean at the
octopus. He was aiming for the eye. But instead, he hit the cheek. Still, the
blow must have hurt. The octopus recoiled and spewed a cloud of ink.


The black, sticky liquid
covered Joe. He was blind. But he kept swimming, moving toward the sound of
Simone's voice. He hit something flailing and ropy. A tentacle? He grabbed it
in his jaws, bit down, and tasted salty blood.


The octopus gurgled and
the tentacle recoiled. Joe blinked and shook his head, scattering off ink. He
glimpsed Simone beside him. She was free.


"Attack!" Joe
cried. "While it's hurt!"


The two elasmosaurs
charged together through the inky cloud. A tentacle wrapped around Joe's body,
squeezing him, but his neck remained free. He coiled the neck around, biting
and chewing through the tentacle. Simone was screaming at his side, flailing
her flippers, lashing her neck, and biting.


The cloud of ink
dissipated. Joe finally glimpsed the octopus fully. By Darwin's beard, the
thing was massive. The injured mollusk slunk into a corner, but its tentacles
flared out, wriggling menacingly. It was still ready to fight. The bones of its
victims lay on the deck below. Skeletons of armored fish, giant crabs, a saw
shark, and a swordfish. No doubt, the octopus was hoping to add two elasmosaurs
to his trophies.


After just a moment to
recover, the mollusk dragged itself toward Joe, tentacles squirming, beak
opening wide. Compared to the crushing tentacles and ravenous beak, Joe's own
weapons—just a mouthful of teeth—seemed puny. A tentacle flailed toward him.
Joe swam aside, dodging the blow. Simone lunged in attack, but a tentacle
slapped her aside. She hit the deck, rattling the bones. The octopus ignored
her, focusing his attack on Joe. More tentacles reached out toward him.


Joe swam downward as the
fleshy appendages whooshed above. He clattered onto the pile of skeletons. An
idea struck him.


He grabbed the swordfish
skeleton in his jaws, ripped the blade off, and thrust the sword toward the
octopus.


The blade caught the light
and shone. It thrust between the tentacles, a blaze of white lightning, a comet
streaking through space, the sword of a knight battling trolls in the dark. It
hit its target.


The swordfish's sharp,
long bill impaled the octopus, vanishing into the vulnerable, boneless body.


The octopus's tentacles
recoiled. The monstrous mollusk squirmed and wriggled and puffed blots of ink.
The animal retreated, folding its many arms around its body.


"Finish it off,
Joe!" Simone cried. "Kill it!"


Joe shook his head.
"No need. He's done."


Wriggling in pain, the
octopus moved toward a small hatch in a bulkhead. The hatch was made for humans
to walk through. A small opening for an octopus the size of a house. But the
boneless beast squeezed through it, vanishing into a deeper, darker deck.


Joe rushed toward Simone.
"You all right?"


She nodded. "I could
use a breath of air. But otherwise I'm fine." She shuddered.
"Mosasaurs, megalodons, giant squids, and now Cthulhu himself. They don't
call this place Hell's Aquarium for nothing."


"Cthul-who?" Joe
said.


"Exactly."






* * * * *







With the octopus gone, Joe
swam around the deck. The water here was definitely warmer. The ship's battery
had been built to last. When your batteries could propel you thousands of
light-years away, a few centuries on the seabed was nothing.


Tar it, his lungs ached!
How long had it been since he'd breathed? Half an hour? Probably more. Well, he
could last a little longer. The grumbles still sounded outside. He wasn't
leaving this sunken starship with a mosasaur and megalodon out there. Hopefully
the giants swam away before Joe and Simone drowned.


"Let's find those
embryos, swallow them, and get outta here," Simone said.


"My thoughts exactly.
Let me see if I can get the lights back on."


Joe swam along the deck,
knocking aside bones with his snout and scattering sand with his tail. Finally
he found something. A control panel. Levers, dials, and winches rose in the
dark water, coated with algae and mineral deposits.


Ignoring the pain in his
lungs—yes, the discomfort had definitely grown to pain now—Joe swam around the
controls, examining them. How did this tarry machine work? He grumbled. He had
never liked technology. Even SmartSpheres annoyed him. It was ironic perhaps.
He dedicated his life to protecting dinosaurs. And what were Mintari's
dinosaurs but expressions of human technology? Yes, evolution had crafted them,
but genetic engineering brought them back to life. Was Joe a hypocrite?


Ah, tar such thoughts.
He'd deal with philosophy later. He grabbed a lever with his mouth and pulled.
It didn't budge. He groaned, beating his flippers, and yanked the lever back.


A hatch slammed shut. The
one the octopus had fled through. The water vibrated and the sound echoed
through the deck.


"What are you doing,
Joe?" Simone said.


"Trying to get the
lights on," he muttered.


"You need to activate
the particle engine."


"Gee, thanks for the
tip, cheesecake. I suppose you're a particle engine mastermind. Why don't you
come show me, professor?"


She huffed. "For your
information, mister, I grew up on the surface of Cloventia."


"So?"


"That's where
Cloventia stores the machinery that keeps the floating skyscrapers in the air.
Both my parents worked in particle engine plants. My sister and I grew up
running around that machinery. But …" She sighed. "I suppose if
I'm just a silly little cheesecake, I can't help you. Good luck, Mr.
Triplehorn. Maybe you'll manage to close a window next."


Joe was holding a metal
winch in his mouth. He released it with a string of curses. "I'm sorry for
condescending, all right? I'm a bit on edge right now, what with a mosasaur and
megalodon just outside and our air running out. Can you please come help me,
Simone?"


"So you admit I'm
smarter than you?"


"Simone, now is not
the time."


"Admit it!"


"I admit you're more
of a smartass than me."


"Good enough. Scootch
over." She shoved him. "Move it, mister! Grab that lever. No, the one
beside it. When I shove this gear, you pull. Ready?"


He clasped the lever
between his teeth. "Ready," he said around a mouthful of rusty metal.


"Pull!" Simone
said, shoving a gear with her flippers.


Joe pulled on the lever.
It was jammed in place. He tugged and tugged until a tooth in his mouth
cracked, but finally he got the lever to move. Simone grunted with effort,
shoving the gear. Snail shells crunched between the gear's rusty teeth, but
finally it was moving too.


"Now see those two
toggles?" Simone said. "We have to slide them together. Together!
Hold on. And … pull!"


They spent a while in the
flooded deck, moving toggles, levers, and winches, tapping buttons, rearranging
pipes. Simone seemed to know what she was doing, and Joe followed her orders.
They couldn't wait long. They must have been without air for a good forty-five
minutes now. Pretty soon they would have to leave the safety of the
ship, mosasaur or no mosasaur.


"Simone, are you sure
this'll work?" Joe said.


"No. But I still want
you to drag that pipe over. Slink it into that hole. Good. Good! Now . .
." She winced. "The moment of truth."


He tilted his head.
"Huh?"


She grabbed a lever in her
mouth. "This'll either turn the lights on … or blow up the ship."


"Simone, wait—"


She shoved the lever.


They both tensed. Simone
swam closer to him, wincing. Clanking sounded deep inside the ship. Machinery
rattled and hummed. Heat rose from the deck below, and gears began to turn. The
pipes thrummed. Then shook violently. Water bubbled and heat flooded the deck.


Joe grimaced.
"Simone, are you going to blow us up?"


"Definitely not! I
hope not. Maybe not." She chewed her scaly lips. "I might."


The pipes rattled so
violently they nearly tore free. The ship shook. Machinery rumbled. Joe and
Simone turned and were about to flee when—


The machinery calmed down
and began to hum contentedly. And the lights switched on.






* * * * *







The elasmosaurs blinked,
squinted, and looked around as lights flooded the deck. For the first time,
they got a good look at their surroundings. The deck was large and open. Bones
lay everywhere. Most were the bones of various aquatic creatures that had
challenged the octopus. But some were human bones, the remains of the ill-fated
colonists. Many living things also filled Darwin's Cradle. Starfish,
crabs, and barnacles covered nearly every surface, and an eel wriggled away
from the light. A blobfish looked at Joe and Simone, then turned and wobbled
away.


Joe spared all that little
more than a glance. He was looking at the refrigeration units along the inner
hull. A hundred towering fridges. He hurried toward one, grabbed the door with
his mouth, and tugged.


The door opened, revealing
shelves full of canisters. Hundreds of canisters, all labeled with white
stickers. He read some of the labels along one shelf.


Pachycephalosaurus


Pachyrhinosaurus


Panoplosaurus


Pantydraco


Paralititan


Parasaurolophus


He guffawed. Then he
laughed with abandon. "Simone, we found them! The embryos!"


She frowned at the shelf.
"Pantydraco? Eww. What kind of dinosaur is that?"


"It's a small basal
sauropodmorph from the Late Triassic. It doesn't matter. What mattered is—we
found them!"


"Seriously?
Pantydraco?"


Joe swam toward another
shelf. Qiupalong. Quaesitosaurus.
Quetzalcoatlus. And the list went on. Hundreds, maybe thousands of
species. Each canister was large enough for thousands of embryos. There must be
millions of dinosaurs in this ship. Enough to save them from extinction.


A rumble sounded outside
the ship.


The thud reverberated
through the hull.


The Darwin's Cradle
tilted. The canisters of embryos clanked on the shelves.


Simone gulped. "What
was that?"


Another thud. The ship
shook more violently. A few canisters floated off the shelves and sank through
the water.


"I think somebody won
the fight outside," Joe said. "And now they're picking a fight with
this ship."






* * * * *







The rumble sounded again,
louder this time. It seemed to be coming from just outside the starboard hull.


"Is it the megalodon
or mosasaur?" Simone whispered and gulped.


"Sharks don't rumble.
This is the mosasaur. Ryujin won. And now he's after us."


Simone cringed. "You
know what, Joe? Right now I don't care. I'm out of air. I need to
breathe."


Joe nodded. "We need
to swim to the surface, take a breath, then come back to swallow the embryo canisters."


"With an angry
mosasaur out there? Are you crazy? And how do you imagine swallowing … all
this?" She gestured around her with her flipper. "There are thousands
of canisters here, mister! I know we're big fat elasmosaurs now. But even we
can't swallow this much." She grimaced. "Ah, I don't care. I just
need air!"


She swam toward a hatch in
the hull, grabbed a handle, and opened it. Ryujin's scaly body swam outside.
The beast's terrible pale eye appeared in the hatch, pupil dilating. Simone
squeaked and slammed the hatch shut.


"On second thought,
let's stay in here," Simone said.


Joe tried to swim toward
her, but he felt woozy. His lungs screamed for air. "We should just fly
the tarry ship home," he muttered.


Simone snorted.
"Wouldn't that be nice?" She looked at him, somber. "Joe, are we
going to die in here?"


"Maybe these
elasmosaur bodies will die," he said. "But our human bodies are still
in the sensory deprivation pods. We'll wake up inside them."


"With brain
damage!" Simone said. "You know what happens when hosts die. We'll
wake up as drooling, blathering idiots! Well, that might not be a big
difference in your case. But for me, I—"


"Excuse me!"
rose a high singsong voice behind them. "May I assist?"


Both elasmosaurs spun
around. Their eyes widened.


Joe's heart burst into a
gallop. "Tarry hell!" he muttered.


A little drone swam toward
them through the water. He was no larger than a basketball. Two round lights
shone on his prow like eyes. Strange. Joe was already thinking of the machine
as a he. The drone wasn't humanoid at all. Funny how that worked. The
human mind just needed the barest hints of a face to establish familiarity.


"Did you …
talk?" Joe said.


The drone shook his head,
as it were. "Not exactly. I noticed you have neural implants and are
communicating wirelessly. It was a simple matter to interface with your
software." His luminous eyes moved on stubby metal stalks. "My word!
What has happened in here? I must have slept through the whole thing. There's a
flood! Did the ship's water reserves leak?"


Joe glanced at Simone. She
shrugged her flippers. He looked back at the drone.


"Who are you?"
he said.


The drone raised his prow
like a nose. "I am Charles. Friendly drone interface of the Darwin's
Cradle. And who are you?" His glowing eyes narrowed. "Are you two
dinosaurs?"


"Yes," Simone
said.


"No! We're marine
reptiles," Joe said. "Not dinosaurs."


"We're big, we're
scary, we're scaly," Simone said. "We're dinosaurs."


"My word!" said
Charles. "More embryos must have grown at a terrific rate! First the
raptors, now you!" He tilted his body. "Have we reached Mintari
yet?"


"Um … you're on
Mintari," Joe said. "At the bottom of the ocean. You've been here for
five hundred years."


The drone flew backward,
glowing eyes retreated into his shell. He sank to the deck like a frightened
turtle.


"Charles!"
Simone said. She swam toward him and nudged him with her snout.


His eyes stuck out from
his metal body again. "Are you saying I've been unconscious for five
hundred years? Oh dear. Oh my word! Yes. It's coming back to me now. Seeing
Mintari from a distance. Then—a breakout in the lab. Raptors breaking free.
Screams. Oh, so many screams! And falling. Falling! And …" He shook
himself wildly. "Five hundred years, you say? I suppose, at least, the
raptor outbreak has been quelled by now. Say, has anyone else survived?"


"Sorry, buddy,"
Joe said. "You're the sole survivor."


"Ah. Pity." He
hung his head low.


"At least we know how
the Darwin's Cradle crashed," Simone said. "Joe, this has been
illuminating, but I really need air now."


Joe nodded. "Sorry,
Charles. We gotta go. We need to swim to the surface to breathe. If we can only
avoid death-by-mosasaur."


The two elasmosaurs swam
toward the hatch. Without air, they had only minutes to live. They'd have to
risk Ryujin's wrath.


"A mosasaur!"
Charles cried. "My goodness! Yes, we're carrying mosasaur DNA. You say you
cloned one? Fascinating! Wait! Don't go out there. A mosasaur!"


Joe reached the hatch again.
He pulled it open. Ryujin was outside, but—


The ship shook violently.


Joe fell back in the
water.


Engines roared and
rumbled. The entire shipwreck shook and jerked and jolted.


"Hold on to
something!" Charles cried. "You're going to love this."


The engines growled even
louder. The machinery on the deck spun into high gear. Pistons chugged. Steam
blasted through pipes. Valves spun and clattered. Heat bathed the deck.


"Charles, what are
you doing?" Joe cried.


"Flying!"
Charles replied. "Trying to at least. I'm a bit rusty."


"No kidding!"
Joe shouted over the din. "This entire ship is a bucket of rust! It can't
fly anymore!"


"Try to stop
me!" Charles said. "Actually, don't. I'm extremely fragile. Any wrong
movement and the entire ship is liable to fall apart. Hold on, dinosaurs! We're
going up!"


"We're not
dinosaurs!" Joe said.


Amazingly, against all
odds or reason, the ship rose from the seabed.


Canisters of embryos
floated off the shelves. The hull creaked and groaned. The deck rattled. The
machinery clattered and clanked and the pipes thrummed madly, boiling the water
around them.


And the ship kept rising.


It ascended through the
ocean. Joe and Simone tumbled through the water, left and right, up and down.
Finally Joe found a handrail on the hull and slung a flipper through it. Simone
wrapped her neck around his, clinging on (while almost breaking his neck).


The ship gained speed. The
hatch was still open, showing schools of fleeing fish. As the ship kept rising,
chunks of minerals cracked and slid off the hull, revealing portholes. The ship
was shedding its stony skin. Gauges spun and whirred. They were moving faster.
Faster. Shooting upward. Holographic panels blazed to life, appearing across
the bulkheads, showing a dizzying array of stats and figures. Joe and Simone
clung on, flapping from the handrail like scaly banners.


"We're almost
there!" Charles cried, floating in the center of the deck. The drone was
like a mad conductor operating the grand orchestra of machinery. "Almost
at the ocean surface! We will fly again!"


A furious rumble sounded,
so loud Joe heard it even over the engines.


He gazed out the open
hatch, and his eyes widened.


Ryujin was rising after
them.


The mosasaur was chasing
them in the water!


"In three, two,
one!" cried Charles.


And then it happened. The Darwin's
Cradle reached the ocean surface—and the prow breached the water.


And still they kept
rising! Like a leaping whale, the ship rose higher and higher, exposing more
and more of her hull. Water poured out the hatch in great torrents, draining
from the deck. Air streamed in. At once, ignoring the miracle all around them,
Joe and Simone left the handrail and swam upward. They reached the top of the
deck where the water was now gone, and they breathed. Sweet, sweet air! It had
never tasted so precious!


Even as they breathed,
luxuriating in life, the ship kept rising. The stern and then the exhaust ports
rose from the ocean. Gushing out water from a hundred hatches, portholes, and
cracks, the ship rose into the air.


And from the ocean,
another behemoth arose.


Ryujin leaped from the
water.


The scaly beast soared,
spinning, fins held out. His jaws opened wide, then slammed shut around the
ship's stern. He bit off a chunk of rusty metal, then crashed back into the
ocean.


Missing part of her stern,
Darwin's Cradle rose higher. Charles laughed, floating in the draining
water. "Almost got us there! Hah! I haven't felt so alive in five hundred
years! The mission will not fail. I will deliver the embryos to safety!
Dinosaurs will live again!"






* * * * *







They rose higher into the
sky, engines rumbling, hull rattling. Loose cables and mangled metal dangled
from their stern like a wound. As they soared, they shed more layers of
barnacles and starfish. Water kept pouring out the holes, full of fish and eels
and old bones.


In the lower deck where
Joe and Simone swam, the water level dropped precariously. Elasmosaurs were air
breathers, but like whales, they needed to stay in water. Joe dared not swim
toward the hatch to close it. Most likely, the torrent would pull him outside.
He and Simone swam to the back of the deck, grabbed the handrail again, and
clung on.


"Charlie!"
Simone cried.


The drone was hovering
over the water, laughing, spinning in circles. Various antennae and robotic
arms stuck out from his shell, twirling all around. The drone seemed almost in
a religious fervor.


"Charlie, where are
you flying us?" Simone shouted.


"To Mintari, my dear
dinosaur! You will live again!"


Simone glanced at Joe.
"The poor fellow isn't exactly sane."


"Charles!" Joe
said. "Listen to me. You must fly this ship to the coordinates I give
you."


Charles spun toward him.
His luminous eyes widened. "What is this? A dinosaur? Aboard my ship! Oh
dear. The raptors are breaking loose! We must land! We must land now! Down,
down, Captain. Onto Mintari! Into the water!"


The ship tilted and began
to descend. Simone yelped and coiled her neck tighter around Joe.


"Charles, the raptors
are gone!" Joe said. "You washed them out the airlock." He
watched a few bones slide along the current and tumble into the ocean. One was
a raptor skull. "See? No more raptors."


Part of Joe's mind hoped
the human skeletons weren't washing out too. He had hoped to return them to
Dinovia for proper burial. But right now a return to Dinovia was in doubt, with
or without skeletons.


"You're not raptors
then?" Charles asked, sounding doubtful.


"Certainly not,"
Joe said.


The drone seemed to frown.
"But you are dinosaurs?"


"Well, depends who
you ask," Simone began. "The LaRue Theorem declares that any reptile
large, scaly, and scary is—"


Joe interrupted her:
"Charles, before this ship falls apart completely, here are the
coordinates of your landing site." He checked his holographic map.
"Latitude -2.99361, longitude 35.35111." It should take them right
outside Dinovia City.


"Right-oh!"
Charles said.


The ship swerved in the
sky, raining limestone, gears, and seawater. Joe could barely believe this was
happening. Surely he was merely hallucinating the whole thing from his sensory
deprivation tank. This had to be a dream. Regardless, the rusty shipwreck kept
skittering across the sky. Every few moments, the Darwin's Cradle would
sink, graze the ocean surface, and raise showers of foamy water. Then she'd
rise higher and jolt another few miles forward. She was like a giant skipping
stone made of metal and rust.


The water level kept
draining from the deck. Thankfully, the ship flew at a tilt. Water pooled in
one corner, deep enough for Joe and Simone to swim there, bodies in the water,
heads sticking into the air.


"We're like goldfish in a puddle," Simone said. She leaned her head against Joe and
draped a flipper over his side. "I can't wait to wake up in my human body.
And hug you properly."


It had taken them weeks to
swim across the ocean. Yet within only hours, the Darwin's Cradle
reached the shore. They flew over Port Mary. Across the seaside village, people
emerged from their homes, pointed, and snapped photos. The ship kept flying
over the wilderness. Peering through the hatch, Joe beheld the majesty of Mintari.
Iguanodons herded across the rolling plains and drank from gleaming rivers.
Sauropods stomped through the misty forests, stripping conifers of their
leaves. Pterosaurs soared over snowy mountains and cliffs and dipped toward
lakes for fish. Triceratops ambled through meadows, feasting on grass and
ferns, while a lone tyrannosaur stood on a hill, watching but not daring to
approach. Joe had missed this. The beauty of Mintari.


But then again, he had
never left. Under the ocean, he had discovered a new world of wonder. A world
of danger, yes, but just as much majesty and beauty. He had seen a mighty
megalodon and mosasaur battle for supremacy, gazed upon storms of electric eels
and squids the size of houses, battled a rival elasmosaurus in a mating duel,
and faced an ancient shark with spirals of teeth. He had explored deep chasms,
traveled through kelp forests, and crossed vast coral reefs. He had discovered
the other half of Mintari, and for the first time in his life, Joe realized how
precious the ocean was. He fought for that Mintari too.


Yet wild and beautiful as
Mintari was, the planet wept. In several valleys, entire herds rotted.
Desperate raptors roamed the land, seeking parasaurs but finding none. In the
distance, smoke rose from battlegrounds. Mintari was at war. The dinosaurs were
dying. But help was here. Hope had sprung from the ocean.


A convoy of jippis stormed
below, driving beneath Darwin's Cradle. Pterodactyls flew toward the
ship, accompanying her through the sky. Joe smiled, imagining the chaos
spreading through the Ranger ranks.


"Clubber probably
can't believe his eyes," Joe said.


"I can't believe my
eyes, and I'm inside the tarry ship!" Simone said.


In the distance, the walls
of Dinovia City appeared, gilded with sunlight. Within the city walls clustered
thousands of buildings of brick and clay. It was the only city on Mintari, home
to three hundred thousand people. Nearly the entire population of the planet. A
small city compared to the grand metropolises of Cloventia or the sprawling
slums of Earth. Seen from above, Dinovia seemed barely more than a lumpy little
oddity on the landscape. Yet to Joe this city had become home. His daughter
awaited there. His new life among his kind. In that city's labs these embryos
would grow, and from within those walls would spring forth new life.


Rattling and creaking, Darwin's
Cradle descended toward the city.


"Charles, land us
just outside the walls," Joe said.


The drone's eyes widened.
"By the stars! I detect my sibling in the city! Darwin's Ark is
there! I can't believe my sister ship got there before me."


"She's been there for
a while," Joe said softly. He knew he was witnessing history in the
making. Centuries ago, two ships had left a dying Earth, heading to the stars,
carrying the seeds of life. Finally they would reunite.


"Um, Charles?"
Simone said. "You're getting too close to the city walls."


"I see my sister! Darwin's
Ark, I'm coming! A little late, but I'm here!"


Of course, Darwin's Ark
could not answer. The ship had been converted into a monument centuries ago.
She stood on a hilltop, overlooking this city, this world she had created. Joe
winced as Darwin's Cradle flew over the walls, shedding a rain of dust
and nuts and bolts. Part of him wanted to release his elasmosaurus host, to
wake up again in his sensory deprivation tank, a human again. Yet he remained a
reptile. He would see this mission through.


Across Dinovia, people
stepped onto their rooftops and balconies, pointing and gasping and waving.
Clouds of dactyls flew rings around the ship, cawing. The Cradle
descended too quickly. Joe cringed.


"Charles, watch
out!" he said.


The starship skimmed the
clock tower on the Dinovia Museum of Natural Science. Bricks and clock gears
fell onto the city square. The ship wobbled and Charles laughed. "Ha ha,
close one!" The ship kept flying, rose higher, dipped low, and knocked a
balcony off Dinovia Library. Joe winced.


Finally they reached
Buckland Hill, the resting place of Darwin's Ark. This was where Joe had
faced Amissa in the Battle for Dinovia, where Dozer had vanquished Ivan. This
was where life on Mintari had begun. And where Joe had seen death and despair. Darwin's
Cradle wobbled downward, swayed, and tilted. The water sloshed across the
deck, tossing Joe and Simone to and fro. Finally the Cradle scraped
across the Ark, carving off chunks of both hulls, and thudded onto the
hilltop.


Ranger jippis came
rumbling uphill. Tricopters hummed above. A hundred Rangers or more raced
toward the scene, shouting and waving and rubbing their eyes. Lying in a puddle
of water inside the ship, Joe and Simone looked at each other.


"We did good,
Simone," Joe said softly. "You saved my life a thousand times down
there. Thank you."


"I was so
scared," she whispered.


"You're the bravest
woman I know."


"Bravest elasmosaurus
at least." She coiled her neck around his. "I'll miss being a
dinosaur."


"We're not—"


"Shh." She
nuzzled him. "See you back in the lab."


Her elasmosaurus blinked,
looked around, and gurgled, confused yet surprisingly calm. The neural implant
on the scaly head dimmed. Simone had left her host. Joe took a deep breath,
released his own elasmosaurus, and opened his eyes.


He was back in the sensory
deprivation tank. Back in his human body. He had spent weeks in his pod, taking
only brief eating, exercise, and bathroom breaks. For weeks, he had lived as an
elasmosaurus, crossing the ocean. Finally he was back.


He stepped out of his pod,
woozy, still not sure this had all happened. It felt like waking from a dream.
But there was Simone, wearing a white wetsuit, stepping out of her own pod.
Water dripped from her red hair. She smiled at him shakily and tears filled her
eyes. He rushed toward her, embraced her, and never wanted to let go.


"We did it, Simone.
We did it. I'm so glad you were there with me."






 
 
CHAPTER NINE


Sweet Home Mintari







"You're not racing." Amissa placed her hands
on her hips. "You're not ready."


Fig gasped. "What do
you mean? It's the Dino Derby Christmas Cup! I qualified! Of course I'm going
to race!"


They stood in Fort Devana,
headquarters of Hell's Hunters. Over the past few weeks, the little encampment
had become something like a town. The Battle for Devana was almost forgotten.
The fortifications had been repaired. The dead had been buried. Hunters who had
once lived in their jippis had built log cabins. There was a shop, even a
saloon. A hundred hunters lived here full time, but many others came and went,
trading goods and information.


A triceratops skull stood
in the center of the town square, horns gilded. A microraptor stood atop the
skull, fluttering his four wings, performing a mating dance. The female
microraptor stood in the snow below, watched the dance, then raised her snout
and walked away. A pterodactyl descended toward the camp, snatched a hot dog
from a grill, and flew off. An enraged hunter fired his rifle at the fleeing
thief, but the dactyl disappeared into the clouds, cawing in triumph. Two other
hunters sat nearby, playing kadmon, a Mintarian board game. It had evolved from
mancala, an ancient Earth game, and played with gemstones for pieces. One
hunter moved a topaz crystal across the board, only for his opponent to capture
it with an amethyst. If you captured a kadmon gem, it was yours to keep—until
you lost it in a future game. A huntress named Eve stood on a ladder, hanging
Christmas lights on her hut, while Old Naftali was lighting a menorah by his
campfire. Fort Devana was healing, even thriving.


Fig and her aunt stood in the
town square by the triceratops skull. They both wore matching white coats, and
both wore platinum triceratops skulls on their lapels, symbol of their clan. To
Fig, this camp had become like a home. But now she yearned to leave. She wanted
to be nowhere but the Derby Arena.


Amissa heaved a sigh.
"Figgy, you've been sick with bronchitis for almost two weeks."


Fig crossed her arms.
"I'm better now."


"That's as may be.
You still missed two weeks of training."


Fig raised her chin.
"I've been training all my life. I was riding achillobators when I was
four."


Firewing stood at her
side. The achillobator bared his teeth and growled at Amissa. His fiery
feathers bristled across his back and tail, and his orange eyes shone. The
dinosaur pawed the earth, cracking the ice with his talons. He gave a series of
growling and clicking sounds.


"See? He wants to
race too," Fig said. Then, at the worst possible moment, she started to
cough. She winced and clutched her side. Coughing still hurt. She had coughed
so much over the past two weeks she had sprained a muscle along her ribs.


"You're still
sick," Amissa said. "See?"


Fig waved dismissively.
"Just an after-cough."


"An
after-cough?" Amissa raised an eyebrow.


Fig nodded. "Yeah.
You don't know about after-coughs? You get them after you're cured from an
illness. Just echoes. Nothing to be concerned about."


"Fig." Amissa
stepped closer and grabbed Fig's arms. "In the Dino Derby, you'll be
competing against the greatest jockeys and fastest dinosaurs who ever lived.
Strutter will be there. Strutter! One of the greatest champions of the ages!
Not to mention Denise Rex, your rival. And you can be sure as tar none of them
have after-coughs!"


"So that means I can
go?" Fig's eyes widened. "You'll let me race?"


"I didn't say
that!" Amissa blinked. "I … don't think I did? Tar it. Maybe I
did."


Fig hugged her aunt.
"Thank you, Auntie Amissa, thank—"


"Hey, wait!"
Amissa wriggled out from her embrace. "You trapped me somehow. I don't
know how, but— Oh, Fig. Are you sure?"


Fig bit her lip.
"No," she confessed. "I'm scared. I don't know why. I'm not
scared of losing. To be honest, I don't expect to win. I don't stand a chance
against Strutter. I just … Oh Amissa, at the very least, I must beat Denise
Rex!"


"You will."
Amissa's face hardened. "You beat her before in a fight. And you'll beat
her in a race. That girl didn't get half the punishment she deserved." Her
face softened, and she heaved a sigh. "Fig, you realize your father will
kill me, don't you? But well, he's been trying to kill me for months now. So—race
your race, kiddo. I'll be there with you. Your coach."


Old Naftali ran over, snow
in his long gray beard. "Amissa! Fig! You gotta see the news. It's on
holostream. Come on!"


A bunch of hunters were
racing into Naftali's wooden hut. Amissa and Fig joined them. Old Naftali had a
humble home. Wooden walls. A little kitchen with potatoes frying. A hologram
projector on his floor. It was streaming the news into the middle of the hut.
Everyone gathered around, watching.


Dino Dean, Mintari's most
popular broadcaster, stood on a hilltop, waving his arms around and chattering
excitedly. Amissa recognized the place. Buckland Hill. The place where she had
shot Joe in the leg. Darwin's Ark still stood there, a memorial. But a
new starship now stood beside it, rusty, cracked, and covered with barnacles.


"Here again, we see
it happen!" Dino Dean said. The scene rewound, showing the rusty old
starship landing again.


"He did it,"
Amissa whispered. "Joe brought the Darwin's Cradle back."


"My dad is
back?" Fig whispered. "He did this?"


Dino Dean was stepping
into the spaceship now. He approached a flooded deck where two elasmosaurs were
floundering in a puddle. Amissa turned away and stalked out the hut, leaving
Fig inside.


Fig stood there, confused,
watching the news. Wanting to understand. What was this ship? What did it mean?


A flash of red on the
holostream caught her attention. Fig's eyes widened. It was … it couldn't
be!


"Excuse me, excuse
me!" cried a woman in the stream. She ran toward the camera, out of
breath, her red tresses flouncing.


"Stand back!"
said Dino Dean.


But the redhead pushed
herself in front of the camera. "Simone LaRue here, reporting for the Mintari
Post. The Darwin's Cradle landed on Buckland Hill this morning,
bringing— Stop that! Stop it!" She slapped aside Dino Dean. The poor
reporter had been trying to drag her off.


"But ma'am—"
Dino Dean began.


"Go away!"
Simone managed to shove him down, then smiled at the camera and smoothed her
safari outfit. "As I was saying, the Darwin's Cradle has returned.
And in her hold, she carries the embryos of millions of dinosaurs. Hell's
Hunters have been wiping out dinosaurs across Mintari. Ecosystems are
collapsing. With these embryos, we hope to rebuild what we've lost. I have a
message for you, Amissa Triplehorn. You will lose this war. Mintari is fighting
back. And Mintari will win."


"There she is, arrest
her, arrest her!" cried Dino Dean.


A few hulking Rangers
approached Simone.


"That's all for
today, folks. This is Simone LaRue, signing— Hey, let go of me! Let go of me,
mister! My boyfriend is a Ranger, and—"


The live stream cut off,
replaced with a hologram of a drunk dinosaur, holding a beer bottle in one
claw, a holocamera in the other. The caption
Technical Difficulties hovered above the cartoon.


But for just one second,
before the feed cut, Fig had seen her father on the scene. The tall, bearded
Ranger had stood in the background, staring into the camera. And Fig imagined
he was staring right at her.





* * * * *






The day dawned cold and
clear, Nyx shining white in the stark azure sky. It was the day before
Christmas. The last night of Hanukkah. Mintari's winter solstice. All those
important dates meant nothing to Fig. Today was the Dino Derby Christmas Cup.
That was all that mattered. The most important day of her life.


Well, okay. Maybe she was
being a bit dramatic. The most important day of her life was, most likely, the
day an achillobator pack had adopted her. Or maybe the day she discovered she
was human, not a dinosaur. Oh, and there was the day she met her father. But—tar
it, this was a big day too. And she was so nervous she could barely stand
still.


Innocently, she wanted to
ride Firewing from Fort Devana to the arena, but Amissa refused.


"We can't tire him
out before the race," she said.


Fig nodded. "We'll
take a jippi. Firewing can ride in the cargo hold."


Amissa smiled and shook
her head. "No. Today we're traveling in style. We're taking my
astrolite."


They approached the small
vessel, aptly named the Huntress. It was the finest, most expensive
machine in Fort Devana. The astrolite was no larger than a jippi. On the inside—no
larger than Fig's room at the Fossil and Firkin. But it could fly fast, even
breach the atmosphere and travel into space. The astrolite was too small for
interplanetary travel, but Amissa had flown it into deep orbit before, where
she blasted down Ranger satellites. Its fuel cost a fortune, so they didn't fly
it much anymore. But today was a special day.


Amissa settled into the
cockpit and began flipping switches. Fig hopped into the shotgun seat. Firewing
leaped in behind them and prowled the hold, growling and clawing at the diamond-plated
deck. The metal deck sparked.


Amissa gasped. "I
can't believe this."


"Firewing, stop
scratching the deck!" Fig said.


Amissa shook her head in
wonder. "The salesman told me that deck plating was graphene steel. He
boasted it was strong enough to stop a nuclear bomb. I spent a fortune on
it." She looked at the grooves Firewing was clawing into the metal.
"It's fake."


"Firewing, stop
scratching the fake deck!" Fig said.


The dinosaur mewled,
flopped down, and busied himself with chewing on the table. His fangs carved
into the metal tabletop.


"Let me guess—fake
table too?" Fig said.


Amissa nodded. "That
bastard salesman lied to me. We'll hunt him down after the holidays. Today,
Figgy, we have a race to win."


Fig gasped and turned
toward her aunt, eyes wide. "You mean I can beat Strutter?"


Amissa chewed her lip.
"Okay, I might have phrased that too enthusiastically. You have a race to run.
So long as you beat Denise Rex, you'll have won in my eyes." She patted
Fig on the knee and smiled. "But yes, someday, I do believe you can beat
Strutter. With more training. And the best coach in the world."


Amissa shoved down a
throttle. With rumbling engines, the Huntress took off. They had
forgotten to remove the Christmas lights somebody had slung along the hull. The
string of lights dangled below them, tore free, and tumbled like a luminous
serpent to the snow. The camp dropped down below them. Fig watched through the
windshield. From up here, the fort seemed like a collection of toys. Just a
Christmas village on somebody's tabletop. Fig imagined that she could reach
down, scoop up the huts and jippis, and play with them.


Firewing ran in rings
around the hold, yowling and scratching everything. He burst into the cockpit,
stared at the landscape below, and howled and bared his fangs. He spread out
his flightless wings, nearly decapitating Amissa and Fig with his claws.


"Calm him down,
Fig!" Amissa said, ducking as she piloted the astrolite.


Fig stroked Firewing's
feathers and cooed into his ear. "It's all right, boy. It's all right.
You're flying, boy! Like a pterosaur. Good boy."


The dinosaur nickered,
calmed down, and gazed curiously at the mountains and valleys rolling by below.
When they flew over a herd of sauropods, Firewing salivated, licked his chops,
and looked at Fig expectantly. He mewled. Can we? Can we hunt?


Fig muffled his feathers.
"After the race, we'll hunt. For lunch, I brought you steaks."


At the sound of steaks,
he perked up, ran into the hold, and clawed at the mini fridge. Smart dino.


"It's not lunchtime
yet!" Fig said.


Firewing responded by ripping
off the fridge door, knocking down the shelves, and tearing into the raw meat.
Dinosaurs did not make the most docile pets. Almost as destructive as cats.


Riding a dinosaur, it
would take a day or two to reach the arena. Traveling by jippi, it would take
hours. Flying an astrolite, it only took about half an hour. Fig leaned
forward, looking at the arena from above.


It was still early, but
crowds were already gathering. Lines of armored jippis clogged the road from
Dinovia City to the Derby Arena. A few wealthy patrons were flying astrolites
or tricopters. Some were just walking, risking dinosaur attacks. Merchants had
set up stalls outside the arena, hawking shirts, dinosaur toys, and beer. A few
merchants were grilling hot dogs. The crowds attracted dactyls who kept swooping
to steal food. No Rangers were here to protect the crowd from the wildlife. The
Rangers frowned upon the Dino Derby, considering the racing of dinosaurs to be
immoral if not illegal. If you came here, you risked a dactyl stealing your hot
dog. Or biting off your hand. Or head. Most derbies had at least a few
casualties. Like the gambling, the danger was part of the fun.


Most of the crowd was
dallying outside the arena, having a grand old time while they waited for the
race. They bought corn dogs and ice cream from stalls, drank limey sours, and
chatted with friends. A puppet show entertained the kids, a tame triceratops
gave rides for fifty mints, and a folk band played instruments made from
dinosaur bones. The drummer was banging on a pachycephalosaurus skull.


When the Huntress
hovered over the enormous stadium, Fig saw that most seats were still empty. A
few low-ranking derbyniks were sweeping the tracks, testing the microphones,
setting up the fireworks, and doing a million other preparations for the big
show.


Watching from the Huntress,
Fig gulped. "This is really happening, isn't it? I'm going to run in the derby.
In front of thousands of people." She felt faint.


Amissa mussed her hair.
"It's really happening, kiddo. It's scary now. But once you're on that
track, running that race, you'll know what to do."


"So long as I don't
finish last, I'll be happy," Fig said.


Amissa laughed.
"Spirit of a champion, huh? How's this? Aim for third place. Maybe you
won't beat Strutter. Maybe you won't beat Frankie Lightfoot. But you can take
home a bronze medal. I know you can."


Fig took a deep breath.
"I'll try. So long as I beat Denise, I'm happy." Fig clenched her
fists, remembering all those times Denise had tormented her at school.


"How about we hover
around for a bit?" Amissa said. "Wait for a bigger crowd to gather?
Then we can land in style. Let the crowds see a proper arrival."


Fig winced. "No.
Please no! Can we just sneak in quietly? I'm shy."


"You're shy? You? The
girl who dreamed of being a jockey? You're in the wrong business, kiddo."


Fig took a deep breath and
pursed her lips. "Maybe. But I'm not turning back now."


"All right. We'll
find a quiet place to land."


Four entrances led into
the arena, pointing in the four directions of the compass. Most tourists,
traveling from the city, entered through the southern gate. The eastern and
western gates led to nosebleed seats. Those with cheaper tickets made their way
there. Amissa flew her astrolite toward the northern gate, the quietest one.
Generally, only derbyniks—those who worked for the races—used that gate. Fig
knew all this from hours and hours of watching the derby on holofeed. She never
imagined she'd be here herself.


"You know, we can
land inside the arena," Amissa said. "I can drop you off, park the
shuttle, then meet you backstage."


Fig felt the blood drain
from her face. "No! There are already people in the seats." She
covered her face.


"They'll all see you
when you race."


"By then, I'll have
built up my courage." Fig hugged herself. "Tarry hell, I fought a
T-rex. Why am I scared of a crowd?"


Amissa shrugged.
"Beats me. I love a crowd. But you're not alone. Most people have stage
fright."


Amissa took the shuttle
down. They thumped onto the dirt outside the northern gate. Fig sat in the Huntress's
cockpit, frozen in fear. She stared through the glass. A few other astrolites,
jippis, and trucks were here, parked in the dirt outside the arena. Handlers
were dragging an iguanodon out of one jippi. The dinosaur wore a ceratop hat
adorned with rhinestones. He would probably entertain the crowds during the
opening acts. A handful of jugglers and fire-breathers stood outside a tent,
smoking and chatting. A shaggy ornithomimid was ambling around, chewing grass.
Fig recognized him. She pointed out the windshield.


"That's Gallimimus
Gil!" she said. "He's famous! Well … famous for being the worst
dinosaur in derby history. But he finished second-to-last twice already! That's
his record." She looked around, fingers tingling. "I don't see any
other racers yet. They might be inside the trucks."


"Fig, you're
shaking," Amissa said.


Fig looked at her hands.
Indeed. She hid them behind her back. "I'm nervous, I guess. Deep breaths,
deep breaths … Oh, I'm a mess! Amissa, I can't do this."


"You can!"


"I can't! Let's fly
back to the fort. Or … I'll just run into the wilderness. I'll hide. I'll
hunt with Firewing. I—"


"Okay," Amissa
said. "We're going back home."


Fig blinked. "You
agree then?"


"Mhm." She fired
up the engine again. "You're not cut out for this, I guess."


"Aha! Reverse
psychology. I get what you're doing." A shudder ran through Fig. "And
it's working. Tar you, but it's working. Shut off the engine."


Amissa flipped a switch,
smiling thinly. The engine died.


Fig rose from her seat,
stepped into the hull, and looked at Firewing. Her achillobator stood there,
filling the cabin. Chunks of raw meat dangled from his teeth. He had somehow
gotten into the smoked ham too, judging by the mess on the deck. A jar of
peanut butter lay smashed in the corner, and the sticky goodness gunked up
Firewing's feathers. He purred, full and content. The fridge door, ripped from
its hinges, lay smashed in the stern.


Despite his current
appearance, Firewing truly was a magnificent dinosaur. His yellow talons were
large enough to disembowel iguanodons. His head was the size of Fig's entire
torso, and his curved teeth could rip through a hadrosaur's neck.


"You're going to wow
them, kiddo," Fig told him, borrowing one of Amissa's favorite words.


Firewing clawed the deck,
digging grooves into the fake graphene, and nickered. Fig hugged him, buried
her face in his soft red feathers, and cooed to him.


"No matter what
happens today, I love you," she whispered.


He whimpered and licked
her. He made a noise that almost sounded like I ruv you. At least in
Fig's imagination it did.


Amissa joined them in the
hold. Fig took a deep breath and smoothed her clothes, wiping peanut butter off
the white trousers and coat. Most jockeys wore colorful outfits adorned with
sequins and rhinestones. Fig felt a little plain. Not like a real jockey. Not
in this outfit. But, well, the clothes were comfortable and warm at least. She
didn't look the part. But she was used to not fitting in.


"All right. I'm
ready, Auntie."


"Before you step out
there, I have something for you," said Amissa.


She opened a dresser,
which Firewing had miraculously spared, and pulled out an outfit. It was a
bodysuit, the crimson fabric adorned with golden filigree. A stream of rubies
cascaded across the chest from the right shoulder to the left hip, and garnets
adorned one sleeve. Red, orange, and golden feathers hung in a rustling cape.


Amissa handed it to Fig.


"For you. Your jockey
uniform."


Fig's eye widened.
"Tarry hell! I can't wear this! Everyone will see it."


"That's the idea,
kiddo. A little pizzazz. Wow the crowd. Show business, baby. Give 'em the old razzle-dazzle.
It's glitz and glamour and—"


"Yes, I get the
idea," Fig said. "But it's just so … garish?"


"Try it on. I think
you're missing something. Put it on and you'll see."


Fig chewed her lip, but
she obeyed. A moment or two later, she stood in front of the mirror, wearing
the bodysuit. It fit perfectly. Fig did a twirl, and her cloak of feathers
fluttered.


Of course. Tears leaped
into her eyes. How had she not seen it?


"It's an achillobator
suit," she whispered.


Amissa grinned.
"Finally the penny dropped!"


"Sorry, terror tends
to dull my thoughts. But I'm honored." She wiped her eyes. "It's a
far cry from the feathery dresses I used to sew myself with vines."


Firewing sniffed at her
feathery cloak and tilted his head. "Haroo?" he asked.


"They're synthetic
feathers," Amissa said. "No dinosaurs were harmed in the making of
your outfit."


Fig hugged her aunt.
"I love it. I love you."


Amazingly, Amissa's eyes
dampened. She quickly looked away, hiding it. But Fig saw and her heart melted.


They stepped outside the
astrolite. The cold winter air rustled Fig's short black hair and billowed her
cloak of feathers. She took a deep breath, gazing at the towering arena before
her.


I will ride like I rode in
the wild,
she thought. I will ride like the wind and the snow and the light dancing on
the rivers.


Firewing stepped out
behind her, shook his feathers, and spread out his wings. His coat rustled and
shone, dazzling with gold and crimson and yellow pinions. He shook his head,
nickered, and scratched the icy ground with his talons.


The crowd was thin here,
but several derbyniks turned to look. Fig ignored them. Not because she was
arrogant. She was simply too scared to make eye contact. She climbed onto
Firewing, riding bareback, and tugged his feathers. He walked forward at a
comfortable clip, heading toward the gates. Amissa walked behind.


As Fig rode, derbyniks
stared. So did a few tourists who happened to be lumbering about.


"Who is she?"
somebody whispered.


"Must be a new
contender."


"I heard of her!
That's Figaro Triplehorn."


"The traitor?"


"The wild girl?"


"A Triplehorn—here?"


"The Triplehorns are
murderers! Poachers!"


Now Fig's icy fear turned
to red-hot anger. How dared they insult her family! She wanted to rage. To
lunge at them. To attack, bite, claw.


But she felt a hand on her
knee. Amissa walked beside her. She looked up at Fig.


"Let them talk,"
Amissa said. "They hate us for who we are. Let it burn like fuel inside
you. We'll show them."


Fig's eyes burned. She
raised her chin, pursed her lips, and rode imperiously through the gates into
the arena.





* * * * *






Fig had expected to ride
right onto the racetrack. To see the tiers of seats rising all around her. But
instead, she found herself in a cavernous hall built under the seats. The place
was surprisingly large. A stomping T-rex would find the room spacious. The
sheer scale of the arena still spun Fig's head. You could fit a town inside. Of
course the arena had a roomy backstage area.


Fig looked around. Several
dinosaurs were already here, along with their handlers. Most were not race
dinosaurs. They were the opening acts. Several styracosaurs stood in a pen. The
herbivores were related to triceratops. They were a bit smaller than their
surly cousins, but each styracosaurus still weighed a good three tons. Eight
horns adorned their frills while a massive central horn grew above their beaks.
In the wild, they were feared brawlers. But here their horns were painted in
Christmas colors, and their beaks were painted bright red. Jugglers stood on
their backs, training for the show. A gargantuan iguanodon was balancing on a
ball that was taller than Fig. Several velociraptors, their muzzles bound shut,
were leaping through hoops. The dinosaur handlers wore resplendent tuxedos
adorned with rhinestones. The outfits had gone out of fashion centuries ago on
a different planet, but they gave the derby a vintage touch the crowds adored.
If one brought extinct animals back to life, why not extinct fashion? Instead
of their usual top hats, however, they wore Santa hats.


"How festive,"
Amissa said.


"Those are Christmas
hats, aren't they?" Fig said. This was her first year among humans. She
was still getting used to the concept of holidays.


Amissa snorted.
"Silly Earth superstitions. If you ask me, we should never have imported
Earth holidays to Nyx."


"Can I get a hat like
that?" Fig said.


"No!"


"Come on! It looks
warm. Look, there are a few extras on that table."


Fig rode her dinosaur
toward a long table. Goodies had been set out for the jockeys. The table was
topped with sandwiches, fresh fruit, limey sours (a cocktail popular at the derby),
and Santa hats. Before Amissa could stop her, Fig leaned down from Firewing's back,
grabbed a hat, and placed it on her head. She grinned at her aunt.


"How do I look?"


"Like an elf,"
Amissa said.


"I'm Santa!"


Her aunt tsked her
tongue. "You, kiddo, are an elf."


A voice rose from behind
them. "You're a traitor, that's what you are."


Fig spun around on her
dinosaur, and the blood rushed into her cheeks, and her fists clenched.


There she was. Right there—astride
her dinosaur. She wore a black bodysuit adorned with rhinestones, and emeralds
shone in her golden hair. Her dinosaur, a dracovenator, looked just as
resplendent. His iridescent feathers gleamed, his talons were gilded, and his
saddle was a masterwork of precious metals and gemstones.


Yes, there she was,
smirking and self-satisfied. Fig's nemesis. The girl she hated most in the world.


Denise Rex.





* * * * *






"Well … looky who
we have here," Denise said, tapping her fingers against her thigh.
"Little Figaro Triplehorn."


"I'm not sure why
you're surprised," Fig said. "You literally saw me qualify for the
race two weeks ago. Did falling off your dinosaur damage your brain?"


Denise flushed. Her
dracovenator hissed and bared his fangs. His iridescent feathers bristled
across his flanks and wings. Blood rushed into the golden crest on his head,
turning it a threatening crimson. Marduk was about the size of an achillobator,
but there was a serpentine, ethereal deadliness to him.


"You knocked me off
my dinosaur!" Denise said. "You cheated!"


"Yeah, well, get used
to it, toots," Fig said. "You wanted to play dirty. So you got
knocked into the dirt."


Firewing and Marduk
circled each other. Both dinosaurs were the same size. About the size of
horses. The achillobator, with his red feathers and flaming spirit, was a
creature of fire. The dracovenator was crystals and magic and sleek seduction.
The dinosaurs growled, never breaking eye contact as they circled. Their sickle
claws twitched. They were just waiting for the signal to attack.


On their backs, their
riders never broke eye contact either. Denise Rex and Fig Triplehorn. Girls
from enemy clans. Old combatants raring for another fight. Denise was tall
(compared to Fig at least) and pale, gemstones in her blond hair, ice in her
blue eyes. Fig was short (compared to anyone), dark, and wild. They were ice
and fire. Crystal and soil. Sky and earth.


"You don't belong
here," Denise said. "You're trash. You and every other Triplehorn.
Today Clan Rex will put you in your place."


"Do you know what
triceratops do to T-rexes?" Fig said. She raised three fingers. "We
gore you."


Denise snarled. "You're
nothing but a troglodyte who crawled out of the mud. Get ready, cavegirl. I
plan to humiliate you today. Tens of thousands will watch and cheer."


Fig lunged forward,
leaning across Firewing, and thrust her three fingers toward Denise.
"Boo!"


The girl recoiled and Fig
laughed.


Flushing with anger,
Denise sputtered some curses and rode off on her dinosaur.


Amissa approached Fig and
raised an eyebrow. "Toots?"


"Something I heard
Rattlesnake say," Fig said.


"Sounds like
him." Amissa laughed. "You're good at smack talk. That's half the
battle." She raised three fingers. "By the way, three fingers for
Clan Triplehorn? Genius! We should adopt this as our clan salute."


Figaro raised three
fingers high. "For the clan."


"For the clan!"


"Oi!" rose a
high-pitched voice from behind. "You're the new girl, ain't ya?"


Fig spun Firewing around,
and her jaw dropped. Her eyes nearly popped out. She couldn't speak.


"I … I . .
."


I've become a drooling
idiot,
she realized.


A jockey walked toward
her, smiling. He wore a purple bodysuit adorned with rhinestones, sequined
cowboy boots, and a cap with a long feather in it. He was a small man. When he
walked by Amissa, he barely reached her shoulders. He was probably not much
taller than Fig. His skin was tanned, and his teeth sparkled.


The jockey held a bridle,
leading a dinosaur. It was the most beautiful dinosaur Fig had ever seen. It
was a struthiomimus, which meant ostrich mimic. And indeed, the dinosaur
looked a little like an ostrich, but it was far more graceful. The dinosaur's
feathers were shimmering blue, his legs yellow, his movements like liquid gold.
Fig had seen this dinosaur a thousand times before—painted onto murals, racing
in holograms over Barnum's bar, posing with trophies for adoring crowds.


"It's … it's really
you!" Fig said, gazing at the dinosaur while ignoring the jockey.
"Strutter! The fastest dinosaur on Mintari!"


Strutter raised his snout
and preened.


His jockey laughed.
"You'll give him a big head, cheesecake." The little man held out a
hand glittering with rings. "The name's Bruce Runner. Yeah, that's right.
My clan name is Runner. Our clan dinosaur is a struthiomimus. Just like my
Strutter here." He ruffled his dinosaur's feathers.


Fig hopped off Firewing
and shook Bruce's hand. Indeed, he only stood an inch or two taller than her.
He was probably no taller than five feet. Jockeys were a diminutive bunch.
Unless you wanted to race a T-rex (which generally never ended well), you had
to be small.


"You're famous!"
Fig said. "I watched you win the Halloween Cup! Live in this arena!"
She blushed. "I was in the crowd then."


Bruce smiled. His white
teeth almost blinded her. "Ah, lovely! I love seeing kids graduate from
audience to jockey. When I was your age, I used to sneak into the races all the
time. My pa never approved."


Fig could share some
stories of her own father's disapproval. Joe often ranted about the Dino Derby.
Racing dinosaurs for sport? Disgraceful! Well, the man rode a triceratops all
over town. So who was he to judge? Fig could sense a rant bubbling up inside
her. She kept her mouth shut. No need to share her burden with her idol.


"Bruce, sir, you're a
hero of mine," Fig said instead.


The jockey laughed.
"Aw, thanks, cheesecake. But Strutter here is the real hero." He
mussed the dinosaur's feathers. "I'll see you on the track. And a little
tip. If anyone tries to play dirty, you ignore 'em. They'll try to trip ya.
Goad ya. Nip at your tail. Cheaters don't win trophies. You focus on your own
lane. You ignore all other dinos. And you'll do fine. Run your own race, Fig.
That's the secret. Run your own race."


Fig nodded. "Thank
you, Bruce. I'll try. But what do you do when—"


A clatter sounded behind,
interrupting her words.


The long table collapsed,
spilling sandwiches, Christmas hats, and dozens of limey sours. Glasses and
plates shattered, and green cocktails streamed across the floor. Fig winced. A
few dinosaurs leaned down to lick the spilled booze.


"Sorry, sorry!"
said a man. He hiccuped, swaying in the saddle. The paunchy jockey was riding a
shaggy old gallimimus. The feathery dinosaur wobbled, shook limey sour from his
feathers, and belched. Trying to muster their last bits of dignity, the jockey
and his dinosaur raised their chins, and the dinosaur strutted away from the
mess he had caused. At least he tried to strut. The ostrich-dino slipped and slid
in the mess, knocked over a Christmas tree, and slammed into an iguanodon. The
larger dinosaur snorted and wandered off.


"Gallimimus
Gil!" Fig cried in delight.


The drunk jockey waved his
cup at her. "Hello, little fan! Shall I sign an autograph?"


Gil knelt and busied
himself licking the spilled limey sours. The dinosaur had been racing in the derby
for many years. By now, Gallimimus Gil had run a thousand races. Aside from
only twice, he always ended dead last. Those two times he had ended second from
last, a huge achievement for him. Somehow, despite his obvious incompetence,
Gil never failed to qualify. Fig suspected the derbyniks let him keep racing
for comic relief.


"Well, at least I won't
finish last today," Fig said to Amissa. "Firewing can easily outrun
that one."


While speaking to the
other jockeys, Fig noticed that the larger dinosaurs had left the backstage
area. She heard cheering, chanting, and thrumming music. She walked across the
warehouse, stepping around a few stretching jockeys and their ostrich-dinos.
The big race would soon begin, but before that, opening acts entertained the
crowd. Across the room, Fig reached a little door. She opened it and stuck her
head out.


The door was located under
the tiers of seats. It was like a cave at the base of a mountain. Fig was down
on the ground floor. The arena spread out before her, a vast expanse under the
open sky.


There were three layers to
the arena. Tiers of seats formed the outer layer, forming a massive ring. The
tiers rose taller than any building in Mintari. Tens of thousands could sit
here. Currently most of the seats were empty, but the crowds were slowly filing
in. Derbyniks walked up and down the aisles, selling popcorn, hot dogs, and
spinosaur stuffings (a sort of pastry stuffed with fruit, nuts, and honey).
Children ran and played with toy dinosaurs. Gamblers held their betting chits
with trembling fingers. Some were clearly down on their luck, their ceratops
rumpled. The towering tiers of seats hid indoor areas, like the room where Fig
had met the jockeys. Other indoor areas housed shops, restaurants, even a
hotel.


The second layer,
contained within the rings of seats, was the racetrack. It formed a great
circle, tracing the shape of the seats. Those on the ground seats—the most
expensive ones—sat right beside the track. The track was made of a mix of sand,
red soil, and synthetic fluff. The material was smooth enough to cushion falls,
dense enough to cling to the ground, not rise in clouds like dust. The mixture,
known as derby dirt, was neatly raked after each race. Fig was used to riding
on grass and rock and snow. She and Firewing had never raced on dirt before.


Within the circular
racetrack spread a grassy field—the inner layer. The green hosted pantomimes,
circuses, and concerts. The actual dinosaur race, the highlight of the day,
didn't take long. But the extra shows entertained the crowd for hours. This
kept them drinking, eating, and spending. At the moment, stegosaurs were slowly
circling the green, their dorsal plates painted to resemble Christmas lights.
Stegosaurs were too dumb to learn tricks, but the kids loved them. Among the
stegosaurs stood a brontosaurus. A small one, just a youth. You couldn't
squeeze a full brontosaurus through the gates. But the sauropod still delighted
the crowd, especially as acrobats danced along its neck and tail.


Fig could imagine her
father's scowl.


She crossed her arms and
imitated his gruff voice. "Dinosaurs forced to perform like clowns!
Disgraceful! This whole tarry place should be shut down."


Amissa, who stood behind
her, laughed. "A perfect Joe Triplehorn! Ironically, the Mintari Rangers
depend on these shows. The Dino Derby attracts tourists, pays taxes, and funds
the Rangers. So they grumble a lot but turn a blind eye." Amissa snorted.
"It's why I want to replace the derby someday. I don't like funding
Rangers."


Fig looked over her
shoulder at Amissa. "Replace it?"


Amissa nodded. "I've
told you about my labyrinth, yes? Jurassic Labyrinth! A huge maze where
dinosaurs stalk gladiators. Where man and dinosaur face each other in a
gauntlet."


Yes, Fig had heard her
aunt speak of this project. A few Hell's Hunters had even gone to see the
labyrinth fights. Fig had never been. She had no interest in blood sports, only
in racing.


Amissa put a hand on her shoulder. "You don't approve of Jurassic Labyrinth. I know. In time, maybe
you'll change your mind."


A trumpet blared. Fig
turned back toward the arena. The stegosaurs and brontosaurus shuffled off.
Derbyniks ran onto the green, setting up a wooden fence across the field.


"Speaking of blood
sports," Fig muttered.


A big man stepped onto the
green, a microphone in hand. Rhinestones glittered across his white jumpsuit,
king-sized ceratop hat, and spurred cowboy boots. His belt buckle was shaped
like a soaring pterodactyl, and twin jeweled pistols hung at his sides. Big
Earl Greatwing was not known for subtlety.


"Ladies and
gentleman!" he boomed into his microphone. The wind ruffled his bushy
sideburns. "It's almost time for the big race. The Christmas Cup
Spectacular! But our dear jockeys are still stretching. While they prepare for
the biggest race of their lives, I bid you enjoy … the Jurassic
Joust!"


Trumpeters stepped onto
the green, blowing silver horns. Streamers flew above. The seats were filling
up more rapidly now. The show was getting good.


Gates opened below the
tiers of seats, and two dinosaurs stomped out. They were squat, burly, and
covered with thick, scaly skin. At a glance, they looked like triceratops. They
boasted the same stocky body and bony frill. But their upper horns were small.
Their central horns, which grew above their beaks, were long and mean. They
were centrosaurs, and angry ones by the looks of it. On their backs rode riders
clad in steel armor. Each rider held a lance.


The crowd cheered when the
centrosaurs took position. Fig watched, holding her breath, as the dinosaurs
charged. The mock-knights thrust their lances. One spear shattered against a
centrosaur's frill. The other hit a rider and knocked him off his dinosaur. The
crowd cheered louder, though not everyone was happy. Some audience members
cursed, having lost their bets. The bookies made most of their money off the
races, but the Jurassic Joust attracted lots of gamblers too.


Another pair of
dino-knights charged, these ones riding chasmosaurs. Spears shattered. Riders
flew through the air. Bets were settled. More and more dinos jousted until the
event's grand finale. Two carnotaurs—gargantuan predators—stepped into the
arena. Riders rode on their backs, holding gleaming lances. They charged and
the rider in white unseated the rider in black. The crowd went wild.


"I miss
Asterius," Amissa said, watching the joust. Her carnotaurus had fallen in
the Battle for Devana. His skull was still displayed above the fort's gate.


The jousts ended but the
entertainment continued. The Rex Pistols, Mintari's favorite rock band, played
for almost an hour. When they played their signature song, "Speed
Racer," everyone sang along. Even Fig. The other jockeys were meditating,
praying, or bonding with their dinosaurs. But Fig stayed here at the doorway,
watching the show, trying to distract herself from her terror. Soon it would be
her out there, entertaining the crowd. The thought almost made her faint.


The sun was low in the
sky, and the seats were packed by now. Tens of thousands had come to watch the
derby. Most were tourists. The Christmas Cup attracted visitors from Cloventia,
Dagon, Earth, the Japanese orbital rings, even the frontier worlds beyond the
void.


Why did I come here? Fig thought. Why did I
want this? I don't belong here. I belong in the wild. Away from other humans.


Firewing sensed her
anxiety. He nuzzled her, and Fig hugged him, seeking comfort in his warm feathers
and the steady beat of his heart. Oddly, Firewing didn't seem nearly as nervous
as Fig. After spending weeks in Fort Devana, he was used to humans. Whether it
was ten humans or ten thousand didn't matter to him. To Firewing, there was
only one human who mattered. Figaro Triplehorn.


"I love you,
Firewing," she whispered, tears in her eyes.


He cooed and nibbled at
her belly, mimicking grooming, an achillobator's show of affection. It tickled.
She laughed.


Big Earl's voice boomed
across the arena. "And now, ladies and gentlemen! The moment we've all
been waiting for! It's time for …" A drumroll sounded. "The
Christmas Cup Spectacular!"


Lasers blasted across the
sky, smoke machines pumped out a purple haze, and guitars shredded. The
fireworks and confetti cannons remained cold. Fig knew they were saving those
for the trophy ceremony. She hoped to live that long. She felt like she might
die of fright.


Having watched the derby
multiple times, Fig knew the drill. Big Earl would summon the race dinosaurs out
one by one. By tradition, they were called out by rank, starting with the
lower-ranking dinosaur. Last year's champion stepped into the arena last.


"Ladies and
gentleman!" Big Earl boomed. "This Christmas Cup, we welcome a new
rookie to the Dino Derby. Please give a warm derby welcome to …
Firewing!"


Fig almost fainted.


She was called first? First?
Well, she supposed that made sense. As rookies, she and Firewing were the
lowest-ranking ones here. Even below Gallimimus Gil.


Music blasted from the
speakers. Fig vaguely remembered choosing a theme song when signing up to the
derby. Now her favorite song filled the arena for thousands to hear:
"Sweet Home Mintari" by Dinosaur Fire.


A full bar of the song
played. Then another bar.


The crowd looked around
uneasily.


Fig looked at Amissa.
"I can't do it," she whispered.


Amissa grabbed her and
kissed her on the forehead. "You got this, kiddo." She raised three
fingers. "For the clan."


Fig pursed her lips and
raised three fingers too, returning the salute. Then she leaped onto Firewing,
dug her heels into his sides, and the achillobator raced into the arena.








 
 
CHAPTER TEN


The Dino Derby







Fig rode into the center of the Derby Arena. The crowd
spread around her. Tens of thousands of people, all cheering. Lasers flashed,
and speakers thrummed with her favorite song. Drones flew above, filming her.
Across the Nyx system, millions were watching. Maybe billions. The arena spun
around her. The faces blurred. The cheers melted into a gooey hum.


For a long moment, Fig
just sat there on her dinosaur, feeling faint. Firewing seemed nonchalant. The
achillobator turned his head, rustled his wings, and began grooming himself for
ticks.


"Figaro
Triplehorn!" boomed Big Earl. The announcer stood nearby, glittering with
rhinestones. He nearly blinded her.


Fig waved shyly at the
crowd. Nervous laughter rolled across the tiers of seats.


"Um, Fig?" Big
Earl said. "Please take your position on track number eight."


Fig felt the blood rush
into her cheeks. The crowd laughed. Tar it! Why had she frozen in terror? She
had watched the derby a hundred times! She knew what to do. Yet she had sat
here like an idiot in the middle of the arena. Like one of the circus
dinosaurs.


Cheeks hot, she tugged
Firewing's feathers, directing him toward the starting line. He refused to
budge and kept grooming himself.


"Firewing,
move!" she whispered, kneeing him.


He snorted and began
scratching himself with his talon. Somebody on the audio team played a sad
trombone sound effect. The crowd laughed. Fig wanted an asteroid to hit the
arena and drive her into the ground.


"I swear,
Firewing," she hissed through a clenched jaw.


Finally, shamefaced, Fig managed
to ride Firewing onto the track. She took position on lane eight. A few nervous
titters still lingered through the crowd. Fig glanced up at the hovering
holographic screens. The camera was still focused on her and Firewing. The
dinosaur's stats appeared by her holographic image.


 


FIREWING


Species:
Achillobator giganticus


Length:
5 m


Weight:
250 kg


Jockey:
Figaro Triplehorn


Trainer:
Amissa Triplehorn


Sire:
Unknown


Rank:
50/50


Betting
odds: 97-1


 


Tears stung Fig's eyes.
They were among the worst odds Fig had ever seen in a derby. Ninety-seven to
one? Really? Her spirits crashed. But then she took a deep breath, blinked the
tears away, and raised her chin.


We'll show 'em, Firewing. She
tightened her grip on his feathers. We'll show 'em all.


Fig looked around her. At
the myriads watching. At the lasers and holograms and marching bands, the pomp and
grandeur of the derby. She was here. She was actually here. So what if she was
a rookie? So what if her odds were abysmal, her entrance clumsy? She was
sitting on a dinosaur in the famous Mintari Derby. And how many people had ever
done that? Shoving down her humiliation, Fig waved to the crowd. She found
herself smiling—not a fake smile for the audience but a true smile of awed joy.
And the crowd responded with cheers.


Fig glanced down toward
the gate below the tiers of seats. Amissa stood in the doorway, leaning against
the doorframe. She smiled at Fig, winked, and raised three fingers.


Big Earl spoke again into
his mic, voice booming across the arena: "And now, ladies and gentlemen,
we have a special announcement. For the first Christmas Cup ever, we have two
rookies competing! Give a warm welcome to … Marduk!"


The song "Queen of
Mintari" blared from the speakers, a popular dance tune. The dracovenator
burst out the doorway, nearly knocking Amissa down. The dinosaur roamed around
the green, head tossed back, iridescent feathers gleaming in the arena lights.
His crest shone like burnished gold, and the purple scales along his snout
glimmered like sequins. The crowd oohed and aahed. Dracovenators were among the
rarest dinosaurs on Mintari. It was estimated that only several hundred lived
across the entire planet. Most likely, nobody here had ever seen one. Marduk
knew he was beautiful, and he preened, soaking in the adulation.


Riding him, Denise seemed
nearly as magnificent. Unlike Fig, who rode bareback, Denise sat in an ornate
saddle embroidered with filigree. Her black bodysuit twinkled with rubies and
diamonds, and her golden hair streamed in the wind. Fig's eyes focused on her
mutilated ear. The ear she had bitten. But that little flaw only seemed to
underscore Denise's ethereal beauty. Like her dinosaur, Denise too knew she was
beautiful, and she too preened. She waved to the crowd, smile bright, and the
crowd cheered. Much louder than they had cheered for Fig.


After circling the green,
Denise rode toward the racetrack. She took position beside Fig. They would be
racing in adjacent lanes. Waving to the crowd, never losing her smile, Denise
leaned toward Fig.


"You're dead meat,
runt."


Fig couldn't help but
laugh. Being a runt was good for a jockey. Denise, who was of average height
for a girl, was a giant among jockeys. Denise noticed her laughing and flushed,
but the cameras were rolling. The blond girl kept her smile plastered across
her face. To Fig, it looked like a plastic smile.


Marduk's stats floated
above in holographic splendor.


 


MARDUK


Species:
Dracovenator regenti


Length:
6.5 m


Weight:
260 kg


Jockey:
Denise Rex


Trainer:
Raphael of Rex


Sire:
Fafnir


Rank:
49/50


Betting
odds: 7-1


 


Fig bit her lip. She
wasn't sure why Denise, another rookie without a single race in her career, had
better betting odds than her. Much better odds. Who was deciding these
things? Ridiculous. It was probably because Marduk came from good stock. His
sire, Fafnir, had once finished third in the Christmas Cup. And Raphael of Rex,
Denise's coach, was a famous jockey. As infuriating as it was, Denise had
decent odds for a rookie.


"Permian
Rhapsody" by Ronnie James Dino blared from the speakers. Fig knew that intro
music.


"Let's hear it,
ladies and gentlemen, for Gallimimus Gil!" cried Big Earl.


The crowd clapped
politely. A few people snickered. Gallimimus Gil stomped into the arena,
wobbled, and slipped. His jockey fell from the saddle, nearly spilling his
beer, then hopped back on with a stream of curses.


Finally, after
accidentally wandering into the aisles and between the seats, Gil found his way
to the track. The gawky gallimimus took position beside Denise and Fig on the
track. The birdlike dinosaur lowered his head and began pecking at the derby
dirt, looking for seeds or bugs. As he pecked away, Gil's stats floated in the
sky.


 


GALLIMIMUS GIL


Species:
Gallimimus bullatus


Length:
6 m


Weight:
440 kg


Jockey:
Sheldon of Fastfoot


Trainer:
Sheldon of Fastfoot


Sire:
Slowpoke Domingo


Rank:
48/50


Betting
odds: 89-1


 


Fig gasped. Even Gil had
better odds than her! Well, this was certainly an insult.


Big Earl kept introducing
the dinosaurs. More and more stepped onto the track. Soon the real stars
appeared. Speedy Bandito, a sleek black ornithomimid, drew immense cheering
that shook the arena. He was a rising star, still basking in the glory of the
Halloween Spooky Spectacular, in which he finished third place. Frankie
Lightfoot, among the fastest dinosaurs who ever lived, stepped into the arena
to thunderous applause. He had won the Halloween Cup, and he was a favorite to
win today too.


Finally the song
"Born to Roar" by Guns 'n' Raptors boomed from the speakers. A
blinding display of lasers filled the sky. Smoke machines pumped in a fury and
spotlights flashed in Christmas colors.


"Ladies and
gentleman!" Big Earl cried. "Let's hear it for last year's Christmas
Cup champion, the one and only, the fastest dinosaur on Mintari—STRUTTER!"


The crowd roared.


Strutter strutted into the
arena, head held high. The dinosaur was truly fabulous. He had only finished
second at the Halloween Cup, but he was still the fastest, most beloved,
record-breaking dinosaur on Mintari. His stats floated above as fireworks
burst.


 


STRUTTER


Species:
Struthiomimus altus


Length:
4.3 m


Weight:
150 kg


Jockey:
Bruce Runner


Trainer:
Barnaby Proudfoot


Sire:
Scatterbolts


Rank:
1/50


Betting
odds: 1-10


 


Fig could only envy such
stats. Despite his recent loss, Strutter was the favorite to win today. And the
dinosaur had something to prove. Losing the Halloween Cup was a big blow to his
career. He was still ranked first in the overall derby stats. But he was
hanging on by a thread. Losing today too could destroy his illustrious career.


Not all fifty ranking
dinosaurs would run today. Some were injured. Some of the lower ranks had
failed to qualify. Others preferred to train for the Valentine's Day Cup, an
easier race to win. But thirty dinosaurs had shown up today. Many were
champions or the offspring of champions. Fig had an uphill battle ahead of her.


By tradition, the
Christmas Cup always let one rookie race. It was the only reason Fig was here
today. And Denise was only here because they had tied at the tryouts. Fig felt
humbled seeing these proud paragons of speed. She inhaled sharply, pursed her
lips, and leaned forward.


I have something the
others do not, she thought. Years of survival in the wilderness. I rode dinosaurs in
great hunts. I can ride bareback. I can connect to my dinosaur in ways they
cannot. I can show them something amazing.


The music died.


The laser display
darkened.


The crowd hushed.


Big Earl drew his jeweled
pistols and aimed them at the sky. "Dinosaurs, on your mark! Get set . .
."


He fired his pistols.


"Go!"






* * * * *







And they were off!


The dinosaurs burst
forward, burning across the track as the crowd cheered.


All but Firewing. The
achillobator stood in place, biting under his wing, grooming himself
contentedly.


"Firewing!" Fig
cried. "Dyo, dyo!"


He ruffled his feathers,
ignoring her. The other dinosaurs raced onward. Even Gallimimus Gil was
running, albeit in the wrong direction. But Firewing continued as he was,
oblivious to the world.


"Dyo!"
Fig cried, terror pounding through her. She kneed him and tugged his feathers,
but he only snorted and kept grooming.


"Firewing, come
on!" she pleaded. "Dyo, dyo!"


He ignored the common
command. Fig inhaled sharply. Why was she using common jockey commands with
him? He was not a trained race dinosaur. He was wild. Like her.


Suddenly the arena
vanished around her. The cold wind kissed Fig's cheeks and ruffled her short
black hair. She was out there again, riding with the pack, racing across the
plains, free and feral.


She raised her fist
overhead. She let out a cry from deep inside her, the cry of an achillobator,
and her voice filled the arena. "Ayeee! Yip yip!"


Firewing burst into a run.


And what a runner he was!
His legs pumped. His talons tore across the track. His head leaned forward, his
tail stuck out, and his spine became perfectly horizontal. Meanwhile, his legs
moved so fast they practically blurred. Fig clung on, heart soaring. She leaned
forward, making herself more aerodynamic.


Let's show these ostriches
a thing or two, she thought.


Firewing was the first
achillobator to ever run in the races. Most likely the first achillobator
anyone here had ever seen. He was bulkier and heavier than ornithomimids like
Strutter, Speedy Bandito, and Frankie Lightfoot. Ornithomimids had evolved to
run fast and flee predators. And Firewing, well … he had evolved to chase
them.


Eyes narrowed, jaws tight,
Firewing ran and the crowd cheered.


Fig narrowed her eyes too,
concentrating on the race. The crowd blurred at her sides. Everything else
vanished. The anxiety, embarrassment, her hope, her fears, the war between the
clans—they all faded. All that mattered now was the race.


She stared ahead. She was
the last in line. Gallimimus Gil had finally found his bearings and was running
right ahead. Confused as he was, the ostrich-dino was fast. There was a
reason Gil, clumsy as he could be, kept qualifying for the Dino Derby. And
apparently it wasn't just for comic relief. His legs beat like pistons, and his
slender, lightweight body straightened into an aerodynamic line. Firewing
chased but struggled to keep up.


Oh God, don't let me lose
to Gallimimus Gil, Fig silently prayed.


"Ayee!" Fig
cried. "Yip yip!" Go, Firewing, go!


Like a jippi kicked into
high gear, Firewing bolted faster. That was a mistake perhaps. Fig knew that
she must conserve Firewing's energy. Otherwise, he'd run out of steam and slow
down in the critical last lap. But tar it, she was behind and had to make up
for lost ground. Firewing ran faster, snarling. And he was gaining on Gil!


The other jockeys, Fig
noticed, were standing in their stirrups. But Fig, who rode bareback, took a
different position. She pressed herself down against Firewing's back. This was
how she had ridden when hunting in the wild. And to her and Firewing, this was
not just a race. It became a hunt. And right now Gallimimus Gil was
their prey.


Firewing blasted forward.
A screen alongside the track displayed his speed: forty-one kph.


He moved closer, closer to
Gil. The ostrich-dino was soon racing only a few feet ahead, his long, feathery
tail whipping from side to side. To a predator, it looked irresistible.
Firewing kicked off the ground, leaping into the air. His flightless wings
spread out, displaying feathers in all the colors of fire. Instincts took over.
His jaws opened. And he chomped down on Gil's tail.


Gil let out a high-pitched
yowl. Firewing spat out feathers. Gil stumbled aside, his jockey cursing and
waving his fist. Firewing ran by the ostrich-dino and his infuriated jockey,
and they moved ahead in the race.


Fig winced, just waiting
for a judge to disqualify them. But none did. After all, this was the Dino
Derby, the sleaziest show in the galaxy. There were no rules here. At least
none that were enforced. You could race dirty if you wanted to. Still, guilt
filled Fig. Bruce's words returned to her.


Cheaters don't win
trophies. Run your own race, Fig. That's the secret. Run your own race.


She nodded. "No more
cheating, Firewing!" she said. She didn't know if he understood. She
gripped his feathers and tightened her thighs around him. He raced onward,
talons ripping through the dirt.


He was running faster now.
A floating camera clocked him at forty-three kph. Despite the breakneck speed,
it was a smooth ride. His spine remained remarkably straight. Millions of years
of evolution had crafted him to be a runner. Today's achillobators lived on
Mintari, reborn from the ashes of genetic engineering. But Firewing's ancestors
had run and hunted on Earth, fighting to survive in the brutality of the
Cretaceous. He carried their memories inside him, their killer instincts and
drive to win. If you asked Fig, the dinosaurs were nature's finest creations.
No animal before or since could match their strength and nobility.


The other dinosaurs were
still far ahead, storming along the track. Across the arena, thousands were on
their feet and cheering. Ahead of Fig ran Poncho, the largest dinosaur in this
year's Christmas Cup. He was a carnotaurus, a two-ton monster with blood-red
horns and a powerful jaw full of serrated teeth. He towered over every other
dinosaur on the track. Despite his immense weight, he was tarry fast. Belying
their size, carnotaurs were among the fastest dinosaurs on Mintari. Poncho's
tiny, vestigial arms were pointed backward, his head was tilted forward, and
his powerful legs pounded the dirt. He was smaller than truly colossal
predators like T-rexes, but he still dwarfed every other dinosaur here.
Firewing would not want to bite that one.


"Yip yip!" Fig
cried. Onward, run!


Firewing charged closer.
Closer. Poncho's tail swung ahead from side to side. Firewing ran faster than
ever, clocking in at a staggering forty-five kph. Fig tugged Firewing's
feathers, driving him left.


"Haeeeee!" she
cried, leaning left. Swerve around him!


But no! The way was
blocked! Several dinosaurs raced just ahead, their talons ripping through the
dirt track.


Fig leaned right, tugging
Firewing's feathers.


"Haaoooo!" Swerve
around the right!


Firewing tried. But
Poncho's jockey saw them. The carnotaurus swerved right too, bringing himself
close to the tiers of seats, blocking Firewing. They couldn't pass him!


Fig growled. She grabbed
fistfuls of Firewing's feathers, yanked them down hard, then tugged them forward.


Firewing understood.


He ducked, bending his
knees, and bolted forward with a burst of incredible speed. He raced not around
Poncho but under him. They streaked under the carnotaur's tail, between
his legs, under his torso, then burst out ahead of him with yowls. The giant
predator snapped his jaws, trying to bite them, but Firewing sprinted onward,
dodging the snapping teeth.


"Ayeee!" Fig
cried, laughing.


As they raced onward,
leaving Poncho behind, Fig saw their speed on a floating screen. Fifty-three
kph!


The crowd was leaping up
and down, cheering wildly. Big Earl was shouting into his microphone. Lights streaked
overhead, and cameras flashed and drones zipped everywhere. Fig tuned it all
out. The colors and sounds all smudged. There was only the race. Only the wind
in her hair and the thrill of the run. She and Firewing became one, speed
personified, hunters on the wind.


Gil and Poncho were now
behind them. Twenty-seven dinosaurs were still ahead. Most of them were various
ornithomimids species. Ostrich-dinos. They were slender, lightweight,
blindingly fast. But one was different. Larger, stronger, covered with
iridescent feathers, a creature of serpentine beauty with a crest of gold.


Marduk! And Denise was
riding him. They were racing forward among the crowd of ostrich-dinos. Denise's
long blond hair was flying like a banner. She was standing in her stirrups,
leaning forward, lashing Marduk again and again with her electric crop. The duo
was tarry fast. Faster than Fig had expected. But maybe Fig should have
expected a strong performance from her rival. After all, Denise had a former
champion as a coach, and she was riding an expensive thoroughbred. Most likely,
the girl had been taking riding lessons all her life.


Fig sneered. I won't
let you beat me, Denise.


Yet Firewing was
struggling to keep up. Beating Gil and the big carnotaurus had been hard
enough, and now the achillobator was lingering behind. Strutter was in the
lead. He completed his first lap, and Frankie Lightfoot was right on his tail.
Speedy Bandito followed, third to complete a lap. The other dinosaurs all
followed. It was a full minute later—an eternity!—before Firewing finished his
first lap.


The race continued. The
dinosaurs ran on. Strutter and Lightfoot were neck to neck, and Speedy was
biting at their tails. Most of the others clustered behind. Firewing was barely
keeping ahead of Poncho now.


"Come on,
Firewing!" Fig said. "Haooo haooo! Yip yip!" Hunt hunt! Fast!


His talons pounded the
dirt. He had lost his initial burst of energy. Tar it, Fig knew she had started
him off too fast! But Firewing replaced his white-hot flame with a blaze of
determination. Somehow he was still gaining speed! Stamina was propelling him
onward. A drone clocked him at fifty-five kph. He had never run faster. The
wind whipped through his feathers and stung Fig's eyes.


Big Earl was speaking even
louder now, jumping up and down as he narrated the race. The crowd was on its
feet, howling. Fig tried to focus on the dinosaur ahead of her, an ornithomimus
named Northern Star. His silver feathers were long and sleek like hair, and his
powerful legs rippled with muscles. His little head thrust forward on a slender
neck, piercing the air. Bred for speed, he was lighter than Firewing. There was
a reason only ornithomimids ever won the Dino Derby.


Fig had visited Dinovia
Library a few times, where she had learned that dinosaurs had lived millions of
years ago on Earth, then evolved into birds. At first Fig had scoffed at that notion.
If you compared a chicken to a brontosaurus, it was hard to see any family
resemblance. But compare an ostrich to an ornithomimus, and you saw it at once.
These were very birdlike dinosaurs—lightweight, feathery, and speedy.


Focus, Fig! she scolded herself. Stop
thinking about science and focus on winning!


She tugged Firewing's
feathers left, directing him around Northern Star. Firewing brought himself
alongside the silvery dinosaur. But the achillobator was struggling to keep up.
Northern Star was tarry fast, and Firewing grunted and huffed, unable to pass
him.


Fig snarled, eyes narrowed
to slits. There ahead, still two or three dinosaurs away, was Denise Rex.


Come on, Firewing!


"Yip yip!" she
cried, but Firewing was already giving everything he had.


At her side, Northern
Star's jockey was lashing his crop, beating his dinosaur again and again. With
every blow, the ornithomimid yelped but ran faster. The jockey glanced at Fig.
He was a slender, bony man with crooked teeth. He huffed at her, then looked
away, focusing on the race. His crop swung again, lashing Northern Star on the
neck. The dinosaur's neck was already striped and raw.


Fig growled and tugged
Firewing's feathers right. The achillobator ran closer to Northern Star.
Closer. Soon their flanks grazed, feathers touching feathers. The
snaggletoothed jockey glowered at her.


"Get away, kid!"
He raised his crop above her.


"Ayee!" Fig
cried.


She placed a foot on
Firewing's back, rose high, and grabbed her foe's crop. Electricity bolted
through her. She yowled but managed to rip the crop free. She thumped back onto
Firewing's back, straddling him, crop in hand. She flipped it around, grabbing
the handle instead of the electric lash. Ow.


"What the—?" the
crooked-toothed jockey began.


Fig swung the crop,
lashing him across the cheek. With a high-pitched wail, he tumbled off his
dinosaur. Northern Star wailed just as loudly, veered off course, and tumbled
into the row of seats. The ostrich-dino was out of the race!


Snorting and grunting,
Firewing ran onward. The achillobator bared his teeth, almost seeming to grin
savagely. Fig was definitely grinning. The exhilaration of the race washed over
the pain. She had promised herself not to cheat. But tar it, anyone who abused
a dinosaur deserved it.


Ahead of her, some
dinosaurs were completing their third lap. Despite a few successful passes, Fig
was still fairly far behind. She was only ahead of three dinosaurs: Gallimimus
Gil, Poncho, and Northern Star (who was just now returning to the track).
Catching up with Strutter, Frankie Lightfoot, and Speedy Bandito seemed
hopeless. But Denise wasn't far ahead, riding her dracovenator. Fig stared at
her. Beating Denise was her only goal.


This isn't a race,
Firewing,
she thought. This is a hunt.





* * * * *






She leaned forward, teeth
bared, clutching him tightly with her thighs. She tugged his feathers,
directing him toward Denise. And the arena vanished. The crowd disappeared. Fig
was racing in the wild, riding Red Scar, leading her achillobator pack. The
ostrich-dinos ahead morphed into parasaurs, terrified and bugling, routing
toward a river. Fig no longer wore her dazzling bodysuit. She wore vines and
old feathers, dirt caked her skin and hair, and she held a sickle claw in her
hand. She was scrawny and wild, an enfant sauvage, howling in the wind.
A cry welled out deep inside her, bursting from her lungs with savagery and
hunger.


"Ayeee! Yip
yip!"


Firewing understood. His
nostrils flared. His jaws salivated. He was no longer a race dinosaur. He was a
predator on the hunt. He burst forward in a sprint of brutal power, slamming
his way between two ostrich-dinos, knocking the lighter dinosaurs aside. He
bolted toward Denise on her dracovenator.


Firewing howled. A
predator's cry. A cry of challenge. Dracovenator, face me!


Ahead of Firewing, the
dracovenator could not resist. Even as he ran, the iridescent dinosaur turned
to look at Firewing. It made him less aerodynamic. Sneaking a peak backward slowed
him down. But the achillobator had challenged him. What was he—some prey animal
who fled from a hunter? He was a dracovenator! A proud predator! He was small
for a dinosaur perhaps, but deadly. His was the deadliness of a serpent that
could take down titans. Marduk snarled, rippling the blue scales along his
snout. His feathers bristled across his wings and tail, gleaming purple, green,
and cobalt.


Firewing leaped into the
air, wings spread wide. He landed on the lower tiers of seats. People in the
audience screamed. Then Firewing vaulted off the railing, jaws open wide, his
sickle claws raised. He soared over the track, then swooped toward Marduk. If
this was a hunt, let him hunt!


On Marduk's back, Denise's
eyes widened. Her cheeks paled. It wasn't every day one saw a bloodthirsty
achillobator swooping from the sky toward you.


"What the—?" she
began.


Firewing slammed into
Marduk, knocking the dracovenator onto the track.


The crowd gasped as one,
sucking the air out of the arena. Big Earl stumbled back, shouting into his
mic. "I've never seen such unsportsmanlike behavior! Oh, the drama! Oh,
the inhumanity! A battle on the track! Oh, this is disgraceful!" As his
tirade continued, Big Earl was waving the drones over to film. This was good
television.


Fig was barely aware of
the chaos around her. She clung to Firewing, nearly slipping off his back.
Marduk lay on his side. Denise was still strapped into the saddle, one of her
legs pinned under her dinosaur. She was screaming.


Firewing opened his jaws
in a furious shriek, spraying saliva. The sound was deafening. His teeth
gleamed. He thrust his sickle claw into Marduk's shoulder, cutting through
feathers, skin, and—


Lying pinned on the
ground, Denise swung her crop.


The electric lash smacked
against Firewing's snout. The dinosaur squealed, sparking with electricity. His
jaws snapped shut. His sickle claw withdrew, dripping blood. He stumbled back.


At once, Marduk leaped to
his feet and lunged to attack. His iridescent feathers stuck out straight,
becoming blades. His scaly lips rippled. He pounced toward Firewing, screeching
and lashing his clawed wings.


Firewing reared with a
howl, and the two dinosaurs slammed together.


Fig screamed as she fell
from the achillobator.


She thumped onto the
ground hard, groaning in pain.


Denise crashed onto the
ground nearby, wincing. She pushed herself up to her elbows, panting and coughing,
blond hair sticking to her cheeks with sweat.


Fig tried to rise, but
pain flared across her ankle. She lay there for a moment, catching her breath.
Vaguely, Fig was aware of Poncho running by. The carnotaurus looked down at the
scene, then huffed and kept running, leaving them behind. Fig had to get back
onto Firewing! She had to keep racing! She—


With a furious cry, Denise
came running toward her!


The girl was no longer
riding her dinosaur. Marduk and Firewing were busy snapping at each other, their
riders forgotten. As Denise ran, her hair billowed wildly, and dirt caked her
jeweled bodysuit. Her face twisted into a demonic mask. She swung her electric crop
down at Fig.


"I'm going to destroy
you!" she screamed.


The crop lashed against
Fig's chest.


Electricity bolted through
her. Fig screamed. The crowd gasped. Denise whipped her a second time, this
time across the cheek. Blood sizzled. The electricity cauterized the wound.


Rage. Rage flared in Fig.


Firewing and Marduk were
still fighting, clawing and biting at each other. Feathers flew through the
air. But right now the dueling dinosaurs were on their own. The two girls were
busy with their own fight.


Screaming, Denise lashed
her crop a third time, and Fig caught it. She caught it in her fist and squeezed.
The electricity pumped through her. The pain spun her head. But Fig could not
let go. She rose to her feet, still clinging to the burning, sizzling thong.


Holding Denise's crop in
one hand, Fig raised the crop she had stolen from Northern Star's jockey. She
swung it. The flexible rod hit Denise across the waist, wrapped around her, and
stung the small of her back.


Denise screamed and
stumbled back, yanking her crop hard, wrenching the crackling lash free from
Fig's grip. The electricity fled Fig. She took a shuddering breath. When she
looked at her hand, she saw a red, smoking welt.


The two girls circled each
other, each holding an electric crop. They moved with sleek, feline movements,
two huntresses. Denise—tall and strong, clad in a black bodysuit adorned with
gemstones. A girl raised in wealth. Raised in cruelty. A scion of Clan Rex, and
like the dinosaur of her clan, she was vicious. Figaro—small and cunning,
wearing a red bodysuit with a cloak of crimson feathers. A girl raised feral.
Raised to survive. A girl who had fought every day of her life. One had the
strength of good nutrition, shelter, and privilege, giving Denise a hardy
constitution. Fig was smaller, physically weaker, and hers was a strength
forged in want. They kept circling each other, never breaking eye contact,
their crops in hand, two gladiators in the greatest arena on the planet.


Drones hovered above them.
Spotlights reflected in the jewels and sequins of their bodysuits. Gallimimus
Gil wobbled by. The shaggy dinosaur gave them a haughty look, head raised, and
snorted.


Slowpokes! he seemed to be saying.


Then he ran onward,
leaving them behind. But was anyone watching the derby now? All eyes were
focused on the battle on the track.


"This isn't about the
other jockeys anymore," Denise hissed. "From now on, this is just
about us."


"It was always just
about us," Fig said.


Denise screamed and lunged
at her, crop lashing. Fig stepped back, raising her own crop. The two crops slammed together, showering sparks.


Nearby, Firewing and
Marduk were engaged in their own battle. Marduk slashed his sickle claw, ripping
through Firewing's breast. The achillobator yowled but would not fall back. He
plowed into Marduk, jaws snapping like a mechanical bear trap, tearing out feathers,
tearing scaly skin. Marduk fell, rolled, lunged again, and the two dinosaurs
slammed together.


Meanwhile, Denise and Fig
pulled back, panting. They circled each other once more, eyes locked together. Then
Fig let out a cry, leaped into the air, and swung her crop downward, etching a
trail of sparks through the air. Denise raised her own crop, parrying.
Electricity blasted outward in a thunderbolt and slammed into a tier of seats.
Audience members screamed. The drones kept hovering above, soaking up every
moment.


"And our dinosaurs
are now in their final lap!" Big Earl cried. "Strutter is in the
lead! And Frankie Lightfoot is right behind him! But all eyes are at the back
of the race, where Marduk and Firewing are duking it out! Ladies and gentlemen,
I've never seen anything like this!" The derbynik was leaping up and down
in excitement. "Blood on the tracks! Achillobator vs. Dracovenator! Clan
Rex vs. Clan Triplehorn! This is complete mayhem, ladies and gentlemen!"


Blood was dripping down
Fig's cheek. Dirt filled her hair and coated her skin. With a hoarse cry, she
attacked again. Denise parried. Her blond hair was wild, streaked with dirt,
blowing in the wind. Her teeth were bared, her blue eyes burning. Suddenly
Denise looked like her clan dinosaur, an enraged T-rex. The two crops slammed
together again. Again. And again. Sparks flew, landing on the girls, searing
their clothes. A spark burned on Fig's chin.


Her feathery cape caught
fire. Fig cried out, tugging at the burning garment, desperate to doff it.
Denise never missed a beat. Seizing her chance, she lashed her crop hard
against Fig's side.


Pain blazed through Fig's
ribs. With a shower of charred feathers, she managed to rip off her burning
cape. But not before the crop hit her again. Fig fell, landing on the ground
beside the blazing cloak. The crowd was on their feet, screaming, fists raised.
She heard them chanting.


"Kill her!"


"Kill the
Triplehorn!"


"Kill the
traitor!"


Fig's head spun, and she
knew she was going to die.






* * * * *







Denise loomed above Fig.
When Fig tried to rise, Denise slammed her foot against her chest, shoving her
back down. She kept Fig pinned to the dirt.


Denise stared down at her,
her eyes deranged. Blood dripped from her mouth. "You took my ear from
me." Denise drew a poniard from her boot. "So I will carve off both
your ears. Then take an eye for good measure."


Fig lay there, bleeding, burned.
Denise probably outweighed her by a good fifty pounds. And she was
concentrating that weight onto her foot, pressing it against Fig's solar
plexus. Fig could not breathe. Stars floated before her eyes.


And then she heard it.


A cry from the crowd.


"Figaro!"


"Figaro!"


And again.
"Figaro!"


The chant rose. People
were on their feet. The chant shook the arena. "Fi-ga-ro! Fi-ga-ro! Fi-ga-ro!"


Denise looked up at the
crowd, shocked. She was used to being adored. Her cheeks paled, and tears
filled her eyes.


Seizing her chance, Fig
kicked her. Hard in the belly.


The air left Denise's
lungs with a short oof. She doubled over. Fig shoved the girl's boot off
her chest, sprang up, and delivered a ruthless uppercut to Denise's chin.


Denise stumbled backward,
wobbled, and fell onto her backside. Blood dripped from her mouth. Fig ran,
drove her knee into Denise's chest, and knocked her onto her back. She placed
her foot on Denise's chest, pinning her down.


Denise just lay there,
tears in her eyes, blood on her face.


"Why?" Denise
whispered, bloody lips trembling. "Why do you torment me?"


Fig snarled. "You
bullied me! Ruthlessly! You mocked me. You turned your friends against
me." Tears filled Fig's eyes too. "You made my life hell. When all I
wanted to do was fit in." She let out a sob, not caring that the cameras
were filming.


Denise lay beneath her,
crying softly. "I'm sorry, Fig. I'm sorry. I know I laughed at you. Maybe
I even bullied you. But you took my ear. Oh God, you took my ear, and now
you'll kill me. You'll kill me like an animal." She wept.


Fig saw herself reflected
in Denise's jewels. She saw a feral child. A thing that crawled out of the
wilderness, savage and filthy and thirsty for blood. She saw a freak. A
creature from the forest. Barely human at all.


This is how I must seem to
Denise,
she thought. No wonder she laughed at me. It's because she was scared.
Terrified. Of what I am. And I only proved her fear right. I'm a monster.


She let her crop drop. It
flopped onto the ground like a dead serpent.


From beside Fig sounded a
terrible crunch. Then a yelp. And finally a whimper.


Fig turned her head and
gasped. Marduk stood on the dirt, a chunk missing from his chest. Blood and
muscle pumped in the wound. Firewing stood before him, a hunk of meat in his
mouth. He gulped it down, lunged forward, and closed his jaws around Marduk's
neck. The dracovenator just stood there, too hurt and stunned to resist.
Firewing bit down again, and blood filled his mouth and seeped between his
teeth.


Marduk's eyes rolled back.
Firewing yanked his head back, ripping out his foe's throat. The dracovenator
collapsed, dead before he hit the ground. Firewing gulped and licked his chops.
He placed a talon atop his dead foe, stuck out his wings, raised his head, and
screeched in triumph.


A few people in the crowd
cheered. Others looked sick. A few families were leaving, covering their
children's eyes. "Cooool!" one boy uttered before his mother
dragged him out the exit.


Suddenly everyone in the
crowd was on their feet, tense, leaning forward. But they were not looking at
Fig or Denise.


Big Earl's voice boomed
from the speakers.


"And Frankie
Lightfoot is in the lead, and Strutter and Speedy Bandito are right behind him!
It's coming down to the wire, and Speedy moves ahead, and Frankie Lightfoot
maintains his lead! Speedy and Strutter are stride for stride!"


Denise pushed herself up
to a sitting position. Fig stood beside her. They both turned to look, their
battle momentarily forgotten. Across the green, on the other side of the arena,
the dinosaurs were racing along the final stretch toward the finish line.


Big Earl was shouting now,
leaping up and down. "And we're in the final furlong, and Strutter is
coming up on the inside! This is incredible, folks! Speedy is falling to
third, and Strutter is moving ahead of Frankie Lightfoot, and— Oh my God! What
an incredible upset! It's all over! Strutter has done it! Strutter has won
the Dino Derby Christmas Cuuuup!"


Fireworks exploded
overhead. Confetti cannons boomed. The twinkling scraps of paper filled the
arena. The crowd went wild.


Yet even as the
celebration went on, a few dinosaurs were still running. Northern Star was gunning
for a good finish. Poncho was lumbering through the confetti, snapping at it
with his jaws. Gallimimus Gil, huffing and puffing, was wobbling along the
track, eyes narrowed in determination.


Fig looked back at Denise.
The girl sat in the dirt, smeared with blood and mud, tears drying on her
cheeks. Her dinosaur was dead. Her spirits were crushed.


I beat her already, Fig thought. At least
I won't finish the derby last.


She took a step toward
Firewing. The achillobator stared at her, eyes gleaming, blood across his
snout. He knelt, ready to give her a ride.


Fig was about to climb
onto Firewing, to complete her race, when a familiar face caught her eye.


Fig stared at the crowd,
and he stared back. She blinked. No. It was impossible. Just her imagination.
She rubbed her eyes, stared again.


It was him. There he was.
Sitting in the crowd, watching her. A grizzled, bearded Ranger.


Her father.






* * * * *







Yes. It was him. Joe
Triplehorn—here in the arena!


And if there was any
doubt, the woman sitting beside him dashed it. A freckled woman with flaming
red hair. Simone LaRue.


They were here. They had
come. They were watching her. Had seen everything. Fig's cheeks flushed. She
wanted lightning to strike her dead.


I'm in a deep tar pit, she thought and gulped.


But then, looking at Joe,
all her anger flowed away. Her savagery, her need for violence, the bloodlust
of her achillobator heart—they all faded like snow melting down the
mountainsides. Yes, she was in trouble. Yes, Joe disapproved of the Dino Derby.
But he wasn't glowering. He wasn't angry. He had come to see her. Maybe even to
cheer her on.


Tears welled in her eyes,
and she gave him a small smile and raised three fingers in salute. Perhaps he
did not know what the symbol meant. She had only made it up with Amissa that
day. But Joe raised three fingers of his own.


Yes, he still loved her.
He was on her side.


Fig looked at Denise. The
girl still sat on the ground, watching the final dinosaurs cross the finish
line. A tear rolled down her cheek.


Fig lowered her hand.
"Get up."


Denise looked away,
defiant.


"Get up!" Fig
said, shoving her hand closer.


Pursing her lips, Denise
grabbed the proffered hand, and Fig pulled her up. The girl was taller and
stronger, but she seemed so vulnerable now. She was beaten and she knew it. She
was like a wild dinosaur who had to be beaten down, humiliated, broken apart
before you could tame it. Red Scar had once tried to devour Fig. She had
slashed her sickle claw along his snout, giving him his name, and tamed the
beast. Firewing had once tried to shatter her bones, but she had fought him in
the night, shoved a stick into his mouth, wrestled him, and now he served her.
They were not bad dinosaurs, not unusually cruel or violent. They were merely
wild. Denise was like that too. And Fig had tamed her.


She pulled Denise toward
Firewing, who was still kneeling.


"Get on," Fig
said.


Firewing jerked his head
up and snorted. But Fig shot him a glare, and he grumbled and remained
kneeling.


Denise took a step back.
"What?"


Fig pulled her closer to
the waiting achillobator. "Get on him, Denise. You're going to finish this
race. Since your dinosaur is gone, you'll ride mine."


Denise frowned. "Is
this some kind of trick? Is he going to throw me off? Or bite me? You're
planning something. Some way to humiliate or hurt me."


Fig sighed. "No,
Denise. Our feud is over. At least for my part. I'm sorry. I always thought you
were the villain and I the heroine. In the narrative I wove in my mind, it was
so. But I can understand now. I scared you. I tormented you. I'm sorry." A
lump filled her throat. She gulped and growled. "Now get on before I knock
you out and strap you on!"


Denise tilted her head,
perhaps still suspecting a ruse. But she climbed onto Firewing. The
achillobator began walking down the track, moving at a leisurely pace. Fig
walked alongside.


Ahead of them, Gallimimus
Gil crossed the finish line. More fireworks exploded. Gil's jockey gasped,
hugged his dinosaur's neck, leaped onto the dirt, and danced a jig.


"Gallimimus Gil
finishes third from last!" Big Earl boomed.


Gil's rotund jockey was
weeping with joy. He grabbed the microphone. "After seventeen years of
racing, we finished third from last! Our new record! We henceforth retire in
glory."


As for Gil himself, the
dinosaur barely noticed his jockey. He was trying to bite the fireworks above,
seemingly unaware they were far too high. Much like running, depth perception
was not one of his strong suits.


But barely anyone was
looking at Gil or his jockey. As Firewing walked down the track, carrying
Denise on his back, all eyes were on them. The crowd was on their feet,
clapping. Big Earl was delivering some spiel about the inspiration and spirit
of the sport. Fig barely heard them. She hoped her father approved. She hoped
Amissa wasn't angry. She hoped Denise forgave her. But mostly, Fig was just
proud to be here, a jockey in the Dino Derby, here on the track where her
heroes ran.


As they approached the
finish line, Fig stepped back. She let Firewing and Denise cross first. Then,
walking afoot, Fig followed them.


More fireworks burst
above, and streamers flew through the air. Confetti rained around Fig. She
tossed her head back, spread out her arms, and laughed as the confetti rained.
Big Earl approached her, his rhinestones glittering across his white jumpsuit.


"What a
display!" he cried. "This here, folks, is truly the spirit of the
race. What a dramatic, tear-jerking finale! What would you like to tell the
crowd, Figaro Triplehorn?"


The big man shoved a
microphone in her face.


"Well, I finally ran
in the Dino Derby," Fig said. "And I finished last. I had a
blast."


"You heard that
folks!" Big Earl said. "It's not about winning, it's about—"


Fig grabbed the microphone
and pulled it closer. "One more thing." She looked at the crowd.
"Mintari is at war right now. Clans are fighting against clans. My own
clan—Triplehorn—is torn apart, brother fighting sister. I lived for most of my
life in the wilderness. Dinosaurs raised me. In the wild, only the pack that
stands united survives. We must, all of us—all humans on this world—be one
pack." Her eyes dampened. "I love this world. I love the lights and
lasers and noise of the arena. And I love the peace and savagery of the wild. I
love dinosaurs and I love humans. I love my father and I love my aunt. I don't
know how to end this war. I don't know how to save this world. But if we all
see Mintari as precious, if we all share a goal of protecting this world of
dinosaurs, we will find a way. We will save our planet. And ourselves."


She returned the microphone
to Big Earl.


Strong arms suddenly
wrapped around her from behind, nearly crushing her. Fig wriggled around,
struggling for air. Amissa was embracing her. Her aunt was grinning from ear to
ear, and she mussed Fig's hair.


"You did good, kid.
I'm proud of you."


"Even though I
lost?"


Amissa's eyes twinkled.
"Lost? Kiddo, in my book, you won everything that matters. You lost the
race. But you won the hunt."







 
 
CHAPTER ELEVEN


Party Business







Backstage that night, the jockeys and their coaches
partied. The limey sours flowed like water. Amissa popped a bottle of clover
wine, spraying foam across the room. Music played and confetti covered
everyone. Even the dinosaurs were there, eating from gilded buckets. Big Earl
moved around the room, squeezing shoulders, slapping backs, and chinking
glasses.


Bruce Runner was the life
of the party. The winner of the race, the jockey held court, gracious in
victory, offering smiles and handshakes to all. Strutter preened at his side, a
garland of roses slung around his neck. Many of the jugglers, acrobats, and
clowns partied with them. So did the backstage crew. It took an army to run the
derby. Hundreds of derbyniks worked in the arena. They operated the lasers, the
holograms, the sound systems, the advertising, and many other aspects of
Mintari's grandest production. They too were invited to the party.


"This makes my
labyrinth seem so small," Amissa confessed to Fig. Then she ran to take a
photograph with Bruce.


Fig moved through the
crowd, a glass of limey sour in hand. She was too young to drink, but nobody
cared, and she only had a few sips. The green drink was too strong for her
anyway. People slapped her on the back. Shook her hand. She smiled at them,
suddenly feeling shy. There was still confetti in her hair and dirt on her
clothes. With the excitement of the race dying down, Fig felt awkward in the
crowd. She missed the wide-open spaces of the wilderness. Part of her wanted to
escape, to run into the wild, to breathe. But she stayed. For this one night,
she was a jockey. A real jockey. She would savor it. Even if she had finished
last.


Her eye caught Denise in
the crowd. The blond girl stood at the back of the room, eyes downcast. She
talked to nobody. She held a limey sour but was not drinking. The others
avoided her, perhaps feeling awkward around the rookie who had lost her
dinosaur.


Fig wormed her way through
the crowd, returning smiles and small talk, until she reached Denise. She stood
beside the taller girl.


"Some party,
huh?" Fig said.


Denise stared at her feet.
"I loved him."


Fig tilted her head.
"Huh?"


"Marduk. My dinosaur.
I had him since I was thirteen. I loved him."


Fig lowered her head.
"Oh gosh. Denise, I had no idea. I thought … I thought you just got
him for the race." She looked up, eyes damp. "I'm sorry."


Denise met her gaze.
"You took everything from me, Fig. My ear. My pet. My pride. I don't know
how to keep going."


Fig hesitated, then hugged
her. "I'm so sorry, Denise. From now on, I hope we can be friends. Maybe
we can't. And if not, I understand. But at the very least, I'll do what I can
to support you."


Denise stood stiffly. For
a moment, it seemed like she wanted to shove Fig away. But then she relaxed and
hugged Fig back.


"It's not your
fault," Denise whispered. "None of it. It's mine. I'm the one who
should be sorry. For everything."


The girl began to sob. All
Fig could do was hold her.


Later that night, when
people began to dance and sing, the party became too loud for Fig. Denise was
finally livening up, and she even danced with Bruce. The little jockey barely
reached his dance partner's shoulders. Fig, meanwhile, had reached her
tolerance. The lights, noises, and general merriment spun her head. She had
probably drunk too much of that limey sour too. She placed the cup aside,
surprised to find it empty, and stepped outside into the night.


She stood in the darkness,
dirt under her feet. A few jippis parked around her, and microraptors were
scavenging through the trash for scraps. The sounds of the party were muffled
out here, and crickets sang in the distant fields and forests. Fig took a deep
breath, savoring the cold air. She looked up at the stars. Amissa had told her
that the stars were blazing balls of fire like the sun, but Fig did not believe
her. The stars were the ancestors of dinosaurs, great hunters in the night,
guiding packs through the cold. Studying the stars in the wild, Fig had learned
to divine the seasons, to know when dawn was near, when the snows would first
fall, and how to always find north along the migration trails.


It's past the solstice, she thought, gazing at
those cold jewels above. A time to cuddle among the feathers of the pack. A
time for hope. The longest night is past. Spring will come again. But not yet.
Now is still a time for nuzzling and sleeping and warmth.


From inside, a cheer rose.
People were toasting again. A new song began to play. It was funny how
disconnected humans were from night. How they could live their entire lives
without savoring the darkness. Without looking at the stars. Dinosaurs and
humans shared a planet, but they lived on different worlds.


"You did well,
Figaro."


She started. The voice
came from the shadows. She turned to see a figure standing in the dark. How had
this person sneaked up so close?


The figure stepped into
the light, revealing a Rangers uniform, a ceratop, and a somber, bearded face.
It was her father. The brass badge on his chest gleamed, polished to a sheen.
Shaped like a stegosaurus dorsal plate, it was engraved with the words Mintari Ranger. On his lapel, he wore a
silver triceratops head. Symbol of Clan Triplehorn. The silver was so tarnished
it was black. Joe had sworn not to polish it until he redeemed the honor of his
clan.


Did I further stain this honor? Fig wondered.


The memories flashed
through her. Biting Denise's ear. And worse—riding Firewing in battle against
the Rangers. Fighting with Hell's Hunters. Charging against Chief Clubber, her
uncle, and her dinosaur biting off the man's arm.


Yes, she thought. Yes, I
stained the honor of our clan. At least the honor of Triplehorn as he sees it.


It was why she had run
from him. Run from the city. Joined Amissa. She lowered her head.


"Dad, I'm
sorry."


"You tarry well
should be." Joe took a step closer. "Living with poachers. Racing
dinosaurs in a circus."


She looked up at him, chin
raised. "You ride a dinosaur too."


A snort sounded from the
shadows. Fig looked over to see a large, dark lump. A very large, dark
lump. Dozer stepped into the night, huffing and sniffing. He approached Fig and
licked her, running his tongue from her navel up to her chin.


"See?" Fig said,
brushing off saliva. "Dozer agrees."


The dinosaur snorted and
nodded his ten-foot-long head.


Joe pursed his lips and
seemed ready to argue, but then all the anger flowed away from him. "That
was tarry noble what you did out there, Fig. Making peace with the Rex girl.
Helping her finish the race. I'm proud of you."


She hugged him.
"Thank you."


"That doesn't mean I
don't think the derby is a tarry disgrace!" he growled.


She laughed. "I
didn't imagine it did."


He held her in his strong
arms, and she leaned her head against his chest. She thought him the strongest
man in the world. Perhaps they were enemies now. Fig did not know. But one
thing she knew. She loved him.


"I love you,
Figaro," he said as if answering her thoughts.


She looked up at him,
smiling through her tears. "I love you too, Dad."


"I know what
happened. At Fort Devana. I know how Clubber lost his arm. He's going to be all
right, Fig. And he doesn't blame you. I don't either. We want you back home.
Come back to the city. Back to me. To Simone. To your family."


Her tears flowed.
"Dad, Amissa is my family too."


He winced. Those words
seemed to cut him like daggers. "Fig, Amissa has charmed you. Manipulated
you. She's not the person you think she is."


"Or maybe I know her
more than you!" Fig blurted out. "You think she's a monster. Everyone
does. But she's not! She's a good person, Dad. She's just … hurt. Lost.
Like the rest of us. It's Grampa Tobias who corrupted her. Who made her do bad
things. I can help her. Heal her. I can make her stop. Make her stop the
poaching. The killing."


Joe heaved a sigh.
"Fig, Amissa has chosen a dark path. Or perhaps it was the only path
available to her. She's walked too far into the shadows to ever come
home."


Fig extricated herself
from his embrace. "That's not true, Dad. I saw a side of her others don't
see. She nurtured me. Took me in. Protected me. Taught me."


"She's using
you," Joe said. "As a weapon against me."


"I'm not a tool or a
weapon!" she said. "Nobody uses me. I make my own choices. And I hate
hate that I'm caught between you two." She sobbed. "You're
like two dinosaurs tugging on a piece of meat. And I'm tearing apart."


Joe's face softened.
"Fig, I didn't mean to upset you. I don't want to ruin your big night. I
just miss you. And I want you home."


Fig wiped her eyes.
"I too chose a path. I tried to live in the city. I tried to go to school.
To be a model student. To integrate into polite human society. But I failed.
I'm a creature of the wild. I'm a huntress. I always will be. I can't live in
the city. But I can no longer live among dinosaurs either. Maybe I don't belong
anywhere anymore. I still need time to find a new path."


Joe frowned. "So
you'll return to Amissa? You'll live in that den of thieves?"


Fresh tears filled her
eyes. "I love you, Dad. More than anything. But Dinovia is not my home.
And your war is not my war. With Amissa, I found the only place that resembles
a home. I don't know if I'll live there forever. But I know that I'll return
there tonight."


She saw how much those
words hurt him. Perhaps he would never know how much it hurt Fig to speak them.
To admit this truth.


"My door is always
open to you, Fig," he said, voice choked. "I pray that someday soon
this war ends. That I can return to the Last Home Hollow, my cave away from the
crowds. And I pray that when that day comes, you'll join me there." He
took a deep breath. "Until that day, at least answer your tarry
SmartSphere when I call you."


She laughed and wiped her
eyes. "I promise."


He kissed the top of her
head. "I'm proud of you, Fig."


"So here you
are!" rose a voice from the trees. Simone came running toward them,
wearing a safari outfit. Her red tresses spilled out from under her ceratop
hat. "Figaro, did you realize they're not letting me backstage? Me! With a
press badge!"


Simone tapped her chest.
She had stuck a piece of paper there, on which she had written PRESS.


Fig bit her lip. "I
can talk to Big Earl. Maybe get you inside for interviews." Her face
brightened. "Maybe you'd like to interview me for the Mintari Post?"


"Hell yeah, I
would!" Simone said. "But first—hugs." She pulled Fig into a crushing
embrace. "I'm going to hug you forever and squeeze you and never let go.
I'm so proud of you, Figgy. I can't believe you won the Dino Tourney."


"The Dino
Derby," Fig said. "And I finished last."


"You did?"
Simone tapped her chin. "Hmm. Shows what I know about sports."


Fig gave her a short
interview. Then, feeling awkward, she excused herself and returned to the
backstage party, leaving Joe and Simone outside. Leaving that old life. Leaving
the path of law, order, and justice to return to a den of chaos and nihilism.
The party flared around her. People cheered and offered her another drink.
Amissa mussed her hair, gave Fig a microphone, and tried to get her to sing.
Bruce was playing guitar. Reluctantly Fig took the microphone and sang
"Sweet Home Mintari." But she felt distracted. As she sang, she
glanced outside the window, seeking her father. Wondering if he'd barge in.
Shoot Amissa. Arrest them all. But she could not see him, and when the party
finally ended and Fig wandered outside again, he was gone.






* * * * *







Dozer trudged through the
snowy night, leaving the accursed Derby Arena behind. The triceratops hated the
arena. Too much noise. Too many lights. Too many humans. Living in Dinovia City
was demeaning enough. Dozer tolerated those crowded, cobbled streets for the
sake of his human. At least Dinovia had many gardens that grew even in the
winter, giving Dozer ample food. His human said something about the plants
being "genetically engineered" to survive the cold weather. Dozer didn't
know or care what that meant. They tasted good. That was all he cared about.


Out here in the
wilderness? There wasn't much to eat this time of year. Dozer looked forward to
the Fossil and Firkin's yard, where Barnum grew geraniums. Or maybe they'd
return to Fort George, where the young recruits always gave him plenty of hay.
It would be a nice change from the cold.


He carried his two humans
on his back. Joe, his old companion. And Simone, the new human with the hair
the color of flowers. He liked them both. Most triceratops didn't care much for
humans. After all, most humans rode noisy, stinky jippis through their habitat.
Most trikes Dozer knew enjoyed ramming into jippis, overturning those big crude
machines. But Dozer was different. He was older than most triceratops, larger,
and tougher, if he may say so himself. He thought of Joe and Simone as his
humans. As little pets he protected. They gave him food. He defended them from
angry dinosaurs. It was a comfortable arrangement.


As Dozer trudged along the
snow, every once in a while, a jippi would rumble by, headlights piercing the
darkness. The big machines were carrying tourists from the Derby Arena back to
Dinovia City. Dozer knew about tourists. The bad humans. The noisy, annoying
ones. He was tempted to ram into their jippis, knock them over, hear the humans
scream. But whenever he rumbled and stamped his feet, preparing for a charge,
Joe stroked his frill and said, "Easy, boy, easy." Begrudgingly,
Dozer kept walking, letting the jippis race on by. Maybe, if he were lucky,
he'd run into a raptor pack, maybe even a tyrannosaur, and he could fight them
for sport. If there was anything Dozer loved more than eating, it was fighting.


The jippis were fast
machines. They would reach the city by dawn. Dozer could spring fast when
roused. Maybe as fast as a jippi. But he was too big to maintain that speed for
long. Over longer distances, trikes were slow and steady. He stomped onward,
breaking sheets of ice beneath his powerful feet. They gave satisfying
crunches. Dozer liked to imagine he was crushing the heads of T-rexes. Felt
good.


Riding on his back, Joe
was in less of a good mood. In fact, his mood was darker than the night. Simone
sat ahead of him, wrapped in a coat. Joe kept his arms wrapped around her for
extra warmth.


I wish you were riding
home with us, Fig, Joe thought.


He hung his head low. He
had failed his daughter. He had been away at war, fighting for Mintari,
fighting for the Rangers, fighting for dinosaurs, fighting for anything but
her. Now she was lost to him.


Simone sensed his sorrow.
She twisted around on Dozer so that she sat facing him. She smiled sadly,
caressed his cheek, then hugged him, burying her face against his chest. He
held her in his arms as Dozer rode onward. The wind grew stronger, and gusts of
snow buffeted them. Simone shivered against him.


"We should set camp
for the night," Joe said. "The wind is getting worse. We can keep
traveling to the city by day."


Simone groaned.
"Camping out here? At night? When my cozy bed awaits?" She shivered.
"I'm not sleeping in the snow, mister."


"Don't worry,
cheesecake, you won't need to. I packed my thermal tent." He slapped the
saddlebag. "Once I set it up and turn on the heat, we'll be nice and
toasty."


"Great!" Simone
said. "Cook us for the roaming bands of tyrannosaurs!" She sighed.
"I knew we should have taken a jippi instead of this slowpoke dinosaur of
yours."


She slammed her heel
reproachfully into Dozer's scaly flank. The trike responded with an offended
snort.


"No tyrannosaurs will
attack with Dozer guarding us." Joe patted his dinosaur's frill.
"Right, buddy?"


The trike tossed his horns
and grunted in approval. Bring 'em on, boss!


They traveled until they
reached a hill and set camp on its leeward side. The Rangers kept way stations
throughout the wilderness—caves with barred doors, concrete huts, even just
holes in the ground. But none were nearby, so thermal tent it was. While all
the other derby spectators drove toward the city, comfortable inside their
jippis, Joe set up his tent. Which involved a lot of cursing, pinching his
fingers twice, and slipping once.


"Need any help there,
Daniel Boone?" Simone asked.


He grunted, struggling to
hammer a tent spike into the frozen ground. "Daniel what?"


"Never mind. I forgot
you Rangers know nothing of Earth mythology." She hugged herself.
"Just get Dozer to step on the tent spike."


"Yeah right,"
Joe said. "And impale his foot? He can't—Dozer? Dozer, back!"


But the trike nudged Joe
aside, then placed his foot on the spike, driving it easily into the ground.


"Sometimes I swear he
can understand Nyxian," Simone said, gaping at the triceratops.


"He understands a few
words," Joe said. "And he surprises me every day."


"He's not so bad, I suppose.
For a dinosaur with a brain the size of a walnut." Simone patted the
trike's beak.


Dozer responded by licking
her, head to toe, with a tongue as big as a fire hydrant.


"I. Hate.
Dinosaurs!" Simone said. "Especially Dozer." She glared at the
trike.


Finally the tent was up.
When Joe turned on the power, the inside heated up, melting the snow around it.
Simone crawled inside, dripping triceratops saliva. She shook out the sleeping
bag, then frowned.


"Hang on a
minute." She glowered at Joe. "Only one sleeping bag?"


"Don't get too
excited, cheesecake. The other one's in the saddlebag."


"Leave it. You're
sharing mine."


He raised an eyebrow.
"Ms. LaRue, are you flirting with me?"


"You wish,
Triplehorn. But I'm covered with triceratops saliva, and I'm rubbing it off on
you." She pointed at the sleeping bag. "Get in first!"


He stared at the sleeping
bag, then at Simone. She was cold, irate, and slimy, but still the most
beautiful woman on Mintari. She was still warmth, love, and soothing light. But
his soul was heavy. He felt almost guilty to share a night with Simone, enjoying
her touch, when he had failed his daughter, failed his world. He did not
deserve this joy.


"Joe?" she said
softly. "You okay?"


"I'm not tired,"
he said. "Get some sleep, Simone. Dozer's got some ice buildup between his
scales. I'll take care of it."


Before he could leave the
tent, Simone put a hand on his shoulder. Her eyes were soft. "It's not
your fault, you know. You're a good father."


"And you're a poor
liar."


Her eyes dampened.
"Joe, I'm not—"


"I know. I'm sorry. I
shouldn't have said that. I'm no good to anyone right now, Simone. You can
sleep." He managed a mirthless smile. "I just need to brood for a
while."


"When you're ready,
I'll be waiting in the sleeping bag with cuddles and kisses." She yawned.
"If I'm still awake."






* * * * *







Joe stepped outside into
the cold night. Dozer waited there, dozing off. Triceratops sometimes slept
lying down in a herd, but when alone, they could sleep standing up, ready to
wake and fight at any sound of danger. Joe patted the big dinosaur, then busied
himself scraping ice from between his scales. It was just a pretext. A way to
keep his hands busy, his mind distracted.


"You're lucky,
Dozer," he said, picking away at a chunk of ice. "You have kids and
they just wander off, and you never have to worry. Being a human parent means
constant anxiety."


Dozer snorted, his breath
frosting. He pressed his beak against Joe's backpack, sniffing, seeking food.


"Sorry, old boy, all
I got is a few tins of beans, and Simone doesn't like it when you eat
those." He sighed. "Dozer, what am I gonna do about Fig?"


The triceratops just stood
there, breathing deeply, falling asleep. Soon he was snoring. Joe envied him.
He would likely not get much sleep tonight.


The wind picked up. Snow
flurried and Joe shivered. Maybe he should go into the tent, warm up, and try
to sleep. Or at least he could seek comfort in Simone's arms. Sometimes just
holding her eased the fires inside him. They liked to banter and bicker, but
Joe loved her deeply. With all his heart. And he thought—hoped, prayed—that she
felt the same. Her love could not soothe the pain of losing Fig. But it could
still light his darkness and keep him from falling back into the abyss. He had
spent too long in that dark pit.


Out here in the darkness,
buried memories surfaced. Quite often, Joe brooded on Mina and her loss. But
tonight the memories were older. Not even memories of Mintari but a different
world. Memories of Cloventia.


Joe had been born there.
He had spent his first eight years on that urbanized planet. A planet with no
nature. No animals aside from a few small pets and pests. A planet covered
entirely with cities, no space between them. Only highways or canals delineated
the borders between Cloventian cities. In a sense, the entire planet was one
big spherical metropolis. Billions and billions of people lived there,
burrowing underground, raising skyscrapers toward the border of space, rushing
back and forth, up and down. Simone had been born on the planet's surface. The
slums. Joe had been born in a floating skyscraper. Luxury.


He had been born into
wealth. Into privilege. The son of a wealthy family of Mintarian expatriates.
The family lived in a penthouse high above the neon sea. From their windows,
they could gaze down upon that haze of shops, casinos, arenas, and museums. At
night, it seemed like a sea made of light. Above them were only stars. A
wealthy childhood. A prominent family. But those had been years of pain. Years
Joe didn't like remembering. So he crushed the memories. Shoved them down.
Buried them like the slums buried below the neon sea.


But tonight the luminous
haze parted and they rose. Memories of his father, Chief Tobias Triplehorn,
raging. Baring his teeth. Cuffing Joe with the back of his hand. Sometimes he
would snarl like a wild animal. Like a dinosaur. Memories of his fists beating
Lifa. Knocking her down. And Joe crying over his mother, cleaning the blood
from her face. From his face.


Memories of running. Of
stealing a ship. Flying away from the skyscraper. And Amissa crying out behind
them. Begging for her mother. And the cries growing fainter, fainter behind . .
.


"Where is
Amissa?" the young boy asked. "Isn't she coming with us, Mommy?"


And his mother had wept.
She had never wept when Tobias had beaten her. But she wept that day.


And standing here outside
the tent, a man in his forties, Joe wept too. And he felt again like that boy.


Enough, he told himself. Enough!


He should never have let
those memories resurface.


He was about to reenter
the tent, to seek comfort with Simone, when a distant light caught his eye. The light vanished an
instant later. Joe frowned. Had he imagined it? He stared at a copse of
conifers, and—


There! That light again. A
flicker. Firelight.


A figure! A figure between
the trees! A human. It was coming closer. A hunter? Perhaps a lost tourist?
Quite often, tourists decided to go on their own "safari" without a
guide, setting out with a map, compass, and gun. They inevitably got lost. If
they weren't eaten by the time anyone noticed their absence, Joe or another
Ranger would save them. He must have saved a hundred intrepid tourists as a
young Ranger.


"Hello, friend!"
Joe called out. He turned on his SmartSphere and raised it as a beacon.
"Are you lost?"


The figure hobbled closer,
leaning on a gnarled walking stick. The light came from a lantern that hung
from the staff, full of crackling fire. The light danced on white hair, a
wrinkled face, and bright blue eyes.


It was as if his memories
had summoned her. Joe gasped. Was this a dream? Another memory playing before
him in the night?


"Mother!" he
cried.






* * * * *







Soon they all sat in the
cave, passing around a pot of tea. Simone sat with the sleeping bag draped
around her like a coat. Lifa sat on a simple wicker mat, her legs crossed. A
dreamcatcher hung across her chest, and acorns dangled from her ears. Amber
beads clanked on her necklaces, full of trapped insects. While snow fell
outside, the electric tent remained warm and glowed with golden light.


"Mother, thank the
stars," Joe said. "I haven't seen you in months! We've been looking
for you."


Simone smiled at the old
woman. "It's lovely to meet you again, Mrs. Triplehorn."


"Where have you
been?" Joe said.


Before the war, Joe would
visit Lifa when he could. At least a couple of times a month. In his long years
of solitude, hiding from the world, he still found time to visit his mother.
Back then, he had lived in a cave, a reclusive man of the mountain. She had
lived in a wooden hut, a shaman. Two eccentrics, living in a wilderness
swarming with dinosaurs. But now war flared. Amissa had burned the hut. Joe was
fighting every day every way he could. He had not seen his mother since the
Battle for Dinovia last spring.


"I've been
east," Lifa said, cradling her mug of tea. "I've been traveling the
wildness, seeing the slaughter, healing the hurt. Dinosaurs are dying
everywhere. I bring them healing herbs and medicine. There are many poachers,
and the other shamans are gone. I do what I can."


Joe shook his head sadly.
"Mother, you deserve to rest. Come back with us to the city. I'll find you
a place to live."


"You can stay in my
house," Simone offered. "I have a spare bedroom."


Lifa sipped her tea and
smiled. "That's kind of you, Simone. But I don't do well in cities. I
wither within closed walls. This tent is about as much civilization as I can
handle. We shamans are beings of the wild. In the wild I will remain."


"Mother, may I be
blunt?" Joe said.


"Are you ever
anything else?" the old woman said, smiling.


"Tar it, Mom, you're
seventy years old. You can't be out here in the snow! I'll take care of this
planet. You deserve a roof over your head."


Lifa raised her eyebrows.
"A roof? The sky of Mintari is the only roof I need. Even when it's
snowing. There is more comfort in stars and clouds than wood or stone."


"Yes, well, wood or
stone doesn't drop buckets full of snow onto you." Joe heaved a sigh.
"Nothing will change your mind, will it?"


"Maybe when I'm
eighty I'll retire," she said. "There's still some strength in these
old legs. They've carried me far this year. All the way past Laramidia Fields
and the tar pits of Lacovara." Her face darkened. "She's building
something in the east, Joe. Your sister. A labyrinth. A place of death."


"Yes, I've heard of
this Jurassic Labyrinth of hers," Joe muttered. "A barbaric circus.
If we had the manpower, we'd carry out a raid, shut the place down. But we're
too tarry busy fighting Amissa's poachers in the outback. And now, with Fig . .
."


His voice trailed off. He
lowered his head.


Lifa placed her hand atop
his. "You miss her."


Joe's eyes stung. He
looked up at her. "You know?"


Lifa nodded, smiling
softly. "I know. I've been watching Figaro for a while now. She's a wild
one, your daughter. She reminds me of you."


Joe's hands balled into
fists. His chest trembled. "Mom, she joined Amissa! She joined Hell's
Hunters! She betrayed me. She—"


"No, son." Lifa
patted his hand. "She did not join Hell's Hunters. Nor did she betray you.
She's lost. She's scared. She's trying to find her place in the world, to
understand what it means to be human. She's reached out to Amissa and managed
to break through your sister's armor. That's more than I've been able to
do."


"Amissa is
manipulating her!" Joe said, voice rising almost to a yell.


"Or maybe it's the
other way around," Lifa said. "There's goodness still in your sister.
I saw it. Fig sees it. Maybe she can nurture it. Maybe she can save my
daughter."


Joe seemed to deflate. He
squeezed his mother's hand. "Amissa is gone to us. She's too far gone. We
lost her. I just don't want to lose Fig too."


That night, they all slept
in the tent. Joe gave his sleeping bag to Lifa, who had only a tattered old
blanket, and he squeezed in with Simone. In the morning, Joe turned on his
portable stove, and he warmed a pot of pork and beans. Simone skipped
breakfast, and poor Dozer just munched on some cold grass and icy bushes. There
weren't many conifers nearby. The big trike wouldn't get a proper meal until
they returned to Fort George in the city, where bales of hay awaited.


With a good deal of
curses, Joe managed to fold up the thermal tent into a neat package. He handed
it to Lifa.


"You're taking this,
Mother."


She shook her head.
"I can stay in caves and burrows like the shamans of old."


"Like hell! You're
taking this tent. And a sleeping bag. You can carry them both in your pack. Oh,
and I'm giving you three bags of trail mix, a few canned goods, and my
SmartSphere."


"Joe!" She
laughed. "I'm a shaman. We don't use technology."


"Nonsense. You use a
lamp, don't you? You have shoes, right? And a blanket! Those are all
technology. You're taking these things too."


The shaman crossed her
arms. "Not the SmartSphere, Joe. I don't need those mechanical little
demons."


"It's so I can call
you."


A cold wind blew. Lifa's
tattered old dress and long white hair fluttered in the wind. She smiled.
"Joe, if you need me, look to the stars. I will be gazing upon them too.
Their light binds us."


"More shaman
talk." He hugged her. "But I know I can't change your mind. When will
I see you again?"


"When the stars
align." She winked.


He rolled his eyes.
"It's not easy having a shaman for a mother."


"It's not easy to be
one."


He helped her pack the
tent, sleeping bag, and food. Her pack was full to bursting, but her legs were
steady enough, and her grip was strong on her walking stick. The cursed woman!
Seventy years old and wandering around in winter! Joe had half a mind to strap
her onto Dozer and drag her into the city kicking and screaming. But like
everyone in their family, her spirit was wild, and there was no controlling
her.


"Mother, if you can .
. . visit Fig," he said. "Like you visited me. The girl misses you
terribly."


"I must be careful
that Amissa doesn't see me," Lifa said. "But I'll visit Fig when I
can." She embraced Joe and kissed his cheek. "Goodbye, my son."


Simone hugged her next.
"Goodbye, Mrs. Triplehorn."


Lifa kissed Simone on the
cheek too. "Goodbye. Look after my big stubborn son for me."


Simone saluted. "Will
do."


Dozer trudged on
southward, carrying a brooding Ranger and redhead journalist on his back,
carving a deep trail through the snow. Behind him, an old woman limped
northward, moving farther and farther toward the horizon, leaning on her staff.


Humans, Dozer thought, are
weird.






 
 
CHAPTER TWELVE


Chained God







Across the snowy wilderness of Mintari walked an old
woman, leaning on a cane. Her cloak, woven from the shaggy gray feathers of a
deinocheirus, hung heavy with snow. Her walking staff, carved from a twisting
ginkgo branch, rattled with strings of microraptor skulls and ammonite shells.
Amber beads formed her necklace, full of trapped fireflies that seemed to still
shine in the sunlight. The woman's hair was long and white as the snow, her
eyes bright and blue as the sky. She was the last shaman on Mintari, at least
the last who still roamed. Perhaps some others still lived, hiding in burrows
like the ancient little mammals when the asteroid had struck. Perhaps the war
had burned them all. If so, Lifa was the last wisewoman in this world of
foolish cruelty. The last healer in this world of hurt. She was Lifa
Greatwing-Triplehorn, and like Mintari, she was dying.


An illness had invaded her
last month. Like frost it grew inside her, crawling down her throat into her
lungs. It had begun in the camp of hunters, spread from them into the wild.
Dinosaurs carried it. They gasped for breath in the cold, could not run fast
enough to hunt or flee hunters, and they died with blackened tongues and
feverish flesh. Lifa too carried this infection. On Cloventia perhaps, the
doctors would call it bronchitis. But Lifa knew what it was. A curse upon this
land.


She had hidden it from Joe
and Simone, but it was getting worse now. She had no more hut to recover in.
Amissa had burned it down. She could return to the city, but she refused to
wither between walls of stone. Too long had she spent her life trapped. If
there was a cure to her disease, she would find it in the wild. And if she must
die, she would die in the wild. If she could live until spring, she could
collect new healing herbs, plant a new garden of medicine, replacing the one
Amissa had burned. But as she trudged through the snow, coughing, Lifa did not
know if she could live that long. She was seventy years old, old by any count,
but years in the wild made her look even older. Her fingers were gnarled, her
face lined, her forehead beading with sweat even in the cold.


But she did not care about
herself. A few last healing herbs withered in her pack, but she would not waste
them on herself. She had a dinosaur to heal.


She had heard his cries
rumble through the valleys and over the hills. She had felt his tears in the
rain. When she had danced beneath the stars, she had seen his soul struggling
to remain on Mintari. His grief was like thunder, his pain like a storm. Lifa
could not heal every dinosaur on this world. Once, perhaps, when she had danced
with many sisters, she could have saved many more. But now they were gone, and
she was withering like her last herbs. She must be selective. So today she
sought a dying god. If he fell, Mintari would rip in two, she thought. The
stars would seem dark, the rain feel dry, the warmth of spring feel cold. All
dinosaurs were part of the great One Spirit, but some were true gods of their
own right, ancient and wise in ways humans could not understand.


He was one such god. The
wounded spirit Lifa sought.


Her legs hurt. Her throat
and lungs burned. Lifa had to pause for breath, leaning on her staff. The wind
gusted, blowing snow against her face. It barely cooled the fever. She looked
into her pouch, saw the rumpled bundle of herbs there, and she was tempted. But
no. What was her life? She was a shaman, yes, a healer, a worshipper of the
gods, but she was only a human. This was not her world. This was not her
medicine. After a moment to catch her breath, she kept limping through the
snow, heading to the mountains.


From the distance, she
heard his cry. A deep rumble that rolled across the land. It was him. He was
hurt. He was calling her. He had destroyed her family, he had brought her so
much tragedy and pain, but he was still her god, and she would not turn away
from his cry.


Across the valley, a
treacherous path led up frozen foothills. Migrating hadrosaurs had carved this
path in the spring, flattening the soil, shattering the rocks, and crushing the
vegetation. Today ice coated it. Lifa paused to strap raptor teeth onto the
soles of her boots. With these makeshift spikes, she could climb the path
without slipping on the ice. Mintari gave her all that she needed. The planet
gave no hardship without also giving the tools to overcome it. The foothills
steepened as she walked, ascending toward a limestone mountainside adorned with
curtain walls of ice.


The rumble sounded again.
The ground shook. Lifa froze, digging her clawed boots into the ice. Chunks of
ice dislodged and cascaded down the mountainside. Trees rattled, shedding snow
from their branches. The deep sound waves ached in Lifa's diseased chest. She
was close. The powerful moan would have sent most people fleeing. But Lifa knew
that was not a cry of hunger or rage. It was a cry of pain, echoing the own
pain inside her.


She reached a plateau
between foothills and mountains and trudged across the frozen expanse. Wind
scattered flurries around her bent legs. Ahead, past the flurries, vanishing
and reappearing with every gust of wind, loomed the cave. His cave. The temple
of a god. If Lifa could not save him, it would become his tomb.


Tap. Tap. Her cane kept clattering
against the ice. She walked onward, fire in her lungs, aches in her legs,
determination in her heart. Joe would call her a fool, she knew. How could she
risk her life for this monster? But Joe was not a shaman. He did not
understand. The only monsters on Mintari were humans. The gods could punish,
could hurt, could shatter lives, but this was their world, their justice. Even
though the sacrifices humans must pay were sometimes too great to bear.


Tap. Tap. She limped closer. Yes,
her family had given sacrifice to this god. Sixteen years later, it still
haunted them. They had burned Mina Clubber upon his altar. Perhaps now it was
time for Lifa to give her own life as sacrifice.


The wind gusted, and
flurries of snow hid the cave. Lifa seemed to be walking in an endless storm of
white. She limped closer, slammed the butt of her stick down, and coned a hand
around her mouth.


"I am here, king of
Mintari!"


Nothing but the wind
answered.


Lifa's heart trembled, but
she did not flee. She called out again.


"I am Lifa, daughter
of wind and snow, singer of stars, shaman of the wild. I have come not as
sacrifice but as a healer!"


Silence.


Even the wind died. The
snow glided to the ground, and the cave loomed ahead, clear to her eyes. The
skulls of dinosaurs littered the mouth of the cave, gleaming with ice.
Hadrosaur skulls. Iguanodon skulls. Triceratops skulls with horns like icicles.
Some of those skulls were so large Lifa could have crawled inside them. Human
skulls lay among them, as small as grapes by pumpkins. Hunters had come here, hoping
to slay the legend. Their bones now littered his lair.


"I've heard your
cry!" she said. "Will you let me into your den?"


Again—silence.


And then a low rumble. A
vibrating bass. Snow rippled across the ground, forming wave patterns. Chunks
of ice fell down the mountainside. The rumble grew louder and louder until it
hurt Lifa's ears. A thump sounded from the cave. Another thump. A clattering of
bones and scales. And he emerged.


First came his head. His
jaws were large enough to swallow men whole. His teeth could crunch through the
mightiest bones. Black scales covered his monstrous visage. One red eye blazed
like a torch. The other eye was small, withered, and white. It was Figaro who
had taken that eye, driving her sickle claw into it. An ugly scar ran across
the dinosaur's snout. Joe had given him that scar, using the beast's own fallen
tooth.


The dinosaur thumped
closer. His feet cracked ice and stone. They were like the talons of an eagle,
each claw a sword. His legs were muscular and long. Lifa stood shorter than his
knees. But his arms were tiny. They were larger and stronger than human arms.
But on a dinosaur this big, they seemed comically small.


Then came the massive,
muscular torso of the beast. He had two rib cages. One along the back and spine,
enveloping the torso from above. The other along the chest, cradling the torso
from below. It took a serious framework to support a torso so large. Finally,
as the dinosaur stepped out into the snow, came his tail. A huge, heavy tail,
used to counterbalance the enormous head. For many years, paleontologists on
Earth drew T-rexes standing upright like kangaroos. But they stood with their
spines horizontal, their heads thrust forward, their tails sticking out for
balance.


But this was no ordinary
T-rex. He was larger and meaner than other tyrannosaurs, and he was even older
than Lifa, older than any T-rex had any business being. The people of the city
called him a mutant. To Joe he was a dark angel of retribution. Lifa thought
him a god. Whatever he was, they all gave him the same name.


Ivan.


He stepped closer to her,
looming above her. Even with his spine horizontal, his head was far above her
own. He opened his mighty jaws, revealing dangling strings of saliva and
bone-crushing teeth, and he let out an agonizing rumble. The cry shook the
mountainside and blasted back Lifa's hair. His breath was hot and foul with the
stench of meat and disease.


"Ivan!" she
cried. "You've hurt my family. And my family has hurt you. But I come
before you to worship you. To praise you. And to heal you. I've heard your cry,
and I've felt your pain."


His jaws closed. The
dinosaur licked his scaly lips, let out a pained rumble, and lowered his head.
He turned aside, and she saw them on his flank. Bullet wounds. Infected. Rot
spread from them, sending out tendrils like diseased stars.


Lifa took a step closer.
Another. Ivan lowered his head toward her, sniffing. His head was larger than
Lifa's entire body. Gently she raised her hand and placed it on Ivan's snout.
He snorted, blasting air from his nostrils onto her. His one red eye studied
her. From afar, a T-rex eye seemed small in such a large skull. But it was
larger than Lifa's gnarled fist. A T-rex had the keenest eyesight on Mintari.


She stroked his snout, and
he let her. He gurgled and huffed and rumbled. Within a second, he could devour
her. Humans had hurt him. Her own family had hurt him. But he let her stroke
him, and then he lay on the ground, torso rising and falling with pained
breaths.


Lifa approached his
wounds. Three oozing holes. The bullets were still inside. A paleonarian would
sedate him, but Lifa had no tranquilizers, only her chants and prayers. She
chanted and danced around him in the snow, her amber beads chinking, luring him
into a dreamlike state, and she burned the special sticks that unleashed purple
smoke. They both inhaled them and saw the realm of the spirits. They still
existed on this mountain, but another realm of strange shapes and colors lived
alongside theirs, taking away their pain, leaving them numb.


When Lifa reached into the
first wound, Ivan let out a great howl, but he did not slay her, not even as
she pushed her fingers deeper, fishing, feeling, then finding the bullet. She
pulled it out, and it seemed to drop forever until it hit the snow. She reached
into the second hole and the third. Two more bullets fell. They had carved deep
inside him, burrowing like stone mice, but thick layers of skin, muscle, and
fat covered his bones. The bullets had not reached any organs, but he had
licked the wounds, and they were infected now. Infected with the disease the
humans had brought here. The disease that filled her own lungs. The bacteria
that forever spread like the frost spreading across the forests. Like man
spreading across the planet.


She reached into her pouch
for her healing herbs. They were old. All that remained of her garden. She
could have prepared them into a tea, drunk it for a week, perhaps healed her
lungs, but she was a shaman. She must heal the gods of Mintari. Even if those
gods had taken so much from her.


She rubbed the herbs into
Ivan's wounds, and he bellowed and rumbled and banged his tail against the
ground, but slowly his pain eased. The infection sizzled, the heat burning away
the disease. His rumbles eased into a low, vibrating hum, almost too deep to
hear. He retreated into his cave, kicking aside his skulls, and thumped down
onto a warm bed of bones. Standing outside, Lifa saw him fall into a deep
slumber. Part of her wanted to enter his den, to curl up against his warmth,
but she had already asked too much, and when he woke, he might hunger for her
flesh.


She hobbled down the
mountainside. Perhaps she would die today, but if she did, she would die a
shaman. She would die healing the world.






* * * * *







As Lifa walked down the mountainside,
guilt filled her. Because she had sinned. She had cheated a god. She uncurled
her fingers. In her palm lay a single leaf. She had kept that one to herself,
and she prayed that Mintari forgave her. She chewed the leaf, knowing it was
not enough, that it could not kill the rot spreading through her, but it eased
her pain, gave her the strength to keep walking.


She missed her family. She
missed Joe, her noble son. She missed Fig, her courageous granddaughter. She
even missed Amissa. She wanted to see them again before the end.


With a leaf's worth of
strength, she moved across the wilderness, heading west with the wind. When the
sun set, she found a hadrosaur carcass only half-eaten by scavengers. With her
stick, she shooed away the dactyls from the corpse. She burned the remains,
letting the crackling fat and skin warm her bones, and she melted snow to
drink. The cold had preserved the meat, and she ate. She too had become a
scavenger. All night, she coughed and her throat burned, and she prayed to the
stars that wheeled above. They blessed her. She lived to see the morning.


Onward she limped,
westward she hobbled, heading toward the fortress where the hunters dwelled. It
was easy to find the way. All Lifa must do is follow the trail of carcasses.


But she was not seeking
Amissa this day. Her daughter was lost to her. She knew this. But there was
another young soul who was not yet lost. Who needed a lodestar.


Lifa knew where to look.
She heard it on the wind. The distant "yips" that pierced the cold
air and traveled vast distances. She smelled it on the wind. The whiff of
pheromones most human noses could not detect. She saw the three-toed tracks in
the snow, and she could tell them apart from other dromeosaurs. There was much
on Mintari that was hidden from Lifa, but there was also much that she could
see.


It was at noon that she
saw the achillobator on the hilltop. He was a young male, wild without a pack,
too fierce and proud to run with others. In appearance too he was not like
other bators. The feathers on his wings were not monochromatic. His wings
boasted feathers in all the colors of sunset.


On his back, he carried a
girl. She rode with no saddle. Her dark hair was too short to billow in the
wind. She gazed down from the hilltop and her eyes widened. Lifa stood in the
valley and raised her hand.


"Ayee!" cried
the girl. She tugged the feathers of her mount, and the achillobator raced
downhill, his talons confident on the icy slopes.


When they reached her, Fig
tugged the feathers again, and her achillobator halted. The dinosaur opened his
jaws and shrieked at Lifa. He was much smaller than Ivan, but he was still a
powerful, dangerous predator.


"Firewing,
stop!" Fig smacked his snout. "That's my emee! That means granny
in Mongolian. It's where we're from on Earth, you know. Both of us."


Grinning, Fig leaped off
the bator, hopped across the snow, and pulled Lifa into a hug.


"Figaro, I missed
you," Lifa rasped.


Fig took a step back. Her
eyes widened. "Emee, you're burning up! You're sick!"


"It's nothing, child.
It's just a cold."


"It's
bronchitis!" Fig said. "It's been everywhere lately. Half of us
caught it at the …" She hesitated and blushed. "At the place I'm
staying. I caught it too. I have medicine!"


At the place I'm staying,
huh? Lifa
thought.


She knew what that meant.
She had been watching.


"There's a cave
nearby," Fig said. "I go there sometimes to rest. A family of
lystrosaurs lived there, but Firewing ate them. He claims to be an achillobator,
but I swear he's a pig. Come, Emee. You need to rest. You can ride Firewing,
and I'll walk."


Lifa wanted to refuse the
ride, but she could no longer walk. She barely clung onto the achillobator.
Recognizing her as pack, Firewing was gentle. The time passed in a haze. Before
long, they were in a little cave, barely large enough for both Lifa and Fig,
especially since Firewing insisted on squeezing in with them. The girl had a
portable stove, a little device no larger than a can of beer. She placed it in
the cave, and it filled the place with warmth.


"I should teach you
to start a fire," Lifa said.


Fig grinned. "No
need. I discovered this new thing humans use. It's called technology. Pretty
nifty, huh? And look what else I got." She fished through her pocket and
pulled out a plastic bottle. Pills rattled inside. "Antibiotics! It's
powerful medicine, Emee. It got rid of my bronchitis in a week. The doc said I
should keep taking them anyway, but you can have this bottle. We've got loads
of them! I can get you even more."


Lifa hesitated. Long ago,
she had vowed not to use such medicines. Not to use so-called modern
technology. The shamans rejected such things. But where had that led them? The
others were all dead. She would join them too unless she changed her ways.
Adapted. Evolved. She took the bottle gratefully and swallowed a pill.


"Take these
too," Fig said. "Cough drops. So you're not hoarse. They taste real
good! I no longer need them for my throat. I like them as candy. You can have
them though. Oh, Emee, I missed you! Everyone's been looking for you! Everyone!
My dad's been worried sick. Where have you been?"


"Wandering this
broken world," Lifa said. "Seeing hurt everywhere. Healing what I
can. Which isn't much. Hell's Hunters are killing this planet. Like a
disease."


Fig lowered her eyes. Her
blush deepened. "Oh, they're not that bad, Emee. I mean, I know what
people say. That they're poachers and all. But …" She bit her lip,
saying no more.


Lifa huddled closer to the
warmth. For a long while, they spoke of nothing in particular. Fig blabbered on
about the derby, her time at the Fossil and Firkin, and a million other things.
Lifa listened and smiled, savoring every word. It didn't even matter what Fig
was saying. Lifa simply loved hearing her granddaughter speak so eloquently.
She remembered when the girl could do little more than yip and yowl. The
sparkle in Fig's eyes lit Lifa's heart, warming her more than the portable
furnace. She had only visited Fig several times this past year, and she wished
she could see her granddaughter every day. In this broken world, Fig was a
miracle.


"You saved my life
today, Fig," Lifa said when the girl finally ran out of words.
"You're a good person. But be careful. You're in a den of raptors."


Fig gulped and kept her
eyes lowered. "That's what my dad says. He tells me Amissa is a
monster."


"No, child. No.
Amissa is not a monster. She's a woman like us, and she's lost. She's hurt.
She's afraid. I abandoned her when she needed me." Tears flowed from
Lifa's eyes. "I left her in Tobias's clutches. I sacrificed one child to a
monster so I could save another child. I saved Joe, but I lost her. I broke my
little girl."


Fig embraced her.
"No, Emee, don't say that! You're a good mother. Joe loves you."


"A good mother to
Joe, yes, but I betrayed Amissa. No matter how many dinosaurs I heal, I cannot
wash clean that sin." Lifa sniffed. "But look at me. Burdening you
with an old woman's troubles." She caressed Fig's cheek with her knobby
fingers. "Figaro, I'm so proud of you. Of what you've overcome. What
you've achieved. You're talking so well. You've grown so much. I love
you."


Fig sniffed and wiped her
eyes. "I love you too, Emee. Come back with me! Come to Fort Devana. Talk
to Amissa. She'll see how sorry you are. She'll forgive you. You can still mend
things with her."


Lifa shook her head.
"No, child. Amissa won't talk to me. I tried. She turned me away. I don't
blame her. After what I've done … No, I don't blame her."


"But you said she's a
good person!" Fig insisted.


"And I said she's a
broken person," Lifa said. "Her parents broke her."


Fig gazed out the cave
into the snowy wilderness. "She's my aunt. But she's almost like a mother
to me. She takes care of me."


Lifa smiled through her
tears. "I'm glad to hear that. There's still love in her. Still a warm
part in her heart. Maybe that means she can still heal. Maybe, Fig, you're the
only person in the world who can heal her. Amissa too is in a den of
raptors."


"She leads the
pack!" Fig said.


"But that does not
bring her healing," said Lifa. "Power is not healing. Might is not
solace. Watch over her, Fig. Do what I could not. Seek the good in her and
foster it."


Fig hugged her
grandmother. "I see the good in you, Emee. You feel guilty about what
happened with Amissa. But you're a wonderful person." She smiled.
"When I first crawled out of the wild, you saved my life. But please visit
me more often!"


Lifa laughed. "I'd
love to. How about I come to this cave every month when the twin moons meet,
and like them, we meet here?"


Fig nodded. "Yes.
This will be our place." She thought for a moment. "I'll bring you
things here. Blankets and food and medicine. I know you want to stay in the
wild. I know you roam the world. But let me help you."


Lifa hesitated for a
moment, considering. Could she …?


"Figaro, would you
like to join me?" Lifa said on a whim. "To learn how to become a
shaman? How to protect and heal and worship dinosaurs?"


Fig stared out the cave
again, lost in thought. She opened her mouth a few times, seemingly prepared to
speak, then chewed her lip and thought some more. Finally she looked back at
Lifa.


"I can't change who I
am," Fig said softly. "You say there's good in me. And that there's
good in Amissa. But there's savagery in us too. It's in Amissa, and it's in me.
Maybe in my dad too. You are pure and good, Emee, even if you don't believe it.
But the rest of our family …" Fig sighed. "I could not do what
you do. I'm not a healer. I'm a huntress."


"I don't love you any
less for it," said Lifa. "Very well. I will remain the last. I will
linger. I will do what I can before the end." With creaking joints, she
rose to her feet. "I must return to my tasks."


"You really must go
so soon?"


Lifa nodded. "I'm
sorry, child. I heard on the wind the cries of weeping. I must find who is
hurt. I created the disease that spreads across this planet, so I must do what
I can to fight it. But this will be our place. I'll return when the two moons are
crescents facing each other in an embrace."


She hobbled into the
distance, leaning on her cane, leaving Fig behind. She missed her granddaughter
already.


The east called her. She
had heard the call of sauropods on the wind. Hell's Hunters had been
devastating sauropod herds, carving the great carcasses, and selling them to
collectors who reassembled, stuffed, and mounted them. It was said that
warlords on Earth now displayed sauropods in their slum palaces, and that one
stood in the lobby of a Cloventian hotel. The hunters left the sauropodlets to
die. Lifa would save whatever hatchlings she could find.


On her way east, she
decided to check on Ivan to see if the giant was healing. As she limped toward
his mountain, the sound of engines filled the air. Astrolites soared overhead,
filling the sky with smoke and flame, scattering clouds of pterosaurs. They
were racing over the snowy plains toward Ivan's lair.


Lifa stood on a snowy
hilltop, the wind blasting back her hair. She was too far. All she could do was
watch the scene, helpless.


She stood, gripping her
staff, as Ivan burst from his cave, howling at the hunters who had come for
him. She watched, trembling, as tranquilizer darts slammed into him, as his
howls turned to whimpers, as he crashed down onto the plateau, shaking the
mountain. They chained the sleeping god. Their heavy machines tugged him across
the ice. They placed him in a box. Him, the mighty king of Mintari—into a box!
It was larger than any house in Dinovia, but it was still just a box.


It took four astrolites to
lift the box, each tugging one corner on a chain. Even so they struggled,
engines roaring, chains creaking. But finally they were airborne, carrying the
trapped dinosaur close to the ground. To where? Lifa did not know. They
vanished behind the mountains.


They trapped a god, Lifa thought. What
chance do I have against such power?


She hung her head low, and
her tears fell like frozen jewels into the snow. Perhaps she was powerless,
just the last echo of old magic.


"Our only hope now
lies with you, my granddaughter," she whispered. "You're behind enemy
lines. You're in a den of killers. Be strong. I'm with you. May the sky, sea,
and soul of Mintari bless you, Figaro Triplehorn."







 
 
CHAPTER THIRTEEN


Labyrinths







In the days after meeting her grandmother, Fig found
herself lost in malaise. The excitement of the Dino Derby was wearing off, and Lifa's
sadness seemed to have infected her like a disease. It was worse than
bronchitis. Back then her body had been sick. But now her soul felt full of
tar. She would suffer bronchitis any day over this ennui.


She wandered through Fort
Devana, aimless. In Amissa's trailer, she felt trapped, an animal in a cage.
Whenever she could, she took Firewing out into the wild, and they rode across
the snowy hills and valleys, hunting protoceratops and other small herbivores.
But those hunts did not satisfy her. They held little of the excitement of
hunting in a pack, taking down large prey like parasaurs. Often Fig and
Firewing just walked in the snow, quiet, gazing at the grass and the rustling
conifers.


Eventually Fig realized
what was troubling her. The realization had finally sunk in. Firewing was too
slow for the Dino Derby.


Oh, she had loved the
derby. It had been the best night of her life. She was proud of qualifying, of
putting on a show. But running on that track, she had learned something.
Firewing, fierce as he was, was a hunter. Not a racer. She could run him again
and again. Sometimes he might finish second or third from last, beating a
slowpoke rookie or two. But he would likely never do much better.


She shouldn't be
surprised, she knew. There was a reason only ostrich-dinos ever won the derby.
They were sleek, lightweight, lightning fast. Firewing was three times as
heavy. And he had a hunter's instinct. He was built for pouncing, for short
bursts of brutality. Not for running for miles at a steady, dogged pace. Part
of her had known this all along. But she had needed to compete, to finish last,
to finally accept it.


Do I still have a career
as a jockey? she wondered, wandering the snowy wild with her dinosaur. I suppose I
could ask Amissa to buy me an ornithomimid. I could maybe win races on one of
those.


Beside her, Firewing
nickered as if reading her mind. His crimson dorsal feathers bristled, and he
shook his wings, rustling the orange, red, and golden feathers that grew there.
She scratched under his snout and nuzzled him, and he purred contentedly. He
even wrapped his wings around her, careful not to cut her with his claws.


"No, I could never
ride another," she whispered into his warm feathers. "I'm a
Triplehorn, clan of the triceratops. But I have the heart of an
achillobator."


Well, what was she to do
then? Content herself with a rank among the dregs? Become the next Gallimimus
Gil? No. That was not her nature.


I'll never be a true
jockey,
she realized, and she sank deeper into the pit of her despair.


Once she had dreamed of
becoming a Mintari Ranger. But her school had expelled her. And without
graduating school, the Rangers would never accept her. Now another path was
blocked to her. Another dream dashed. In the wild, things had been easier. As a
feral child, she had dedicated every waking moment to finding food, shelter,
warmth. The wilderness was a constant fight for survival, but she had found
comfort and nobility in that hardship. As a human, she was expected to live for
more than just eating and mating. As a human among humans, her basic needs—food,
shelter, warmth—were easily met. In this world, she found herself seeking
something far more elusive. Self-actualization.


It was a concept a
dinosaur would never understand. But one that was apparently important to all
humans. And despite her upbringing, she was still a human with human needs.


A sickle claw hung from
her leather necklace. Fig still remembered the day she had gained that claw.
White Feather, an achillobator in her pack, had made the mistake of stalking an
ankylosaurus. A suicide mission. The armored dinosaur had swung his clubbed
tail, ending White Feather's ambitions. Normally White Feather would never have
antagonized an ankylosaurus, but it had been a hard winter. A time of desperate
hunger. It was the first time Fig had seen her pack resort to cannibalism, a
practice achillobators found abhorrent. But that day, they had feasted on White
Feather. Even Fig. Then, from the pile of bones, she had plucked out the sickle
claw. A sharp, curved blade the length of her foot. Back then, Fig had thought
herself a dinosaur, albeit a strange runt. Finally she had a sickle claw of her
own. And with this weapon, she had slain many foes.


Life had been simpler
then. Harder—certainly. The life of the poorest human was luxury compared to a
dinosaur's life. In the wild, even with her pack, Fig had always lingered on
the edge of starvation. She would shiver in the winter, sweat in the summer.
She faced disease, predation, despair. A brutal life. But simpler. In many ways
happier. Today she knew she was human, but as she stroked her sickle claw, she
missed her days as a dinosaur.


That night, she returned
to Fort Devana. She felt lost.


She found Amissa in the town
square. It was what they called the open area between the trailers, jippis, and
armories. The hunters had placed a massive torosaurus skull upside down in the
dirt. It was the size of a bathtub, and they had turned it into a firepit.
Conifer logs crackled. An entire kentrosaurus was roasting on a spit, dripping
fat into the flames. The meat sizzled.


The firelight danced on
the faces of poachers. Most of those faces were leathery, scarred, grizzled.
The faces of rough, weathered men of the wild. But one face was fair and
feminine. No wrinkles or scars marred that face, and the eyes were blue and
bright. This was the face of Amissa, famous across the galaxy. The Goddess of
the Hunt. In her hands, she held a bowl made from the skull of a
pachycephalosaurus. She was waiting for the meat.


If Firewing were here, he
would likely leap toward the roasting dinosaur, ruin the meal, and end up
getting shot. Thankfully, the achillobator was outside the walls now, running
through the snow. He had refused to return tonight, and after delivering Fig here,
the predator had leaped into the forest of snowy conifers. Fig suspected that
he had caught the scent of a female achillobator in heat. If that was so, he
might not return for days while he wooed her. But she knew that eventually he
would return. He was a wild soul, a lone achillobator who needed and wanted no
pack. If he did find a female to mate with, he would not remain with her pack.
Wham, bam, thank you, ma'am, and he'd come home to Fig. She was his only
mistress.


Amissa rose to her feet.
"Figgy! Join us."


She shook her head.
"Not hungry."


She walked to her trailer,
stepped inside, and slammed the door shut. For a moment, she just stood there,
and tears gathered in her eyes.


A moment later, the door
opened. Amissa stepped inside. "Figgy? You all right?"


Fig turned away, ashamed
of her tears. "I just want to be alone."


"We share this
trailer. You know that." Amissa put a bowl of meat on the table. "I
brought you dinner."


"I said I'm not
hungry!" Fig kept turning to avoid looking at her aunt.


Amissa sighed.
"You're sixteen. It's a tough age. I know what—"


"Don't patronize me!
You don't know anything."


Amissa grabbed Fig's
shoulders, spun her around, and stared at her. "Watch your tone with me,
Figaro Triplehorn. I won't stand sulking or rudeness." She dug her fingers
into Fig. "This is my camp. My home. You're still a guest here. You will
treat me with respect. Is that understood?"


Fig blinked. Her aunt had
never scolded her like this. Fresh tears gathered in her eyes. "I'm
sorry," she whispered. "Oh, Amissa, I'm sorry."


The rage left Amissa's
face. She pulled Fig into an embrace. "I'm here for you, Fig. What's
bothering you?"


"I …"
Suddenly the words just came pouring out of her. "I want to visit the labyrinth."


She had not planned to say
that. It had just happened.


Amissa pursed her lips,
considering, then shook her head. "The labyrinth is no place for
kids."


"I'm sixteen."


"A kid."


Fig snorted. "Maybe
on Cloventia. What am I, some kinda urban princess? I grew up in the wild. I
was hunting when I was four. Take me to see it."


Amissa stared into her
eyes. "The Jurassic Labyrinth is nothing like the Dino Derby. It's not
about racing. People die."


Fig raised her chin.
"I've seen death. Take me. Show me. You've been working on the labyrinth for
a year now. You talk about it all the time. I want to see."


Amissa was silent for a
moment, then spoke in a soft voice. "When you see the labyrinth, you might
see me differently. The labyrinth is a manifestation of my violence. I have two
lives, Fig. One life with you. The life of an aunt. The life of a leader,
hopefully a fair and decent one. But the labyrinth … that's my other life.
And I'm not proud of it."


Fig thought of her life.
Of biting off Denise's ear. Of riding Firewing in war, of her dinosaur biting
off Clubber's arm. Of her years in the wild, slaying dinosaurs with her sickle
claw. Of her brutality in the derby.


"There is savagery in
me," Fig whispered. "I left the wilderness, but I carry it forever
inside. We are the same."


A tear flowed down Amissa's
cheek. "You're better than me. Don't be like I am."


Fig hesitated, then
reached up and dried her aunt's tear. "You think you're a bad person. You
think you're cruel. A sinner. But you're not. That's just what everyone else
says. What they see. When I look at you, Auntie Amissa, I see a good woman. A
woman I love."


Amissa pulled her into her
arms. "I love you too, kiddo. All right. Let's go. To the labyrinth. And I
hope that you don't flee me in disgust." She grabbed her boots.


Fig blinked. "What,
like … now?" She checked the clock. "It's nine p.m."


Amissa laughed. "Past
your bedtime, cheesecake?"


Fig's face hardened.
"Let's go."






* * * * *







They took Amissa's
astrolite. The Huntress glided through the night, heading east.
Mintari's two moons shone in the clear sky. Hypnos was almost full tonight,
silvery and bright. Thanatos was a blue crescent like a sickle claw. Their
light limned the snowy Mudge Mountain whose peak rose below. Past the mountains
they flew over Gould River, which snaked like a silver serpent, dispersing in
the shadows of marshlands where the spinosaurs reigned. Past the swamps spread
the grasslands of Laramidia Fields, land of giants. In the moonlight, Fig could
make out herds of sauropods, awakened from their sleep, raising their long
necks toward the Huntress. Did they think the astrolite some strange
nocturnal pterosaur? Or were they already accustomed to human machines?


Beyond the plains sprawled
hills thick with cycads and flowering bushes, and Fig realized she had never
traveled this far east. Her pack had kept to a clear territory, and if they did
migrate, it was never this far. Yet all of this, from here to the horizon, was
but a small part of Mintari. The wilderness sprawled on and on and seemed
endless to Fig. In Dinovia Library, she learned how large this planet was.
Learned that she had seen only a tiny fraction of its grandeur.


No wonder the Rangers
struggle to patrol it all, she thought.


They reached a dry, rocky
landscape. Gorges plunged into shadows, and mesas soared into the moonlight.
The Huntress flew lower, stirring pterosaurs from their sleep. The
reptiles rustled their wings, a few took flight, but most simply returned to
sleep on their rocky perches. On a distant plateau, spotlights rose like
towers. The lights of jippis, drones, and shuttles circled the luminous towers
of light like fireflies. As they flew closer, Fig heard music.


Amissa slowed the Huntress
and flew in a lazy loop. Fig gazed out the windshield, eyes wide. A maze
covered the plateau. It was massive. Even larger than the Derby Arena. Brick
walls formed intricate patterns, lit with dim red lights. Tiers of seats rose
around the labyrinth, full of spectators.


The place was still under
construction. Scaffolds rose everywhere, and cement trucks were parked outside.
Cranes stood like slumbering sauropods.


"Right now we can
seat only a thousand people," Amissa said. "But in time, we'll expand
to twenty thousand seats. I'm planning to build a hotel, restaurants, and a
casino. Even a smaller labyrinth for the kiddos. This will become the premier
tourist destination on Mintari. A place where people can see more than just
dinosaurs racing. But dinosaurs fighting! More than just ostrich-dinos. But
predators!"


Fig leaned closer to the
windshield, peering down at the labyrinth. "Are there any dinosaurs in
there now?"


"Not yet. But keep
your eyes open. The show's about to begin."


She landed her astrolite
in a parking lot. With its sleek silver hull, the Huntress was by far
the nicest vehicle there. The other astrolites were crude, armored beasts of
battle, covered with machine guns, cannons, and graffiti. There was a handful
of jippis too, mounted with dinosaur skulls, horns, and claws. One jippi was
covered with so many bones it looked like a triceratops skeleton, complete with
a three-horned skull instead of a hood. Fig, a Triplehorn, shuddered to see it.
Those were no Ranger jippis, that was certain.


These people looked even rougher.
Many were already seated inside, but a couple hundred milled about the parking
lot. Fig, sitting inside the parked Huntress, watched them through the
windshield. Many of the men sported tattoos, bushy beards, and arrays of
weapons. Fig often felt like a strong huntress, but seeing these muscular,
towering men, she felt weak and small. The women wore leather and spikes, they
carried guns and swords, and their high heels clattered like raptor claws. Many
of them were tall and beautiful, and Fig suddenly felt short and plain.


"Who are they?"
Fig said. "Those aren't tourists."


"Not the kind of
tourists you see going on safari," Amissa said. "Not even the type
who visit the Dino Derby. Some of these folk are outlaws. Poachers, smugglers,
mercenaries, pirates, and gangsters. They come from all over Nyx to see the
show. Others are warlords or slumlords from Earth. A few are here from
Cloventia's underworld. See those three tall, slender women with black skin and
silver hair? Cloventian organ dealers. They'll sell you a kidney or steal yours
if you cross them. And some of these folk, well … some are just normal
folks with normal lives, here for some forbidden excitement."


Fig watched a group of men
stand around a jippi, smoking shabu sticks. The drug had blackened the white of
their eyes, and their teeth were yellow. Matching tattoos adorned their arms,
and bone beads clanged in their beards. A chained raptor stood among them,
feeding on raw meat from a bucket.


"Gangsters?" Fig
asked.


Amissa laughed.
"Sanitation men. They empty starship septic tanks. They come here every
week to let off steam. Just normal working folk here for a night of fun. The
real outlaws are less obvious."


Fig bit her lip. "And
what are we then? Regular folk or outlaws?"


Amissa mussed Fig's hair
and winked. "That depends who you ask." She popped the astrolite's
hatch. "Come on, kiddo, let's go see the show."


Fig hesitated. "There
are astrolites floating above the labyrinth. Can't we watch the show from
above?"


Amissa laughed.
"Scared to run into gangsters?"


"No!" Fig bared
her teeth. "Of course not."


"Then come on,
cheesecake. It's showtime."


They walked across the
parking lot, passing through the rough crowd. There were no limey sours here.
Bearded men chugged Dagonite ale and belched. Tall, curvy women with fiber-optic
eyelashes stared at Fig, smiled crookedly, and offered her palms full of crystals.


"What are
those?" Fig whispered to her aunt.


"Dream gems,"
Amissa said. "They melt in your mouth but also melt your brain. Don't
touch them."


A few tattooed, heavily
armored outlaws stood around a corral, shouting and betting on a velociraptor
battling a protoceratops. Elsewhere, a towering man with ghost-white skin sat
by a table, telling fortunes with a pack of holographic tarots. A chained
tarbosaurus grumbled in a pit. The multiton predator snapped his jaws as
handlers lowered a furry animal on a chain.


Fig frowned. "What is
that?"


"Tarbosaurus,"
Amissa said. "Poor fella, stuck there in the pit. Don't worry. He'll have
his turn in the labyrinth."


Fig rolled her eyes.
"I know that's a tarbosaurus. I've hidden from them before. My pack hated
these guys. I mean the prey animal!"


Amissa tilted her head.
"The cow?"


"A what?"


"A cow. It comes from
planet Dagon. Where do you think beef comes from?"


Fig watched with wide
eyes. A cow! Fascinating.


Amissa laughed. "Look
at you. People come to Mintari to gape at dinosaurs. You're awed by a
cow."


Fig grinned. "I've
seen a million dinosaurs. Cows are cool!"


Dangling on straps, the
cow mooed pitifully. The tarbosaurus licked his lips. He was a gargantuan
predator, almost as big as a T-rex, and he looked starved. The dinosaur leaped
up, snapped his jaws, and devoured the entire cow in three bites. There was a
reason achillobators gave these giants a wide berth.


"Come on, Fig, we'll
be late."


Amissa had to drag Fig
away from the tarbosaurus pit.


"That was cool!"
Fig said, eyes bugging out, watching the tarbosaurus lick his chops.


They climbed stairs,
moving between the tiers of seats. Smugglers, pirates, bounty hunters, and
other riffraff were busy boozing, belching, and betting. One man reached out to
pinch Amissa's behind. Nonplussed, Amissa drew a knife and lashed it. The man's
severed fingers flew through the air. Amissa pulled Fig onward as the man
screamed.


Bit rougher here than the
Fossil and Firkin, Fig thought, feeling sick.


Suddenly she wanted to
escape. To fly home. To forget about this place. The faces all swam around her.
The crude jeers, the rude laughs, the beer, the drugs …


I shouldn't be here, Fig thought.


But she had asked for
this. She could not back down now. They found their seats high above the
labyrinth. At the Dino Derby, Amissa explained, the most expensive seats were
the ones near the ground. But at Jurassic Labyrinth, it was flipped. The
nosebleeds were the best seats, giving a view of the entire labyrinth from
above. Somebody trapped inside the maze would see only brick walls, but from up
here, they had a dactyl's eye view.


"We feature a new
dinosaur every night," Amissa said, settling into her seat. "The
tarbosaurus is still in training. Tonight we have something a little smaller.
But it should still be fairly deadly."


As the crowd watched and
cheered, a pit opened in the center of the labyrinth. A dinosaur leaped out,
screeching and snapping its jaws. Fig leaned forward, squinting. She recognized
the species.


"Dilophosaurus,"
Fig said. "Female. Looks about fifteen years old. At the height of her
strength. I'm guessing about seven meters long? Maybe four hundred kilos?"


"She's fourteen,
eight meters long, and at her last weigh-in, she was a cool five hundred
kilos," Amissa said. "You were tarry close. Impressive."


"I've run into these
dudes before," Fig said.


Dilophosaurs were smaller
than giants like T-rex, but they were nasty, aggressive beasts. Green scales
covered their bodies, and brown quills rose across their backs and tails, sharp
enough to skewer flesh. Their long snouts boasted rows of serrated teeth like
steak knives. A pair of crimson crests grew atop their skulls, and scaly frills
could flap open around their heads like cobra hoods. They were related to
dracovenators like Marduk, but they were meaner and they hunted everywhere.


Like achillobators,
dilophosaurs were midsized predators, competing within the same ecological
niche. But they were larger, stronger, and even more aggressive than bators—and
that was saying something. About three winters ago, Fig and her pack had spent
all day tracking a herd of hadrosaurs, only for a dilophosaurus pack to get
there first. The scaly beasts had screeched, slashed, and bitten, driving the
achillobators away and claiming the meal. Fig, who had gone to bed hungry that
night, had nurtured a grudge against them since.


"Her name is Pasiphaë," Amissa said, gesturing at the dilophosaurus. "I trained
her myself. A remarkable specimen! Don't be fooled by her humble size, Fig.
I've seen her take down a carnotaurus."


Pasiphaë paced the
labyrinth, screeching and clawing at the walls.


"She's hungry,"
Fig said. "And scared. She's looking for her pack."


Amissa nodded. "The
perfect recipe for aggression. Look! Here comes the first gladiator."


A doorway opened on one
side of the labyrinth. A man stepped inside, carrying a rifle. He was tall and
haggard, his clothes too thin for the cold winter night. The door slammed shut
behind him. The man shivered, looked at the closed door, then took a few
hesitant steps deeper into the maze.


"Who is he?" Fig
said.


Amissa shrugged.
"Some scrap merchant from the slums of Neotropolis. That's the capital of
Cloventia. The city I'm from. But I lived above the neon sea in a floating
skyscraper. This man lived on the planetary surface. The slums. Same sewer
Simone LaRue crawled out of. Hell, for all I know, it's a relative."


The so-called gladiator
began navigating the maze, rifle shaking in his hands. Deeper in the labyrinth,
the dilophosaurus sniffed and licked her chops. Fig knew the rules. They were
simple. The man must cross the labyrinth and exit on the far side. Easier said
than done.


"Do many gladiators
solve the labyrinth?" Fig asked.


"None have so
far."


Fig's eye widened.
"You mean …"


Amissa nodded. "All
eaten by dinosaurs."


Fig gasped. "But . .
. why do they keep trying? Are they forced?"


"Oh no. Of course
not! What kind of monster do you think I am?" Amissa shook her head.
"I'd never force anyone into this labyrinth. They volunteer. They want the
prize money. If they win, I give them a hundred thousand mints. Lots of money.
So they keep trying. Everyone wants to be a hero."


"Or maybe they're
just broke and desperate," Fig said.


Amissa shrugged.
"Maybe. Either way, we get a good show."


The gladiator moved
through the maze, hit a few dead ends, backtracked, and kept going. Meanwhile,
Pasiphaë was prowling down the corridors elsewhere in the maze, sniffing and
salivating.


"The walls are
movable," Amissa said. "We rearrange the labyrinth, then lock it into
place each night. That way, both gladiators and dinosaurs don't know what to
expect. I added some booby traps too. Watch. He's getting closer to one."


The gladiator walked down
a narrow corridor, turned a corner, and tripped a wire. A hatch opened on the
floor. A velociraptor leaped out, screeching. The dinosaur was no larger than a
turkey, but it was hungry, mean, and had the element of surprise. As the crowd
cheered, the raptor clawed the man's chest, tearing his shirt and skin.
Cursing, the man ripped off the dinosaur, kicked it aside, and fired his
shotgun. He missed. The raptor leaped back into action, savaging the man's
legs, shedding blood. Finally the gladiator delivered a kick to the little
dinosaur's head, knocking it out cold. The man stomped down several times,
crushing his feathery foe. The crowd cheered. Finally some action!


The noise alerted Pasiphaë
that her plaything was close. She tilted her head, sniffed, then ran, moving
along the twisting corridors toward the gladiator. Unfortunately, the dilophosaurus
took a wrong turn and ended up moving farther away.


Lacerated, the gladiator
kept moving through the labyrinth. He was heading the right way, getting nearer
and nearer the exit. Amissa leaned forward, squinting. Her hands gripped the
arms of her seat.


"Tar it all, this one
might actually win," she muttered.


The gladiator was moving
more confidently now, heading nearer to victory. Meanwhile, poor Pasiphaë was
hopelessly lost.


"He's going to make
it!" Fig said, leaping to her feet.


Amissa lifted her SmartSphere,
tapped a button, and whispered to somebody. Then she flattened the sphere into
a disk, shoved it into her pocket, and leaned back.


"Watch this,
kiddo."


The labyrinth moved.


Walls shifted, reforming the
corridors. Suddenly a wall blocked the gladiator's path toward the exit.
Meanwhile, several walls slid open like doors, forming a clear path for
Pasiphaë to follow. The dilophosaurus ran, knowing her meal was near.


Fig gasped. "You
cheated!"


"Cheated? Nah. Part
of the game, my dear."


Pasiphaë zigzagged down
the corridors. With the shifting walls, there was only one path she could take.
Soon enough, she reached her prey.


The gladiator spun toward
her, sweat and blood soaking him. With shaking hands, he raised his rifle.


The dilophosaurus had seen
guns before. She had tasted the sting of bullets. Nasty things, guns were. She
leaped forward, determined to destroy the terrible stinging weapon.


The man fired. A bullet
slammed into Pasiphaë's shoulder, chipping through scales and entering the
flesh. A second later, the dinosaur swung her claws, ripping the gun from the
gladiator's hand. The weapon clattered against the ground. With a furious
screech, the dinosaur kicked it away, then stepped closer to the man.


"Get back!" the
gladiator shouted, voice shaking. He looked from side to side, but the
labyrinth was still shifting. "Back, beast!"


Pasiphaë extended her
frill. The scaly hood rattled and dazzled with iridescent colors. Her jaws
opened wide, revealing a hungry tongue and serrated teeth, and she let out a
deafening screech.


The man tried to run.


He didn't get far.


The dinosaur pounced,
knocked him down, and feasted.


Fig looked away, feeling
sick. Tears burned in her eyes, and she trembled. She had seen death before.
She had fought in the Battle of Dinovia and the Battle of Devana. But this was
different. This was brutal, twisted, death for entertainment.


But she feared more than
this labyrinth. And more than this death disgusted her. Because deep inside
her, buried under her thin veneer of domestication, Fig loved it. She still
missed the thrill of the hunt. The blood and terror of battle. This had been
her life in the wild. And like the walls below, the pathways of her life
shifted and reformed. For a long while, she had been lost in a maze of her own,
but now she knew her purpose.


She would enter this
labyrinth. And she would win.






* * * * *







"No," Amissa
said as they flew home. "Absolutely not. Not in a million years. Not in a
geological era. You are not competing in Jurassic Labyrinth."


Fig sat beside her in the
cockpit as the astrolite flew over the dark grasslands. "Why not?"


Amissa laughed
mirthlessly. "The labyrinth is for the unwanted! The dregs! People
drowning in gambling debts. Addicts desperate for cash to buy their drugs. Small-time
criminals. The worst of the worst. The scum of the galaxy. Fig, you are a
Triplehorn! And not just any Triplehorn but the granddaughter of the chief.
You're not going to become a gladiator."


"I can beat it!"
Fig said. "I know I can. Let me enter with Firewing. I'll ride him through
the maze. I—"


"Figaro!" Amissa
looked at her. "Why? Why would you risk your life?"


Fig lowered her head.
"Because … I once ran with a pack. But then I learned I'm human. I
wanted to be a Ranger. But I was expelled from school. I wanted to be a jockey,
but I was too slow."


Amissa scoffed. "So
your solution is to become a gladiator?"


"To become a
huntress!" Fig said. "That's what I always was. All my life was a
life of battle. Of blood and survival. And part of me can't let go of that.
There's something broken inside me. I feel like I'm in a labyrinth already,
trapped and running but finding only dead ends. I dream of it every night.
Being lost and afraid. Maybe … maybe if I enter this labyrinth, I can
escape the larger one I'm trapped in."


Amissa shoved a lever. The
Huntress descended fast toward a dark field.


"What are you
doing?" Fig cried, her belly lurching and her ears popping.


"Pulling over."


The Huntress
spiraled downward, spooked a herd of sleeping iguanodons, and thumped down onto
a patch of grass between cycads. The astrolite stood in the darkness, a tiny
light in a vast black sea. Amissa killed the engine and turned to look at Fig.


"Listen to me,
Figaro. You're not lost. You're not trapped. You're not alone." Amissa held
her hands. "You're with me. You're one of us. A hunter of hell."


Fig shook her head.
"No. No I'm not. I live with Hell's Hunters. But you're not my family.
You're not my pack. I … I can't do what you do. You hunt with tricopters
and astrolites. With guns and arrows. That's not who I am. I … I'm still
that girl. That feral child who ran wild in the outback." Tears streamed
down her cheeks. "I don't have a home among humans."


"Not even with
me?" Amissa whispered.


Fig lowered her head, and
her tears splashed her lap. "Everyone says you're a poacher. My father.
Simone. They all say you're manipulating me. Using me."


Amissa's body stiffened.
"Is that what you think?"


"No. I just think
you're like me. That you're hurt. That you're lost. There is savagery inside
us, and we don't know how to defeat it. Maybe we'll always wrestle that
demon."


Amissa gazed out the
windshield into the darkness. She spoke in a low voice. "When I was a
child, my father made me do things. Terrible things. To kill animals. He started
with mice. He made me freeze them, drown them. Then it was cats and dogs. He
had me slaughter a cow once. If I refused, he …" Her hand rose to
touch her cheek. "He beat me. I still have nightmares."


Fig looked into her eyes.
"I'm sorry," she whispered.


Amissa smiled sadly.
"But I still love him. Even now. Sometimes we love those who abuse us.
Sometimes I look at you, Fig, and I see myself as a child. And I look into the
mirror, and I see my father."


They looked at their
reflections in the dark windshield. Amissa—proud, beautiful, strong. Fig—small,
dark, and clever. And in Fig's imagination, she could see them morphing into
the image of a cruel father and a scared little girl.


"You're not your
father," Fig said. "You're a good woman. I know it."


A tear rolled down
Amissa's cheek. "You don't know the darkness inside me. If you knew the
things I've done … you would run from me."


"Yet you didn't run
from your father!" Fig said. "You still love Tobias Triplehorn."


"Maybe I do, but it's
a twisted sort of love. I still fear him."


"I want to meet
him," Fig said.


Amissa blinked, then
barked a laugh. "First you want to fight dinosaurs in my labyrinth. Now
you want to meet Tobias Triplehorn! After what I just told you!"


Fig spoke softly, staring
at their reflections in the windshield. "There is an infection in our
family. There is pain that spreads like a tumor. It's in you. It's in my
father. It's in my grandmother. Maybe it's in me too. And that river of pain
starts with him. I need to understand. To see for myself. To face this
demon."


Amissa closed her eyes and
lowered her head. "Why do you chase danger?"


"I'd rather chase
monsters than flee them."


Amissa heaved a sigh.
"Are you sure, Fig? I wanted to protect you. To shelter you from the
darkness in our family. I should not have taken you to the labyrinth. I don't
know what's wrong with you, Fig. Why you're drawn to the darkness."


"I don't know
either," Fig whispered.


Amissa took a deep breath.
"I'll take you to meet Tobias. But in return, you give up your demand to
enter the labyrinth."


"Deal."


Amissa fired up the
engine. "The night is still young. Let's go meet him now."


Fig blinked and frowned.
"He's here on Mintari?"


"Not exactly. Fig,
buckle up. I'm about to blow your mind."


The astrolite soared higher
and higher. The landscape dropped below them. The Huntress soared toward
the stars.






 
 
CHAPTER FOURTEEN


Star Stuff







The Huntress soared straight up. The G-force
shoved Fig against her seat. She gasped for air. The rearview monitor showed
the land dropping below. Proud conifers became mere blades of grass. Then
forests became nothing more than watercolor stains. The Gould River, rushing
and wild, curled across the land like the slenderest silver thread. Even Mudge
Mountain looked like nothing but a hill. Of the mighty dinosaurs nothing
remained. Animals large enough to swallow men whole shrank until they
disappeared.


From up here, humans and
dinosaurs are the same size, Fig thought. Nothing but germs.


She looked away from the
rearview monitor. Instead she gazed out the windshield, and her eyes widened.
This view was even more amazing. The night sky parted. The haze of air pulled
back like curtains. And countless stars shone brighter than Fig had ever seen
them. Thanatos and Hypnos gleamed ahead. She felt as if she could reach out and
grab them. The Milky Way spilled across the sky. Cloventia shone in the
distance, a hazy ball of neon, no larger than a marble from here. Dagon floated
overhead, brownish green, the breadbasket of Nyx.


And there was Nyx herself.
The star rose over the curved horizon of Mintari. From the surface, the sun had
always seemed yellow to Fig. But up here, Nyx appeared white. Not white like
snow or old bones. A searing, furious, burning white like a lashing claw or
biting tooth. Nyx's light silvered the oceans and forests of Mintari and burst
into beams like dinosaur teeth.


"We're … we're in
space," Fig whispered.


Amissa gave her a sidelong
look, smiled, and raised an eyebrow. "Never been?"


The pressure eased. Fig
hopped in her seat. "It's beautiful! It's amazing! It's …" She
froze and stared. "What is that?"


Something floated above.
Something big, gleaming, and mechanical. Fig had seen Darwin's Ark on
the hill in Dinovia. She knew what a starship was. This was another starship,
she realized. But it was much larger, and it was shaped like a saucer.
Portholes shone along its silver hull. The saucer was spinning lazily,
gradually revealing a silvery symbol painted onto the hull.


A triceratops skull. Sigil
of Clan Triplehorn.


"The Cain's Stone,"
Amissa said. "Fresh out of the shipyard. My father's newest toy. Our clan
finally has its own starship."


"Whoa!" Fig
whispered. "Our family is rich! Really rich. More than I knew."


Amissa smiled. "This
wasn't always so. Not long ago, we were broke. The first time I visited Mintari—you
were still running with dinosaurs then—I had to travel in a commercial
starship. Commercial! Crammed in with snot-nosed tourists. But with Mintari
opening up to hunting, Triplehorn Incorporated is making a fortune. We've never
sold so many weapons. Jurassic Labyrinth is bringing in steady income too, and
we just had to split our shares for a new batch of investors. Our stock has
tripled so far this year. Triplehorn is becoming one of the most talked-about
companies on the Cloventian Stock Exchange, and … I'm boring you, aren't
I?"


Fig was barely paying
attention. She was leaning forward, face pressed to the windshield, gaping.


"What are those?
Behind Cain's Stone?"


Fig squinted, trying to
bring them into focus. They floated farther out in orbit. Asteroids? No. They
were made of metal. But they were rough, mangled. Like the burnt, twisted
jippis after a battle.


Other starships, she realized. Destroyed
ones.


Amissa smiled sadly.
"The Rangers got some toys too. They didn't get to play with them for
long."


Fig slumped back in her
seat, stunned into silence. Amissa flew the Huntress closer to Cain's
Stone. A hatch opened in the mothership like a cave. It all seemed like a
bizarre dream. A few years ago, Fig had accidentally eaten the wrong sort of
mushroom, and for a day and night, she had hallucinated that she was hovering
among the stars, dancing with a celestial dinosaur. Tonight seemed like another
fever dream. How could this be real? How could she be among the stars? In many
ways, this transition from land to space was more shocking, more bizarre than
leaving the world of dinosaurs to the civilization of humans. At least that had
happened on the same planet!


I must be dreaming, she thought. I must
have eaten another mushroom. But I'll play along for now. What else can I do?


The Huntress flew
into the hatch and landed in a cavernous hangar. Several other astrolites
docked there, all sporting triceratops hood ornaments. Strange guards, half
machine and half men, stood along the walls, their faces hidden behind
clockwork masks. Or perhaps those masks were their faces—their skin made
of metal, their teeth made of hooks, their eyes little gems. Stark white light
filled the chamber, though Fig could not see a light source. An unearthly
terror gripped her. She felt trapped here. She was floating above Mintari,
caught in a dream, lost in a labyrinth.


She began to breathe
heavily, and her fingers trembled. She missed Firewing. She wished she could be
down on Mintari again, riding him through the night, the stars far above her.


A soothing hand touched
her shoulder. "It's all right, Figgy. I'm here with you."


They stepped out from the
shuttle. As soon as their feet hit the deck, the guards all spun toward them,
slammed down their feet, and raised their rifles in salute. With every
movement, they made clanking machine sounds, and their eyes shone red.


Fig shuddered and
involuntarily took a step back. "What are they?"


"Extermaborgs,"
Amissa said. "Half men, half machines. I hate them, personally. But your
grandfather likes keeping them as pets. I should teach them the Triplehorn
salute you invented." She winked.


Fig raised three fingers,
mimicking triceratops horns.


Amissa grinned.
"That's the one! I love it." She raised three fingers of her own,
showing them to the extermaborgs. "For the clan!" The cyborgs merely
stared at her. Amissa scoffed. "Dumb creatures."


Amissa led Fig across the
hangar, through a doorway, and into a corridor that curved along the inner hull
of the saucer. Observation windows spanned the corridor, displaying a dazzling
view of Mintari. From up here, Fig could see the entire planet, a green-and-blue
sphere floating in the void. The sky, which had always seemed impossibly vast
to Fig, was a mere blue haze around the planet, no thicker than the peel around
an apple. Her head spun. The entire world was down there. All her life. All the
countless dinosaurs who grumbled and shrieked and fought and bred. All the
drama and heartache and triumph of Mintari. All there—on that floating sphere
among the stars. Was Mintari small or the universe vast? Or was it both?


"Mintari is so
fragile," Fig said softly. "So precious. We must protect this
planet."


Amissa bit her lip, seemed
to consider her words, but said nothing. They kept walking down the corridor. A
few people walked by, wearing silken robes with embroidered sashes. Fig stared
at them curiously—and probably rudely. But she had never seen such strange
humans. They had a soft, androgynous look, almost synthetic. The men had
hairless faces like women, and they even wore makeup. Their hands were soft,
showing no calluses or scabs. A scent of perfume clung to them, and their skin
ranged from tanned like hers to nearly black. Were these really humans? Or more
machines?


They're Cloventians, she realized. Humans
from another planet. Different from Mintarians.


Mintarians were rough and
wild, scarred and sweaty. Their safari outfits looked so plain compared to
these fine silken robes. When Fig had first crawled out from the wild, she had
worn only feathers, and filth had covered her skin and caked her hair. Back
then, she had thought Mintarians like her father to be unnaturally clean and
refined. But on this starship, Joe Triplehorn would look as wild as a
foundling. Certainly Fig, who wore her simple safari outfit today, felt out of
place. Amissa too seemed rough in comparison. The tall, powerful huntress wore
camouflage pants, heavy boots, and a tactical vest. Yet wild as she was, these
fine, robed men bowed to her.


"My father's
cronies," Amissa explained to her. "They deal with the daily tasks of
our business. Someday, if you join Triplehorn Incorporated, they'll serve you
too."


Fig thought for a moment.
"You're Cloventian. But you don't look like them. They look almost like
dolls. But you look like a Mintarian."


Amissa smiled softly.
"I was born on Cloventia. But I'm a Triplehorn. I'm Mintarian. The
wilderness runs in my blood. And in yours."


She approached a set of
double doors. They were masterworks of platinum, crystal, and stained glass,
forming abstract patterns of rays and spheres. Fig recalled a book in Dinovia Library.
This style was called Neo Deco, popular across Cloventia. The style hearkened
back to Earth's ancient Art Deco movement, but it added motifs of starlight and
galactic grandeur. Or so the book had claimed. It simply gave Fig a headache.
She preferred the simple batwing doors of the Fossil and Firkin.


Two extermaborgs flanked
the doorway. Silken robes draped across their mechanical bodies. Their red eyes
cast out beams that swept across Amissa and Fig.


"Madam
Triplehorn." The cyborgs bowed their heads toward her. "Madam
Figaro." They gave her a bow too.


Fig blinked. She glanced
at Amissa. "They know me?"


"You're part of our
clan, Fig. They know it. They'll serve you. Protect you."


Fig squinted, staring more
closely at the extermaborgs. She tried to see some trace of humanity in them. A
bit of human skin. Teeth. Something. But there was nothing. Only metal and
gears and cables. And yet their chests rose and fell. They were breathing. With
clinking sounds and mechanical fingers, they pulled open the doors.


Amissa and Fig entered a
lavish room, and Fig cried out. She grabbed the sickle claw that hung around
her neck and raised it.


Dinosaurs! Dinosaurs
filled the starship!






* * * * *







A gargantuan spinosaurus
reared before Fig. She stood shorter than its knees. The beast's crocodilian
jaws were open wide, ready to swallow her whole. Next to it, an angry
therizinosaurus stood with outstretched claws. Each of those claws was the
length of Fig's entire body. Between them, a T-rex (an actual T-rex!) stood
watching the door, mouth wide-open and hungry. More dinosaurs stood farther
back. Raptors, ceratopsians, all dinosaurs big and small, scaly and feathery.


Fig nearly fainted. Her
heart pounded against her chest. But then she noticed something.


The dinosaurs weren't
moving.


Laughter sounded between
the towering beasts. Human laughter.


"Don't worry, my
darling! They can no longer hurt you. My hunters brought them to me as gifts.
They're stuffed."


The voice had a Cloventian
accent, but not quite. Almost like a forced, exaggerated imitation of an upper-class
Cloventian accent. A man came walking between the dinosaurs, smiling. His
silken robes rustled around his tall, spindly frame, and rings gleamed on his
liver-spotted hands. Those hands reminded Fig of claws as they clutched the
robes, lifting the hem from the floor. The man had a long, gaunt face, deeply
lined. A face that was startlingly familiar. Where had she seen him before?


Then it hit her. This old
man had her father's face! But older. Thinner. Wrinkled and clean-shaven.


"T-Tobias?" she
whispered. "Tobias Triplehorn?"


His smile broadened. The
old man reached out, clasped her hands in his talon-like grip, then leaned down
and kissed her on the mouth. Fig blinked, taken aback, and pulled her head
away.


"Hello, Figaro!"
the old man said. "Please call me grandfather. Or grandpapa, if you
prefer. It's so wonderful to finally meet you."


When Tobias finally
released his grip, he left lotion on her hands. She suppressed a shudder, and
she could not resist wiping her lips. That only made Tobias laugh. He mussed
her hair.


"Little scamp."


She stared at him, not
smiling. And she noticed that his own smile did not reach his eyes.


"It's, um … nice
to meet you too, Grampa," Fig said. But the words tasted odd in her mouth.
He was nothing like Grandma Lifa. She could not imagine this wealthy, elegant
man married to the wild shaman.


"Such a beautiful
girl," Tobias said. "We're very proud of you, Figaro. I've been
watching you. Quite closely. I can see much from up here. Your accomplishments
have been noteworthy. You're a valuable asset to the clan."


"Um …
thanks," she said. She wanted to leave. She felt trapped here. Grandma
Lifa had lived in a shack, but Fig had felt comfortable there. This was a
luxury starship, a miracle of art and engineering, yet Fig felt trapped. It was
like being in the labyrinth, but there was no exit.


"Ah, I'm boring you
with old man talk." Tobias laughed and mussed her hair again.
"Scamper along, little one. Go play. Explore the Hall of Reptiles. It's
what I call my little collection of dinosaurs. I would like a moment to speak
with your aunt. We needn't bore you with grown up talk."


Fig nodded. "Good
idea. I'll just scamper along and play."


Seizing her chance, she
fled the old man behind a stegosaurus. Her skin crawled.


No wonder Lifa fled him, Fig thought. The man
barely seemed alive. As if he were one of the cyborgs. Just a machine that
mimicked a man.


He used to beat Amissa,
Fig remembered. It seemed impossible. Amissa was so proud and strong, and this
man was old, thin, frail. Hell, Fig could probably beat him in a fight. Yet a
strange power had emanated from him. Fig could still feel those oily hands,
those slimy lips. Disgust churned her belly. She wanted to leave this place.
But Amissa and Tobias had moved to a porthole where they were speaking in
hushed tones. Fig had to wait for their conversation to end before Amissa could
take her home.


To cleanse her mind of the
old man, Fig wandered the cavernous hall, exploring the dinosaurs. They were
tarry good taxidermy, Fig had to admit. The dinosaurs were posed in lifelike
postures, menacing, seeming ready to pounce. There was even a brontosaurus
here. Not fully grown, by the looks of him. But his underbelly was still higher
than Fig's head. An actual stuffed brontosaurus, here in this starship! She
kept walking among the dead, seeing species after species. A gray triceratops
mother guarded her stuffed hatchlings. An ankylosaurus stood with his tail
raised, poised only inches away from an allosaur's mouth, frozen forever in
battle.


But not all these
dinosaurs were frozen. Tobias had installed motors in some of them. The T-rex
opened and closed his jaws. The raptors windmilled their claws. A pteranodon
hung from the ceiling, wings flapping. Hidden speakers inside the dinosaurs
emitted roars and growls. The sounds were wrong. Dinosaurs didn't roar like
mammals. This entire place was wrong. Fig didn't mind hunting. She had hunted
her own share of dinosaurs. But only for the meat. To display them like this .
. .


To be fair, we displayed
bones in the pack, Fig thought. We decorated our nests with them.


Those days returned to
her. Simpler days. She remembered cold winters, cuddling up in the nest with
her fellow achillobators. She had been such a scrawny little thing, all bronzed
skin and scabbed knees and messy hair, gnawing on bones and scratching at bug
bites. So many hours, she had lazed away in the nest. The rib cages of
hadrosaurs rose around her, forming the nest walls, and bones rattled beneath
her bare feet. Back then, she had no idea she was a human. In many ways, maybe
most ways, she had been happier.


Fig walked toward a
porthole. This window faced open space, and Fig focused on her reflection. A
slender girl in a safari outfit, her skin clean, her black hair neatly combed.
She was still short, but she had grown an inch or two since crawling out of the
wilderness. As she stared at her reflection, it changed. She shrank that inch
or two. Instead of clothes, she wore patches of red feathers. Mud caked her
cheeks, and leaves and dirt filled her messy hair. She yipped, yowled, and
scratched herself, bounding around like a savage, kneeling to gnaw on raw meat.
When she blinked, the image vanished, and she was no longer le petit enfant
sauvage but Figaro Triplehorn, scion of a powerful clan, and instead of
wallowing in mud she stood above the sky.


Yet she missed that world.
Missed running with the pack. Missed riding Red Scar, most noble of beasts.
Missed cuddling in his warm feathers at night, missed gazing up at the stars
instead of down from them. Sometimes Fig wished she had never crawled out of
the wilderness. Scrawny, wild, rustling with lice and half-starved, she had
stepped onto a path that brought her into the sky. Maybe she should have stayed
in the mud.


A fleck of red caught her
eye, reflected in the dark porthole.


She turned around,
frowning. Red feathers. Just the tip of a tail sticking out from behind a
nodosaur. Fig approached slowly, circling the armored nodosaur, and the
feathered taxidermy came into view.


Her heart seemed to stop
in her chest.


An achillobator.


Fig struggled not to cry.
She stepped closer, lips curving bitterly. No. No, she would not cry! It was
good taxidermy. The achillobator seemed lifelike, one leg raised, sickle claw
extended. The jaws were open, baring the teeth. The glass eyes gleamed. But
there was so much wrong with it too. An achillobator was not just teeth,
feathers, muscles, and claws. It was soft nuzzles in the night. It was proud
screeches on a hunt. It was intelligent eyes that could stare into your soul.
It was a comforting smell, a soothing scratch of talons in a warm nest, a brave
heart. It was pack. This thing ahead of her? It was nothing. A statue. A
mimicry.


And that was when Fig
noticed it.


A scar along the
achillobator's snout. A red scar.


A scar Fig herself had
drawn there, lashing her sickle claw, taming a wild dinosaur who had tried to
devour her. Making him her mount. Her companion. Her best friend.


It was him. It was Red
Scar.


Fig could only stand
there, staring.


Red Scar.


It all flashed before her
eyes. Standing in the tall grass, the stars reeling above, the wind in her hair
and his feathers. Riding him across the floodplains, her sickle claw raised
high, howling for victory. Comforting him after an oviraptor snatched his
mate's eggs. Celebrating with him when his next brood hatched. Riding with him
through Dinovia City, battling Ivan, the terrible black T-rex.


And then Amissa showing
up. Amissa firing her rifle. Red Scar falling, dying in her arms.


Amissa brought him here, Fig realized, and she
could not stop trembling. She told me it was an accident. That she didn't
know who Red Scar was when she shot him. But she brought him here, stuffed him,
displayed him.


Fig lowered her head, and
now she could not stop herself. She wept.






* * * * *







Across the deck, Amissa
and Tobias stood by a porthole, gazing down upon Mintari.


"Well, I brought her
to meet you," Amissa said. "Just like you asked. Are you happy
now?"


Tobias smiled thinly.
"Quite. She'll do well. Sometimes a pawn can win a game of chess. And
Figaro is in just the right position."


Amissa swallowed a foul
taste in her mouth. "So you really want to go through with this?" She
looked at him, stomach churning. "Really, Dad? You'll kill your own
son?"


He slowly turned from the
window to look at her. A smile stretched across his gaunt face. But there was
no mirth to it. It was a smile of pain. Of death.


"What son?"
Tobias said.


Amissa shook her head in
wonder. "You are a cold son of a bitch, aren't you?"


"No, Amissa. I'm a
predator. This is not about killing Joe Triplehorn. This is about killing everyone.
Every last man and dinosaur on this wretched world."


Amissa gazed down at
Mintari. She shook her head sadly. "Dad. You take this too far. Dinosaurs
killed your parents. I get it. But to destroy an entire planet …"


Tobias raised an eyebrow.
"You think the punishment too extreme?"


She barked a laugh.
"A bit!"


"Amissa, this is no
longer about my parents. Oh, their death began my vendetta against Mintari,
yes. I was young, angry. I blamed everything on the dinosaurs. Ha! Mindless
lizards. Can you imagine? Yes, I profess that I was somewhat emotional. Lashing
out like a child. But this has become more than a quest to avenge my parents.
It's become a war. Joe betrayed me. Betrayed us. Our clan. Your mother
did too. They attacked us. Killed our men. They would kill us without
hesitation if they could. This is war, Amissa. And we will win."


"Win the war for
Mintari by destroying it?"


"Oh, some parts of
Mintari will remain. Just … not parts with any Rangers on them. The pieces
are in place. You will proceed with the plan."


She placed her hands on
her hips and stared at him. "And if I refuse?"


"You won't. Because
the Rangers are your enemies too. Left to live, they would shut down your labyrinth.
Take your life. Destroy our clan. If you do this, the spoils of Mintari will be
yours. And someday this corporation too. You'll become the most powerful woman
in the Nyx system, and none will dare defy you. All you need to do is—"


"Sell my soul,"
Amissa completed for him.


Tobias smiled thinly and
stroked her hair. "Oh, sweet daughter. You already sold that long
ago."







 
 
CHAPTER FIFTEEN


Snake Pit







Joe sat at the bar, head lowered, the weight of a
dinosaur on his shoulders. Literally. Vinnie sat slung around his shoulders
like a scarf. The feathery little velociraptor liked to cuddle. But also
metaphorically, for Joe's spirits were lower than the deepest trench.


"She's gone from me,
Barn." Joe heaved a sigh. "I've lost her. I've lost my
daughter."


Barnum poured him another
cup of pine ale. "I'm sorry, Joe." The bartender shook his head.
"It's hard to believe. Our little Fig. A poacher."


Joe looked up at the
bartender. Barnum was a big man. He had a big gut, big white muttonchops, and a
big heart. Joe had fled his father as a child, and in some ways, Barnum had
become a father figure to him. In his younger, wilder years, Joe had spent many
hours here at the Fossil and Firkin, drowning his sorrows in ale, finding
comfort in music and good company.


"She's not a
poacher," Joe said. On his shoulders, Vinnie raised his head and yapped at
Barnum as if saying "Yeah!"


Barnum lifted an oiled
rag. He began running it over the bar. The bar was constructed of a massive
tree trunk, sliced open and lovingly sanded. The wood still showed its natural
curves and knots. It was Barnum's prized possession, and he spent hours a day
cleaning and polishing it. The man had a real dinosaur fossil against one wall.
Not a genetically engineered dinosaur but an actual fossil dug up on Earth, a
hundred million years old, a priceless artifact. And that fossil collected dust
while Barnum kept polishing his beloved bar.


"I guess you're
right," Barnum said. "But still, a tragic story. Our little Fig,
fighting the Rangers …"


"She's not fighting
the Rangers!" Joe said a little too loudly.


The music in the saloon
died. Merl looked up from the piano, his sausage fingers frozen over the keys.
Abernathy looked over from the hearth, his usual haunt. His hands paused from
whittling a little wooden dinosaur. Old Edna spat into her spittoon and raised
an eyebrow. Vinnie stood up on Joe's shoulders, feathers bristling, but the
velociraptor quickly yawned and plopped himself back down.


Nonplussed, Barnum began
cleaning a mug, using the same rag. "I suppose you're right. She isn't
fighting the Rangers. But still, disowning you as her father …" He
sighed.


"She didn't—"
Joe began. Then he squinted and pointed at Barnum. "I get what you're
doing."


Barnum smiled softly.
"My friend, Figaro is not a poacher. She's not fighting us. She didn't
disown you. She's just a teenager. And she's confused. Not lost." He
reached across the bar and placed a hand on Joe's shoulder. "I know
someone else who was lost for a while. He came back home. She will too."


Joe heaved a sigh.
"Thanks, Barn." He shoved away his cup. "I think I had too much
pine ale."


The bartender winked.
"I gave you the nonalcoholic one. I look after my friends."


Joe blinked. "I
should arrest you for that. It's got to be illegal."


"Sure, just arrest me
after lunch," Barnum said. "I got a shepherd's pie in the oven I
gotta check on."


He waddled off into the
kitchen. Vinnie raced after the portly barkeep, hoping for a treat. From
experience, Vinnie knew that when Barnum was cooking, a lucky velociraptor was
bound to get scraps.


Joe didn't stay for lunch.
He had no appetite. All he could think about was that night. Meeting Fig
outside the Derby Arena. Asking her to come home. Then seeing her leave him,
rejoining Amissa. Joe winced, the pain stabbing through him. Fig had been lost
to him for her first fifteen years. And now he lost her again. Would it have
been better had Fig never returned into his life at all? To gain a daughter,
only to lose her … it seemed so cruel.


He left the saloon and
roamed the streets of Dinovia. He was alone. Vinnie was probably still in the
Fossil's kitchen, and Dozer had gone into the wilderness to stretch his legs,
mate, and fight. It didn't take much to entertain the two dinosaurs. Joe wished
he could so easily find comfort. He roamed the city streets aimlessly. It was
Sunday, his day off. A day he'd normally spend with Fig. Perhaps he should
return to the saloon? No. He could not bear the eyes on him, the pity of his
friends. Should he visit Simone in her new house? No. She had a new life now. A
career. She would be busy writing articles for tomorrow's Mintari Post.
He would not burden her with his troubles. Should he return to Fort George? No.
The recruits he trained were at home with their families. The older Rangers
were out fighting in the field. So Joe roamed the city alone, feeling lost,
trapped in a maze.


Despair filled him.
Crushing. All-consuming. He looked at the pin on his lapel, the tarnished
triceratops skull. Symbol of his clan. Symbol of poachers. He had vowed to
redeem his clan name, to restore this symbol to honor. Now Fig had returned to
him, a new Triplehorn, a chance for redemption—and she had joined the enemy.
Was the Triplehorn name truly cursed? Was there cruelty in his family,
hopelessly blemishing his bloodline? Was he doomed to remain the lone
Triplehorn fighting for this world?


He lowered his head,
feeling crushed, his life's work dashed.


Dinovia was home to three
hundred thousand people, nearly the entire population of the planet. These
days, during the Christmas holidays, tourists flooded the city, swelling the
population to half a million. Compared to Cloventia, this was barely a village.
Neotropolis alone, the capital of Cloventia, was home to a hundred million
people. There were single neighborhoods in Cloventia with more people than
Mintari. Joe had been born in Neotropolis, but he could barely remember that haze
of skyscrapers and neon now. To him today, Dinovia City seemed unbearably large
and crowded. A stain upon this land.


Normally, if he did stroll
through Dinovia, he stayed in the city center. The library, city hall, the
museums, the fine restaurants and hotels—they all clustered around Buckland
Hill in the center of town. But today Joe found himself moving away from those
fine streets. Instead, he walked toward the poor neighborhoods, roaming the
crowded southern streets.


He was off duty, but he
still wore his Ranger uniform. His Rangers badge still shone on his chest.
Unlike his clan pin, Joe still kept that badge polished. His ceratop shaded his
eyes. His sleep-or-die hung across his back. Like his badge and his hat, the
double-barreled rifle was a symbol of the Rangers. Joe never went anywhere
without it. As he walked through the city, people nodded, bowed their heads,
and some even saluted.


"You're doing a great
job."


"We're proud of you,
Joe Triplehorn."


"Give those poachers
hell, Ranger."


Joe found that his eyes
were dampening. He nodded at the people, his throat tight. Not everything was
lost. A year ago, they would have recognized him as a Triplehorn, lumped him in
with his family, spat at him, cursed him. But they knew he was fighting Hell's
Hunters. They knew he was on their side. And they showed him this respect.


I cannot redeem the clan
name, but maybe I redeemed my own name, he thought.


He just wished he could
extend this to his daughter. He had done good by the people of this city
perhaps. But he had failed the one who mattered most. Figaro. He had lost her
to the darkness.


As his mind wandered into
dark places, his feet took Joe into the dregs of the city. Dinovia didn't have
slums per se. Not like Cloventia or Earth. But it had its rougher streets.
Apartment blocks crowded together, thrusting out cramped balconies like
dinosaur scales. Clotheslines hung between them, rustling with laundry and a
handful of Mintarian flags. A group of children were riding sauropod hatchlings
down the street, laughing and cheering and pretending to ride in the Dino
Derby. Merchants stood at their carts, selling mangoes, megalodon teeth, and
grilled parasaur crests.


Joe pursed his lips.
Selling bush meat was illegal on Mintari. Only farm animal meat imported from
Dagon was legal here. Never dinosaur meat. He debated approaching the meat
merchant and fining him. That wasn't usually his job. Maybe he should let this
slide. Then again, maybe he should—


Something caught his eye.
Two boys stood in the mouth of an alleyway, hurriedly removing a banner.


"Crap, it's a
Ranger!" one boy whispered.


"Let's get outta
here!"


They ripped the banner off
the wall, then ran into the alleyway, vanishing into shadows.


Joe frowned. Forgetting
all about the meat merchant, he rushed toward the alleyway. The two boys—they
seemed about Fig's age—were still running. One of them saw Joe enter the
alleyway, yelped, and dropped the banner. Both boys disappeared around a
corner, leaving the banner to flutter across the ground.


Joe walked over tin cans,
bottles, and other trash. He knelt, lifted the fallen banner, and stared at the
letters painted onto the fabric.


DINO
FIGHT TONIGHT! Velociraptor Vs. Psittacosaurus


Joe crushed the banner in
his fists. His jaw tightened. Illegal dinosaur fights have been a problem in
Mintari for a while. But usually they happened outside the city. This was the
first time Joe had heard of one within Dinovia's walls.


This was worse than
selling bush meat. This was serious. Fighting dinosaurs for sport! Joe imagined
somebody putting Vinnie, his beloved velociraptor, into a fighting pit. He
shuddered. Joe would not tolerate this in his city. He was putting an end to it—now.


He walked deeper down the
alleyway. The boys, with their muddy boots, had left tracks a blind stegosaurus
could follow.


The alleyway curved around
a corner, leading around a butcher shop (hopefully not one that butchered
dinosaurs), behind a pawnshop, and between two run-down warehouses. A few
cynodonts scurried underfoot. The furry little critters, ancestors of mammals,
bred fast and gave pest controllers good business across the city. Not
surprisingly, Joe found the trail leading him past an exterminator's hut.


Where were those tarry
kids? Finally Joe noticed that the trail was taking him in circles. He frowned,
paused, and looked around. He had followed the alleyways far from the main
road. The sun was setting, draping the back alleys in shadows. Joe felt eyes
staring at him, and he spun around. Somebody disappeared from a window. More
eyes stared. A man was glowering at him from a balcony, but then he vanished
too, muttering curses. Not much love for Rangers here, it seemed.


A screech sounded from
below Joe's feet, followed by muffled cheers. The ground shook.


"What the tar
pit?" he muttered.


Somewhere in the distance,
a jippi motor rumbled to life, and it was tarry loud. Joe couldn't hear the
strange sounds anymore. He frowned, knelt, and pressed his ear against a
cobblestone. There! He heard it again. Muffled cheering. A grunt. A scream.


The fighting pit. It was underground.


Joe slunk into the
shadows, hid behind the exterminator's shack, and waited. Soon enough, a
grizzled old man entered the alleyway. The guy looked like a poacher, judging
by the skulls tattooed on his arms, the raptor teeth on his belt, and the rifle
slung across his back. Maybe a Hell's Hunter, maybe just a random poacher who
served nobody. Joe resisted the urge to leap out and question the man. He
watched from the shadows. The poacher walked down the alleyway, approached a
warehouse, and opened a rickety old door. He disappeared into the crumbling
building.


Joe followed. He tiptoed
down the road, entered the warehouse, and caught sight of the poacher opening a
trapdoor. The grizzled man disappeared into a basement. The screeching and
grunting was louder here. The floor rattled.


As Joe walked toward the
trapdoor, he loaded his sleep-or-die. A tranquilizer dart for the sleep
barrel. A bullet for the die barrel. One barrel for dinosaurs. One for
men. He had fired both plenty of times. He reached the trapdoor, pulled it
open, and saw a ladder leading into darkness. He descended into the pit.






* * * * *







Joe found himself in a
shadowy basement. He was thankful for the darkness. This probably wasn't the
best place to show off his badge. Thankfully, in the shadows, a Ranger uniform
looked like any old safari outfit, clothes favored by many Mintarians. To be
safe, Joe pocketed his gleaming brass badge. Nothing he could do about the
rifle. He slung it across his back, hoping to hide the double-barrel, a favored
weapon of the Rangers. He pulled his ceratop low, shadowing his face.


His identity reasonably
concealed (so long as he kept to the shadows), Joe examined the basement. A
sleazy joint. A few drunks were hitting a dirty bar. No polished wood here,
just an oily metal slab. Druggies were lighting up their shabu sticks, filling
the air with foul black smoke. A scrawny woman was dancing in a cage. Her eyes
were pure black with drugs, her body withered. Joe could count her ribs.


But most of the people
here—a couple hundred of them—were gathered around a pit. They were cheering,
raising fists, and waving betting chits. Orange lights hung above the pit,
though from here, Joe could not see what everyone was watching. But he could
hear it. Squeals. Hisses. Grunts. A yelp of pain.


Joe wormed his way through
the crowd, keeping the rim of his hat lowered over his head. "Pardon me.
Excuse me." Barely anyone noticed him. They were all howling, jumping,
pounding their fists. Joe was a big guy, and sneaking through a crowd was tough
work. Would have been much easier for Fig. But finally, with a few jostles and
poking elbows, he managed to reach the front of the crowd.


The pit was about the size
of the Fossil and Firkin's common room. Two small dinosaurs were inside,
fighting to the death.


One was a velociraptor. A
big one too—about the size of a wolf. Female, judging by the brownish color.
Several of those brown feathers had been ripped off, and blood trickled down
her side. But she was still very much in the fight. The raptor was shrieking,
snapping her powerful jaws, and slashing her sickle claws. Joe imagined Vinnie
in this pit, and his heart broke.


The second dinosaur was a
psittacosaurus—a muscular male. He was roughly the same size as the
velociraptor, and both dinosaurs were highly intelligent, but that was where
the resemblance ended. Hailing from the early Cretaceous, the psittacosaurus
was an odd-looking dinosaur. His body was scaly, muscular, and squat. A
powerful beak sprouted from his skull, full of teeth. Most strikingly, an array
of quills rose across his tail, sharp and deadly. The animal looked like a
cross between a parrot, lizard, and porcupine.


The two dinosaurs were
locked in battle. The velociraptor was faster. She moved in for the kill,
swinging a sickle claw. But the psittacosaurus stepped back, dodging the claw,
and swung his tail. The quills pierced the velociraptor. The feathery theropod
fell back, squealing, several quills stuck in her body. The crowd cheered or
groaned, depending on who they had bet on.


Undeterred, the
velociraptor leaped back to battle. This time the clever carnivore feigned an
attack. As expected, the psittacosaurus swung his quilled tail. The raptor was
ready. She ducked under the tail, knowing the quills only covered the top. She
popped out behind the psittacosaurus, pounced, and chomped down on her foe.


The crowd went wild.


The raptor was aiming for
the neck. But the psittacosaurus was quick enough to shift aside. The raptor
found herself biting the shoulder instead. It was still a brutal assault. The
feathered predator bit deeper, digging into her enemy, tearing through skin and
muscle and veins.


The psittacosaurus yowled,
yanked himself free, then launched an attack of his own. The powerful beak
caught the velociraptor's wing, chomped down, and ripped the wing clean off.


Blood spurted across the
pit. The crowd leaped and howled as loudly as the dueling dinosaurs.


The velociraptor stumbled
back, missing one wing, bleeding and woozy. She wobbled, then fell to the
ground. The psittacosaurus stepped closer, beak open and full of blood. The
dinosaur almost seemed to grin. He lifted his tail above the fallen raptor,
prepared to fill this impudent bird with quills, putting her out of her misery.


Joe pulled his trigger.


A tranquilizer dart flew
and hit the psittacosaurus.


The dinosaur looked up,
blinked, and tilted his head. Then he yawned, curled up, and fell asleep.


A stunned silence fell over
the crowd. They looked around, confused.


"What the hell?"
somebody shouted.


"What happened?"


"Who shot it?"


Joe hopped into the pit.
He walked toward the wounded velociraptor, knelt, and examined the mutilated
dinosaur. The wing had been severed below the radial joint. The poor girl might
still live. Joe pulled off his belt and applied a tourniquet.


The crowd booed.


"It's a tarry
Ranger!" somebody shouted.


"It's Jurassic
Joe."


"Get him outta
here!"


"Get out, get out, go
home, Ranger!"


People tossed cans and
bottles at him. Joe ignored the barrage and kept tending to the velociraptor.
The poor dinosaur was badly hurt. Without proper care, she would die.


A chant rose in the crowd.
"Go home, Ranger! Go home, Ranger!"


Joe straightened, squared
his shoulders, and turned around slowly, staring at the crowd.


"Show's over!"
he barked. "I'm shutting this place down. Get the hell outta here. Go
home. Unless you wanna spend tonight in jail."


They all booed him. A few
rough sorts, poachers by the looks of them, fingered blades and guns.


Joe needed backup. It was
stupid to come here alone. He was risking his life. On a normal day, he would
have called for backup before leaping into this fighting pit. But today was not
normal. He was still heartbroken over Fig. Still lost. Angry. Raring for a
fight. This was not a fight he could win alone, and part of him knew it. He
would call down the might of the Mintari Rangers on this place.


He reached into his pocket
and pulled out his SmartSphere.


A gunshot rang out.


Joe's SmartSphere exploded
in his hand.


A man stepped out from the
shadows. He must have stood by the bar this whole time, watching silently. As he walked, the crowd parted,
lowered their heads, and some even bowed. The man walked toward the pit, moving
slowly, almost leisurely. Spurs jangled on his dino-skin boots. A dark coat
hung down to his knees, and a wide-brimmed hat shadowed his face. Bandoliers crisscrossed
his chest, and a rifle smoked in his hands.


When the man reached the
pit, he hopped down, landing before Joe with jingling spurs. He looked up, and
the orange light pierced the shadows of his hat, illuminating a gaunt face. The
lips were long and thin, the teeth brown in the withering smile. It was the
face of a desiccated corpse. Most shocking were the eyes. Pure black eyes, no
white to them at all. Shabu eyes. The eyes of an addict. The man puffed on a
shabu stick, blew out smoke, and gave Joe a sickening smirk.


"Hello, old
friend," the man rasped, his voice like gravel drowned in cheap whiskey.


Joe recognized him.
Rattlesnake. Amissa's highest-ranking thug.


"So this is how the
famous Rattlesnake spends his free time?" Joe said. "The mighty
poacher, the slayer of tyrannosaurs—running a sleazy fighting pit?" He
shook his head in disgust. "Like a common criminal."


Rattlesnake's smile
widened into a grin, revealing more of his stained teeth. "All of Mintari
is my fighting pit now, Ranger. You've lost the war. You call me a common
criminal? You're nothing but a glorified boy scout, playing at being a hero."


Joe growled. He clenched
his fists around his rifle and stepped closer to the tall, gaunt poacher.
"This is my city, scum. And you're under arrest."


Rattlesnake laughed. So
did many in the crowd.


"Such a noble
fool!" Rattlesnake said. "You're in my nightmare now, boy scout. You
should have brought your friends. Maybe the big chief with the one arm. Or
maybe the pretty broad with the red hair. What was her name again? Samantha?
Samara? Simone! Ah yes. That was it." Rattlesnake licked his lips. "Once
you're gone, she'll be mine, boy scout."


A big, bearded brute in
the crowd raised his fist. "A hundred mints on the Ranger!"


A towering, skeletal man
in leather shook his own fist. "I'll take that bet. A hundred mints on
Rattlesnake!"


Soon everyone in the crowd
was shouting and making bets. The local bookie ran from man to man, logging
their bets in his ledger.


Rattlesnake stared at Joe,
smiled toothily, and licked his teeth. He tossed his rifle to the ground.


"Ready, Ranger?"
The poacher cracked his knuckles, then formed fists. "Toss down your
rifle, boy scout. Fight me like a man. No guns, no knives. Just fists. Man to
man. A good old fight to the death." He approached Joe, bloodlust in his
eyes. "We'll see how good you—"


Joe fired his rifle.


A bullet slammed into
Rattlesnake's arm, knocking the man several steps back.


Rattlesnake stared at him,
his black eyes widening. "You were supposed to be honorable!"


"And you're not
supposed to keep a hidden handgun," Joe growled.


The poacher reached into
his belt, ready to draw the hidden weapon.


Joe fired his rifle again.
Another bullet hit Rattlesnake, this time in the second arm. Both arms now
dangled uselessly. Joe stepped closer to the man, kicked, and knocked
Rattlesnake to the floor. The poacher groaned and spat. Joe knelt, pulled
handcuffs from his belt, and cuffed Rattlesnake's wrists behind his back. For
all the damn good it did. The man's arms were useless as it was.


"Rattlesnake—or
whatever the hell your name is—you're under arrest for poaching, running an
illegal fighting pit, and threatening a Ranger on the job," Joe said.


The crowd booed.


"He cheated!"


"All bets are
off!"


"I want my money
back!"


The crowd gathered around
the pit, growling. A few people reached for their weapons.


Joe yanked the wounded
Rattlesnake to his feet. Gripping the man with one hand, Joe held his rifle
with the other, pointing the barrel at the crowd.


"Anyone else want to
get cute?" Joe said, voice echoing in the pit. "I don't have to shoot
arms. I can shoot heads too."


A massive man shoved his
way through the crowd. He had bulging arms covered in tattoos, a bushy white
beard, and a gleaming bald head. He leaped into the pit, roaring, and drew two
handguns. He fired both at Joe.


Instinctively, Joe shoved
Rattlesnake in front of him, using the poacher as a human shield. Bullets
pounded into Rattlesnake's chest—then emerged from his back and hit Joe.


One bullet hit his
shoulder. Another thumped into his chest. Joe shoved Rattlesnake down and fired
his rifle.


Blood splattered the big
man's white beard. The corpse thumped down, head blown open. Teeth clattered.


Joe stood panting, two
bullets in him. Thankfully, the bullets had not penetrated deep. They had
merely nicked him. Flesh wounds. Rattlesnake had slowed them down enough to
save Joe's life.


"I told you I can
shoot heads!" Joe shouted at the crowd. "So I ask you again. Anyone
else wanna get cute?"


Nobody else did.


"Show's over,"
Joe said. "Go home, everyone. Stay here and I'll gun you down too."


The crowd quickly lost
their motivation. People shuffled away, muttering curses. The room quickly
emptied. Only a few shabu addicts remained, leering from the shadows.


Joe stood in the pit,
bleeding, two dead men at his feet.


I killed them in cold
blood,
Joe thought. Honorable? Maybe not. Not anymore at least. My daughter is
lost. I have nothing more to live for. Nothing but blood. So I will spill
rivers of blood.


And there it was. The
curse of his blood. The violence that ran through the Triplehorn family. That
darkness was in him too. Same as it was in his father and sister. Same as it
was in Figaro.


There is savagery in us, Joe thought. All we
can do is decide how to wield it.


He knelt by the dead man
with the white beard, rifled through his pocket, and pulled out a crude
communicator. He called Fort George for backup. The fight was over. But he'd
need help caring for the dinosaurs.


Within minutes, two Ranger
jippis showed up. So did a paleonarian tricopter. For hours, the Rangers
explored tunnels dug around the basement, where they found caged dinosaurs.
They were all small dinosaurs. The largest was a horse-sized utahraptor, half-starved
and mad with hunger. Every dinosaur was injured or sick. The paleonarians
treated some on the spot, then transported them to clinics elsewhere in the
city. A medic treated Joe's wounds, marveling at his luck.


"Those bullets coulda
killed ya, son," the old doc said. "They barely pierced yer skin. The
stars have blessed ya."


Joe didn't want to share
how he used a human shield. The guilt twisted his insides. So he merely stood
silently as the medic patched him up.


Chief Clubber himself
showed up in the pit. The big man already sported a prosthetic arm. It was
shaped like an ankylosaurus tail, complete with a club on the end.


"Good work,
Ranger," Clubber said, patting Joe on the shoulder. Thankfully with his
real hand. "Tarry good work."


"I wish I could have
kept Rattlesnake alive to interrogate him," Joe said.


Clubber waved
dismissively. "Good riddance to that one. You did Mintari a favor taking
him out. We interrogated a couple of the druggies. Rattlesnake was running this
little joint. A side hustle." He snorted. "From what I can tell, even
Amissa didn't know about his moonlighting."


"Amissa doesn't deal
with petty crimes like this," Joe said. "Her ambitions are larger."


Clubber nodded. "The labyrinth.
Yes. I know."


"We need to fly over
there, Chief," Joe said. "See if this labyrinth of hers is real. And
shut it down."


Clubber heaved a sigh.
"If only we had enough men. Joe, these two jippis were all I could spare
today. Too many Rangers are gone. Those we still have are spread out across the
planet. The enemy has starships in orbit. Starships, Joe! They took out all our
astrolites. They're hitting our forts. They're …" He pursed his lips.
"Bah. Tonight is a victory. We need to celebrate. Drinks at the Fossil and
Firkin?"


Joe shook his head.
"Chief, I just want to go home."


Clubber nodded. "Get
some rest, Ranger. You earned it. Tarry good job tonight. I'm gonna have to
promote you again soon. At this rate, you'll outrank me by spring."


Joe didn't care about
promotions now. He didn't care about drinks or companionship or praise. Deep
inside him rose just one desperate need. He needed to see Simone.






* * * * *







Dawn was rising when Joe,
bleeding and battered, stumbled up to Simone's house. It was a cozy "dino
dome," a style of architecture favored in the newer neighborhoods. Built
of clay, the house sported rounded corners, a domed roof, and round windows.
Fruit trees grew in the yard, genetically engineered to bear fruit year-round.
A sign hung over the door, handmade by Simone. It read THE MINTARI POST.


Simone normally slept
late. But this morning, the smell of pancakes wafted out the windows, and Joe
glimpsed Simone's red hair bouncing in the kitchen window. He walked the
cobbled path between the fruit trees. Frost covered bright red apples, and snow
dusted the branches.


Before Joe could even
knock, the door burst open.


Simone gasped. "Joe!
I saw you from the window. You look like hell."


She wore an apron over her
pajamas, and her hair was gathered into a messy bun. Flour stained her hands,
apron, and face, hiding some of the freckles Joe loved so much. She held a
rolling pin in one hand, and her blue eyes glanced around, seeking an enemy.


"And you look
beautiful," Joe said. "God, I needed to see you today."


She looked at his bandaged
wounds, at the blood on his uniform, and her eyes widened. She pulled him into
the house. Joe looked around, and his own eyes widened. Jars, bowls, spatulas,
and frying pans lay everywhere. Flour filled the kitchen in clouds. Cranberries
and blueberries splattered the walls.


"My God! Simone,
there's been a break-in? Why didn't you call me? God, they trashed the
place!"


She blushed. "Um . .
. no break-in. I was just making pancakes." She gasped. "My
pancakes!"


She rushed toward the
stove and pulled a pan off the heat. She winced at the black lumps on the pan.


"We might want to
order in breakfast," she said. "But first—sit down! Let me tend to
you. And tell me what happened."


Joe stood in the kitchen,
this oasis of chaos and comfort, looking at the woman he loved. And his eyes
stung. He closed them, suddenly feeling weak, feeling like he might cry. Him—Jurassic
Joe!


"I killed him,
Simone," he said. "Rattlesnake. Amissa's right-hand man. And another
poacher. I … I was foolhardy. I was shot. I …"


His voice cracked. Simone
tossed the pan onto the counter, rushed toward him, and pulled him into her
arms.


"It's all right,
Joe," she whispered. "Everything is fine, sweetheart. I'm here. I'm
here." She kissed his cheek and stroked his hair. "Everything is
fine."


He stood holding her in
the kitchen, her hair soft against his face, her body warm against his, her
kisses soothing, her whispers comforting. All his anxiety and fear and pain
flowed away. She was warmth and love. She was an angel on Earth. She was the
best thing in his life.


"She's gone,
Simone," he whispered. "Figaro is lost to me. She's lost forever.
Like my sister. Like my father. She's gone."


Simone caressed his hair,
kissed his forehead, and looked into his eyes. "No. Don't abandon hope
yet. Figaro is a good person. She'll find the right path back to you." She
pursed her lips. "Now let me clean you up! I'm giving you a bath, mister.
Then I'm pampering you all day long." Her eyes brightened. "I know!
I'll make you cupcakes!"


He looked around the
kitchen. "Please don't. I don't think this house can stand more of your
baking."


She placed her hands on
her hips. "Are you trying to get shot again?"


"Cupcakes sound lovely."


"But first I'm taking
you out of these clothes," she said softly. "They're all bloody. And
I need to inspect your wounds." She began unbuttoning his shirt.


He glanced out the window.
"Your neighbors might see."


She pulled him. "So
come into the bedroom."


He dutifully followed. He
was barely through the door before she pulled his shirt off, then kissed him,
then took him into her bed. They made love—fierce, passionate, loud. To a tar
pit with the neighbors.


Afterward, they lay on her
bed, soaked in sweat, and he held her in his arms. She played with his hair,
cuddling against him.


"I love you,
Simone," he whispered into her ear. "Always."


"I love you,
Joe." Her eyes dampened. "I really do, you know. With all my
heart." She smiled at him through her tears. "Do you want to move in
with me?"


He thought for a moment.
But only a short moment. "Yes."


She grinned.
"Perfect! Somebody to test my baking on!"


He paled. "Maybe I
spoke too soon."


"Shut up, you're
eating my cupcakes."


He closed his eyes,
holding her close. The world was burning. The dinosaurs were bleeding. His
family had torn apart. His soul had shattered. But right now, holding this
woman in his arms, Joe was at peace.







 
 
CHAPTER SIXTEEN


Brood Parasites







Fig was quiet on the flight down to Mintari. She sat beside
Amissa as her aunt flew the astrolite. She did not speak of Tobias kissing her
lips. Did not speak of finding Red Scar in the macabre museum. When Amissa
asked what was wrong, Fig said she was just tired.


But inside her raged a
storm. She closed her eyes, and the images flashed before her. The man dying in
the labyrinth. Tobias with his oily smile. Red Scar, stuffed and posed. Piles
of carcasses on the plains of Mintari.


I shouldn't be here, Fig thought. What have
I done?


A tear rolled down her
cheek. She wiped it quickly before Amissa could see. Her heart pounded with
fear. She was trapped in this shuttle. Trapped in this life. She looked at
Amissa, and she no longer saw a loving aunt.


She's a demon, Fig thought. A demon I
mistook for an angel.


She missed her father. She
missed Simone. She would have given anything to be back at the Fossil and
Firkin, to be with them again. Her life had seemed miserable, a wild girl
crushed under her father's rules, forced to attend a school she hated, forced
to live a life of law and order. If only Fig could have that life back now!


By the time they landed
back in Fort Devana, it was already morning. Had all this happened in only one
night? Visiting Jurassic Labyrinth, flying into space? Surely it had been just
a fever dream.


"Get some sleep,
kiddo," Amissa said. She shut off the engine. "It's been a long
night. You can sleep right here in the Huntress if you like. The bunk in
the back is clean and warm."


Fig blinked and yawned.
She was tired. Fear and anxiety kept some people awake. With Fig, they just
made her want to curl up and sleep.


"What's wrong with
the trailer?" she said. She and Amissa normally slept in there.


"I'll be working in
the trailer," Amissa said. "I have a very important project. A plan
to draw. The fate of Mintari depends on it." She pursed her lips.
"I've said too much."


Fig frowned. "What
project?"


Amissa shook her head.
"Forget I told you anything."


"Auntie!" Fig
laughed. "You can't just say you're working on the very fate of Mintari,
then not give any details."


"Well, I just
did." Amissa kissed her forehead. "Now get to sleep!"


Fig raised three fingers.
"Will do."


Amissa smiled. "Love
that." She raised three fingers of her own. "For the clan,
sleep!"


With that, Amissa left the
astrolite. Fig remained in the cockpit, watching through the windshield. Amissa
crossed Fort Devana's so-called town square, nodded at a few hunters, then
stepped into her trailer. Normally she kept the trailer doors and windows open
day and night. But today Amissa slammed the door shut and drew the curtains
across the windows.


Secret plan, huh? Fig thought. She had
noticed Amissa and Tobias discussing something in hushed tones, then falling
quiet when Fig approached. Curiosity burned through Fig, but her weariness was
even greater. Had she drunk ale at the labyrinth? She thought so. She could no
longer remember. Her brain had stopped working.


She stumbled into the back
of the Huntress, pulled down the folding bed, and crawled under the
blankets. She expected to fall asleep at once, but instead as she lay there,
Fig wept.






* * * * *







Fig could not move. She
stood frozen inside the starship, wearing a ragged dress of feathers and vines.
She held a sickle claw overhead, and though her arm ached terribly, she could
not lower it. Mud, ticks, and lice covered her, and she stood atop a pile of
bones. Velvet ropes cordoned her. She was a tableau in a museum, a macabre
display. Stuffed. Her eyes were made of glass, and she could not even weep. All
she could do was stare at the stuffed achillobator before her, her beloved Red
Scar. In the corner of her eye stood Tobias and a crowd of robed men, clapping
and snapping photos.


She woke up with a yelp,
unable to move, trapped in her blankets. She kicked madly, finally freed
herself, and panted for long moments. Her heart pounded. She was still in the Huntress.
Still safe.


Or was she? Sometimes it
felt like no place on Mintari was safe anymore. Maybe no place in the galaxy.


I wish I had never left
the pack. I wish I had never come to this fort. I wish—


She took a deep breath and
pursed her lips. Wishes were useless. Self-pity would get her nowhere. She
needed to do something, tar it. For too long, she had let others guide her,
manipulate her. Fig must take charge of her own life.


Tobias was up to
something. And Amissa was involved. Her aunt's words echoed in her ears. The
fate of Mintari depends on it …


Fig must find out what was
going on.


She checked the time. It
was afternoon. She had slept for about six hours. Her belly rumbled, and she rummaged
through the astrolite's pantry for food. She found some packaged treats.
Granola bars. Trail mix. Instant lasagna. It still amazed Fig how accessible
and delicious food was in the human world. Just open a pantry, rip a package,
and feast. In the wild, you spent virtually all your waking hours trying to get
food, and often you made do without. At least if you were a predator like Fig.
Here in civilization? Eating was an afterthought. Food was like air. It was
everywhere.


She ate one granola bar
and hid two more in her pockets. It was something she did often—hiding food.
Even back at the Fossil and Firkin, she would hide crackers and bread under her
mattress. Joe had made her stop, claiming it would attract pests. But she could
not curb the habit. Years in the wilderness, malnourished and sometimes
starving, had left Fig with a terror of hunger. These days, there was always
food around. But the fear of starvation haunted her. Some people feared
dinosaurs, others feared heights, some feared crowds. Fig feared hunger. So her
pockets were always bulging with snacks.


Pockets full, she left the
Huntress and walked through Fort Devana. Old snow crunched beneath her
boots. Something was different today. Fig frowned. Normally, at least some
hunters would be lazying about, playing kadmon, grilling meat, or cleaning
their weapons. They would nod at Fig, offer her food, ask her to join them for
a game. But today nobody was idling the day away. Many hunters stood on the
walls and guard towers that surrounded the fort. Others were patrolling or
huddling together, muttering. Tension as thick as tar filled the camp.


Fig approached Madame
Maria, the tallest member of Hell's Hunters. She stood a staggering seven feet
tall. The giantess had been wounded at the Battle for Dinovia last year,
suffering heavy facial scarring. A veil now hung from her wide-brimmed hat,
hiding her face.


"What happened?"
Fig asked her, neck craned back. Whenever she talked to Madame Maria, it felt
like standing beside a dinosaur.


"They got him,"
the towering huntress said. "They got Rattlesnake. Your father killed
him."


A bolt shot through Fig.
Electricity pulsed through her every nerve. Everyone knew Rattlesnake. He was
second-in-command of Hell's Hunters. Fig had always feared him. His weathered face,
brown teeth, and pitiless eyes had given her the chills. But she had also
respected his gritty, no-nonsense determination. He was a man they could rely
on in battle. It was hard to imagine Fort Devana without him.


My father … killing
him.


Fig's head spun. She knew
Joe was a fighter. Everyone said so. But whenever Fig thought of him, she just
imagined her dad. Just big, lame old Joe. But people were right. When he needed
to, he could be brutal.


Hurrying across the yard,
Fig approached Amissa's trailer. The curtains were still drawn, the door
closed. Fig stepped inside, glad to escape the cold air and colder mood.


"Auntie?" she
said, looking around.


Amissa was slumbering in
bed, sleeping so deeply she hadn't noticed Fig enter. Neither of them had slept
last night, and by the looks of things, Amissa had spent all morning working.
Journals, maps, and scraps of paper covered the desk. Amissa insisted on using
paper for war plans. Any electronics could be hacked, she claimed. Only paper
offered them security.


Fig looked at her sleeping
aunt. The fear she had felt last night melted away. Amissa's long, chestnut
hair was splayed out around her. Her face gave the odd twitch, her lips the
occasional scrunch. She was dreaming, and not pleasant dreams by the looks of
it. She looked somehow younger in sleep, no longer a woman in her midthirties
but a lost youth. No longer the proud, strong warrior but a vulnerable soul.


Judging from the tableau,
it looked like Amissa had taken a quick break from work, then fallen asleep.
Even in slumber, she was still clutching a notebook. Fig pulled a blanket over
her aunt.


"You're a good
person, Amissa," she whispered. "I was wrong to doubt you. It's
Tobias who drives you to evil. You're like me. We'll survive him together. I'll
help you."


Amissa mumbled something
in her sleep. Her face calmed and her fist loosened. Her notebook fell to the
floor, opening on the page Amissa had been writing. Fig knelt to lift it and—


A shock bolted through
her.


Fig stared at the
notebook. By accident, her eyes had taken in words scribbled onto the page.


The hotspot super-eruption
will thus cause a massive—


Fig closed her eyes. She
shouldn't snoop. This was her aunt's private journal. She placed the notebook
on the table, closed it, and meant to leave the trailer. But her body stood
frozen in place.


Hotspot. Super-eruption.
She had read those terms in Dinovia Library. Mintari was highly volcanic
compared to other planets, including Earth. Hotspots were huge reservoirs of
magma near the planetary crust. Calling them hotspots was an understatement.
They were more than just hot; they were a furious inferno. They were more than
just spots. They could be the size of seas. Fig still remembered the day she
read about a hotspot located beneath Mudge Mountain. She had spent many days on
that mountain, never realizing a sea of hellfire gurgled below.


On Amissa's table, Fig
glimpsed another open notebook. This one showed a crude illustration of a
volcanic eruption, spewing lava across a map. Fig recognized the location on
the map. It was just outside Dinovia City.


Fig's heart lurched. She
knew she shouldn't snoop. But her hands moved on her own. She riffled through
pages. Opened notebooks. And dread grew in her. She read more words written in
Amissa's large, confident script.


The hotspot is dormant.
But Father's extermaborgs have been digging tunnels toward its molten core. The
bomb is in place. Once activated, the hotspot will erupt on the slopes of Mudge
Mountain. The ensuing lava will sweep across the land, engulfing Dinovia City.
According to our calculations, the presidential palace, the Rangers
Headquarters—the entire economic and military center of Mintari—will be utterly
destroyed. Then phase 2 can commence, whereby Triplehorn Incorporated
mercenaries establish a new center of power on—


Fig had to stop reading.
Her head spun. She couldn't breathe.


She riffled through a few
pages again. The words flashed before her eyes.


—total destruction—


—Rangers wiped out—


—casualty estimate: a
quarter million—


—acceptable cost to
victory—


—annihilation—


—triumph—


Fig dropped the notebook.
It slammed onto the floor, opening on an illustration of lava spilling across
Dinovia City.


Amissa stirred in her
sleep, mumbling something unintelligible. Fig froze, heart pounding.


She'll kill me. She'll
murder me. She'll kill everyone.


Fig dared not even
breathe. Amissa rolled over and fell back asleep. But the terror did not leave
Fig. She was trapped in a den of raptors. She had thought she belonged here.
Thought Amissa was a noble huntress, fierce and wild and honorable. Not a
killer. But Fig had been wrong.


Why didn't I see the
signs? Why was I so blind?


Tears flooded Fig's eyes,
but she blinked them away. She had no time for weeping. She was in danger. All
of Mintari was in danger!


Fingers shaking, Fig
fished her SmartSphere from her pocket, loaded the camera app, and began taking
photos. Dozens of photos. The maps. The diagrams. Pages in the journal,
detailing Amissa's nefarious plans.


No, not Amissa's plans, Fig thought. Tobias's
plans!


She paused. Still, even
now—she was making excuses for her aunt!


Amissa stirred in her
sleep, mumbling. Fig quickly placed down the journal. She had documented
enough. Before Amissa could awaken, Fig crept out of the trailer.


She stood for a moment outside
the door, frozen in fear. She looked at Fort Devana. The huts and trailers
adorned with Christmas lights. The fire burning in the dinosaur skull in the
town square. The familiar faces—men and women who had looked after her, fought
with her, taught her to play kadmon, shoot a gun, and fish through ice. Yes,
this was a camp of poachers. Of criminals. She realized that now. But this had
become a home to her. A family.


Now this place felt
foreign. Now these people felt like traitors. She could never live here again.


I've been a fool.


She tightened her lips,
struggling not to cry. Not to show anyone her feelings. Did the other hunters
know? That Amissa planned to destroy an entire city? To kill half a million
souls? Did Joe know?


I must see him. I must warn
him.


But could Fig do this?
Betray Amissa, her beloved aunt, the woman who had taken her in, fostered her,
nurtured her?


Yes! Fig decided. In a
heartbeat—yes!


Amissa was the one who had
betrayed Fig first. Who had lied to her. Manipulated her. And Fig—lost, afraid,
confused, new to this world of humans—had fallen for it. Like a dinosaur mother
falling for a brood parasite.


Fig walked across the
camp, trying to appear nonchalant, though she suspected she looked like she
felt. Traumatized. Fortunately, everyone was on edge today. Rattlesnake was
dead, and that scared everyone. People looked at Fig, nodded somberly. Maybe
they even noticed the drying tears on her cheeks. But they chalked it up to
Rattlesnake's fall. A few men even patted her on the shoulder.


They don't know I'll
betray them, Fig thought. That I already did, in a way.


She placed her hand in her
pocket, clasping her SmartSphere with the incriminating photos. A lump filled
her throat. Her heart fluttered against her ribs like a hatchling trying to
break out of an egg. Finally, after what seemed like miles but was only a few
steps, Fig reached the edge of the camp. Terror filled her that the guards
would block her escape, but they waved at her and pulled the heavy wooden doors
open. They knew she often went out hunting in the snow.


Firewing was waiting for
her. He bounded down a snowy hill, clasping a small, feathery compsognathus in
his jaws. He gulped down the meal and gave Fig a toothy grin. But quickly his
smile faded. The achillobator noticed something was wrong. He tilted his head,
mewled, and nuzzled her.


She climbed onto his back.
"We're going to Dinovia, buddy. Run fast. Ride hard. Ride like we're at the
derby."


He could not, perhaps,
understand her words, but he understood the urgency. When she tugged his
feathers and let out a "yip yip!" he burst into a run. Fig leaned
forward as she rode into frozen forests, heading south through the biting wind,
and as Firewing's talons tore through the snow, she imagined the lava flowing.






* * * * *







Joe spent most of the day
fixing things in Simone's house.


"Did you know that
your furnace is leaking?" he said, rising from the crawl space, soot
covering his face.


"Um … no?"
Simone said. "I gather it's not supposed to do that." She wore an
apron and held a rolling pin, and a kerchief held back her hair.


Joe shook his head sadly
and waved a wrench at her. "It could have short-circuited the whole house.
The whole house, Simone! I'm going down there to fix it."


He disappeared into the crawl
space.


"I'll just bake a cake," Simone said. She smoothed her apron and waved her hand through the
air. The house still smelled of smoke. That smoke was all that remained from
her attempt at brownies. She was a homeowner now, and she was taking the role of
"domestic goddess" seriously. At thirty-two years old, Simone had
never lived in a proper house. She had no idea what she was doing, but tar it,
she would learn how to bake, how to garden, maybe (maybe) even how to clean.


It was nice to have Joe
around to fix things. Simone suspected that Joe had no idea what he was doing.
No more than she knew her way around a kitchen. After all, the man had spent
half his life in a cave. But at least he was trying, the dear man. She had only
invited him to live with her that morning, but already they were taking to
their gender roles.


It was cliché perhaps.
Him, the irascible handyman. Her, the adorable housewife. It was a fantasy, she
knew. She was still a hard-hitting reporter. He was still a Ranger. But they
could play house for a while. And besides, Simone thought as she walked by a
mirror, she looked cute in an apron.


"Simone!" Joe
cried from the attic a while later. "Did you know that the insulation here
is expired? It should have been replaced at least a year ago. At least!"


She was kneeling by the
oven, ready to put her cake in. She glanced up to see Joe's sooty head sticking
out a hatch above. "Um, I have an attic?"


"I'm not buying
insulation from the shop either. Ha! Those guys will rip you off. I can get
some dinosaur feathers for cheap."


"I'm not sure I want
dinosaur feathers in my attic, Joe."


"Sure you do."
He hopped onto the kitchen floor. "Now I gotta get working on the circuit
box. I'm going to have to redo the entire cabling system. You didn't plan on
using any electronics tonight, did you?"


She glanced at the
electric oven, then the raw cake in her hands. She sighed. "Go ahead, Joe.
I'd probably burn it anyway."


He grinned. "You're
getting better. The stew was almost edible."


Her eyes widened.
"You ate the food I made for Vinnie?"


He turned green. "I
ate dino food?" Then he shrugged. "Eh, it was good. Make me
more."


He headed into the back
room.


"Try not to
electrocute yourself to death!" she cried after him. "I still need
you to fix the bathroom sink!"


Yes, she was rather
enjoying this game of house. And she could see Joe was too. Despite his
grumpiness, he even smiled now and then. They had not forgotten the horrors. Of
the war. Of Fig's path. But they found comfort in this home, in each other.


Simone was vacuuming the
kitchen when she (barely) heard a knock on the door. She turned off the vacuum
(she could not afford a cleaning drone yet), opened the front door, and her
heart nearly stopped.


It was a dinosaur. A
man-eating dinosaur with red feathers and serrated teeth.


Simone was ready to scream
when she noticed the girl standing beside the dinosaur.


"Fig!" Simone
blurted out.


"Is my dad
here?" the girl whispered. "I need help."






* * * * *







They sat at the kitchen
table. Joe, his face and hands still sooty. Simone, still wearing her apron.
And Fig, little Fig, trembling but brave. Her dinosaur was in the yard,
growling at anyone who came near.


Joe couldn't look away
from his daughter. She was back. Fig was back in his life. Under terrible,
terrifying circumstances, true. But she was home, and his heart swelled with
love even as the fear churned his belly.


"Here it is,"
Fig said, tapping her SmartSphere. "All the photos I took. The maps. The
journals. It's all here."


Images flowed out from her
SmartSphere and hovered over the kitchen table. Joe studied them, and his heart—swollen
with love only moments ago—sank to his pelvis. He studied the maps. Amissa's
journals. This documentation of her evil.


"She plans to blow up
Brusatte Hotspot," Joe said. "Dear God."


Simone chewed her lip,
tapping on her own SmartSphere. "I'm reading about it online. It says
Brusatte Hotspot is the fourteenth largest hotspot on Mintari." She wiped
her forehead. "Phew. Okay, it's not that big then."


"Big enough to spew
lava all over Dinovia City," Joe said. "And millions of acres of
wilderness."


Simone gulped.
"Yikes. Okay. That sounds bad."


Joe reached to a map
hovering over Fig's SmartSphere. "Look. The bastards dug a tunnel outside
the city, leading down to the hotspot. They planted a bomb there. Look at the
date Amissa wrote. It's set to go off tomorrow."


Fig leaped to her feet.
"But Amissa only wrote all this today! How did they have time to dig
tunnels, to plant bombs?"


"She and Tobias must
have been working on this for a while," Joe said. "Right under our
noses. Tar it! Now we're almost out of time."


"Almost out of
time!" Fig said. "We can still stop this. We can go find the bomb.
Dismantle it. Save the city." She leaped to her feet. "Let's
go!"


Joe rose to his feet too.
"I'm going. You, Fig, are staying home with Simone."


"Like hell!"
both girls said at once.


Joe was already grabbing
his rifle from the wall. "This is Ranger work. My work. My family
did this. So I'm going to fix it."


Simone rushed toward him,
blocked his way to the door, and placed her hands on her hips. "This isn't
like fixing an electric box or leaky furnace, mister. This is the fate of
Mintari we're talking about. I'm going with you."


"Me too," said
Fig.


Joe crossed his arms.
"Absolutely not! I'll be traveling underground. Toward a bomb. A bomb set
over a hotspot. It's dangerous."


Simone stroked his cheek.
"Sweetheart, we live on a world of dinosaurs. Everything is
dangerous."


Fig nodded. "We're
used to it."


Joe shut his eyes,
overwhelmed. "How can I take you into danger again?" he said softly.


He felt thin arms around
him. He opened his eyes to see Fig hugging him. "Dad, I'm in danger when
I'm away from you. I left you. And I was wrong. I'm never leaving again. This
is all my fault." Tears streamed down her cheeks. "I went to Amissa.
I helped her. I … I betrayed you. I'm sorry." She sniffed. "So
now I have to fix this. Or at least help you fix it."


"Besides,"
Simone said, "if you refuse to take us, we'll just follow you
anyway."


"I could tie you
up," Joe insisted.


Fig grinned and snapped
her teeth. "I'd bite us free."


Joe pursed his lips, the
terror pounding through him. Could he truly do this? To go underground, to take
the people he loved most with him …


But Simone was already
grabbing their backpacks and rummaging for supplies. "Well, come on!"
She brushed back a loose tress of her flaming red hair. "Help me pack,
guys. Say, do you think I have time to bake cinnamon rolls for the road?"







 
 
CHAPTER SEVENTEEN


A Journey Underground








"Simone!" Joe groaned. "Do you really
need to pack a hair dryer?"


Simone knelt on the living
room floor, still packing. Clothes, electronics, and snacks lay all around her.
She looked up at him, frowning.


"Yes." She ran
her hands through her wild tresses. "Look at all this hair."


Joe rubbed his temples.
"Simone, we're going underground to defuse a bomb."


"And I need to look
pretty!" she insisted. "Joe, I'm a journalist. I'm going to be
broadcasting what we find. I can't have frizzy hair."


Fig sat on the bed, one
knee pulled to her chin, watching them pack. The girl gestured at her hair.
"You can cut your hair short like I do."


"Figgy," Simone
said, "in time you'll learn there are some things you can do that I
cannot. Hunt hadrosaurs. Talk with dinosaurs. Pull off short hair."


"What about
this?" Joe said, pulling from Simone's pack two helmets covered with
electrodes. "You're packing the GHOST helmets? Why?"


Simone shrugged. "In
case we miss the elasmosaurs. We might want to reconnect with them."


"From
underground," Joe said dryly. "Without a sensory deprivation pod.
While trying to save the world."


"Saving the world is
no excuse for neglecting your pets," Simone said. "Now instead of
complaining, help me pack. The time bomb is ticking."


Joe packed his own
supplies. He tossed in a few signal boosters. They were little electronic
devices that you could stick onto walls. They would catch and relay signals
from his SmartSphere. Without them, he would quickly lose connectivity
underground. If necessary, he must call for help.


Next he strapped a
shield-vambrace onto his forearm. It was new technology, which the Rangers had
used effectively during the Battle of Devana. Joe tested it now. When he tapped
a button on his vambrace, a shimmering hemisphere burst from it. It was as large
as a knight's shield and ten times stronger. It could stop bullets or dinosaur
teeth. Probably not a bomb. But it didn't hurt to take it with him.


Of course, he would not go
anywhere without his sleep-or-die. He slung the double-barreled rifle across
his back, then placed his ceratop on his head. He was ready.


He looked in the bedroom
mirror. He was not the man he remembered, not the man who had crawled out of a
cave a year ago. Back then, he had been gaunt, shaggy, his cheeks sunken, his
beard wild. He had bulked up since then (no thanks to Simone's baking), and his
beard was neatly trimmed. But some things were the same. The triceratops pin on
his uniform was still tarnished, for his clan was still disgraced. And pain
still filled his eyes.


But hope now shone there
too. And love. Because he was no longer alone.


Simone joined him by the
mirror. She wore a safari outfit and her own ceratop. Her blue eyes shone with
determination. Joe marveled at her beauty. Her freckles, her red hair, her
graceful features. But her beauty was more than that. The beauty of her soul
shone through. She too had changed. Simone had come to this planet frightened,
naive, a stranger in a strange land. On Mintari, she had nurtured her inner
resolve. She could be soft and loving, but she was also the strongest, bravest
woman Joe knew.


Fig hopped off the bed and
stood between them. Amazingly, she had actually grown a little since returning
to human civilization. She was still skinny, and she still barely reached Joe's
shoulder, but she boasted an extra inch or two. Fig too wore a safari outfit
and ceratop hat, discarding her hunter's garb. Her dreams of becoming a Ranger
had been dashed, but to Joe, she was still a heroine of Mintari. He would
always fight for her. He loved her unconditionally, and she filled his life
with light.


They stepped into the
living room. A dozen Rangers crowded the place, setting up electronic
equipment, running cables and antennae everywhere.


"Joe, why are they
setting up a command post in my house?" Simone whispered to him.


He shrugged. "You
spent too much time getting ready. Instead of us reporting to Fort George, Fort
George came here."


"Ha ha, very funny,
mister."


Chief Clubber was
overseeing the scene, ordering Rangers here and there. He was wearing his new prosthetic
arm. Shaped like an ankylosaurus tail, complete with a club, the metal arm was
a deadly weapon.


"It almost makes me
want to lose one of my arms too," Joe said to his chief.


Clubber did not even crack
a smile. "Tar it, Joe, take a few Rangers with you."


He shook his head. "I
won't risk anyone else."


Clubber glanced over at
Simone and Fig, then looked back at Joe and raised an eyebrow.


"It was take them or
tie them up," Joe said.


Clubber's face remained as
hard as his arm. "Then I'll go with you too."


"You're the Chief
Ranger. We need you here. In case something happens, we can't lose you."


A high-pitched voice
sounded from the door. "Well, sir, you'll have to tie me up too! Because
otherwise, I'm coming with you."


A tall, heavyset Ranger
with pink cheeks stepped into the house. He was just a tenderfoot—a rookie
Ranger—his uniform still showing creases. Joe recognized him. Mason Proudfoot.
One of the recruits he had trained. The lad was all of eighteen—just two years
older than Fig—but one of the tallest, heaviest Rangers in the force.


"Sir!" the boy
said, saluting. His voice shook, but he plowed on. "I'm ready to fight,
sir. I'll follow you underground. Into a hotspot. Wherever duty calls."


Three more tenderfoots
spilled through the doorway. Heather Hardback was here, her thick glasses
fogging up. Raymond Greatwing was brushing crumbs off his uniform with one
hand, giving a salute with the other. Dudley Longclaw puffed on his inhaler,
wheezed, but managed a salute too.


"We're going with you
too!" they all said.


Joe's eyes softened. They
were young. Inexperienced. They were not your typical heroes. But Joe had
trained them well, and their hearts were stronger than T-rex jaws. He could not
turn them away.


So it was settled. Joe,
Simone, and Fig. And with them four of Joe's most loyal recruits. Just seven
souls on an expedition underground … to save a planet.






* * * * *







The group stood outside in
the wilderness, facing the mine entrance. The adit (Joe had learned today that
a mine entrance was called an adit) had been carved into the
mountainside and framed with wooden shafts. From here, the mines plunged deep
underground. This was Mudge Mountain. The same mountain where Joe had spent
years in a cave. All this time, he had lived atop a bubbling hotspot, oblivious
to the danger below.


They had taken tricopters
here, crossing the distance within hours. Aside from a flock of curious
pterosaurs, they had encountered no trouble. No astrolites attacked them. Had
Amissa grown complacent?


Joe stood in the snowy
wind, peering into the mine. He could not see far. The shaft drove deep into
the mountain and deeper still, burrowing into the belly of the earth. Fig had
retrieved maps of the tunnels. It was a long way down.


The humans crowded around
the adit. Joe, Simone, Fig, and four tenderfoots. Three dinosaurs had come too.
Dozer was here. The triceratops had been hanging around Mudge Mountain these
past few days, his old stomping grounds, leaving Joe and Simone to play house.
Dozer had smelled them on the wind and joined them by the shaft. He was too
large to enter, but he could guard the mine from outside. Joe had mounted a
camera onto the triceratops, which linked to his SmartSphere. What better guard
could a man ask for? Vinnie was here too. The velociraptor scampered around
Joe's feet, digging in the snow and sniffing everything. Finally, Firewing
stood among them, the wind ruffling his red feathers.


"You should leave the
achillobator with Dozer," Joe told his daughter.


Fig shook her head.
"Best not. Firewing is still unpredictable. I don't trust him without me.
He's likely to annoy Dozer and get himself skewered."


As if he understood, Dozer
grunted and tossed his head. His horns sliced through the falling snow.
Firewing was the size of a horse. But the triceratops was much larger and
heavier. As fierce as an achillobator was, Dozer could crush him like a man
stepping on a chicken. Granted, it wasn't easy to catch a chicken. Or a bator.


"Well, Firewing is
too big to enter the mine," Joe said.


Fig hugged her bator.
"Aww, he's mostly just feathers. If you flatten them down, you see how
skinny he is. He'll fit."


The tenderfoots glanced at
the achillobator and gulped.


"He, um, doesn't eat
humans, does he?" asked Mason Proudfoot.


"Don't worry, he just
ate," Fig said.


Mason loosened his collar.
"That didn't answer my question."


"Oh, just take the
giant red murder-bird!" Simone said. "I'd rather be stuck in a mine
with a dinosaur than lose time. There's a time bomb ticking, people! Let's
move!"


The journalist leaped
through the adit, vanishing into shadows.


Joe glanced at Fig.
"She's really come a long way. I remember when she used to be terrified of
everything."


Simone's scream sounded
from inside the mine. "There are bugs! Help! Help!"


Joe sighed, ducked, and stepped
through the adit. These mines had been dug centuries ago. Joe's ancestors had
burrowed into the mountains, seeking gold and gemstones. For generations, the
mines had lain dormant. A perfect place for Amissa to hide her bomb. He walked
down the tunnel, shining a flashlight, and found Simone frozen in terror.


"L-look," she
whispered, pointing a trembling finger. "A giant Jurassic bug!"


Joe sighed. "Oh for
crying out loud, LaRue, it's just a moth."


"A giant
moth!"


"It's only the size
of my hand."


She whimpered. With
another sigh, Joe shooed the moth away. It fluttered out into the sunlight. The
others stepped inside. Vinnie scampered underfoot, and surprisingly, Firewing
did fit quite well. If anything, Mason Proudfoot was the one struggling to fit.
The giant young Ranger had to walk with his head bowed.


"It's strange,"
Simone said. "No guards? Nothing? Tobias just planted his bomb, then
left?"


"Guards would draw
attention," Joe said. "Also, according to Amissa's journal, the bomb
is set to go off in …" He checked his watch. "Six hours. If there
were guards, maybe they're far, far away now. If this bomb goes off, the entire
mountain is gone."


As if he understood,
Vinnie whimpered and hid between Joe's legs.


"We'll just have to
dismantle it first," Simone said. "You do know how to dismantle
bombs, don't you?"


"I took a class
once," Joe said. "When I first became a Ranger."


"So what, back in the
Triassic era?"


"Very funny,
LaRue."


Simone walked deeper into
the mine, aiming her flashlight ahead. The beam illuminated rough stone walls,
an abandoned railway, and a few decomposing mine carts.


"So how many bombs
did you dismantle?" she asked.


Joe walked behind her,
flashlight shining. "Well, we didn't actually dismantle any real bombs.
But we practiced on a few dummies."


Simone paused. She turned
to stare at him. "You never dismantled a bomb."


"Look, cheesecake, I
said I took a course, not that I served in a demolition unit. It'll be all
right. I know what I'm doing."


Simone shuddered.
"We're doomed. Great. Well, at least we'll take that moth down with us.
Actually, it probably flew a mile away by now."


"Don't worry,
cheesecake, if this hotspot blows up, it'll kill everything in a thousand-mile
radius."


"Thanks, I feel
better now."


Fig walked behind them,
holding her own flashlight. "Do you two plan to banter the whole
way?"


Joe thought for a moment.
"Yes."


"Then I changed my
mind," said Fig. "I want to go home."


They walked deeper down
the mine, leaving the sunset behind. Firewing walked behind Fig, and the tenderfoots
followed. Darkness engulfed them, and only their flashlights lit the tunnel.


The tunnel sloped and
spiraled downward, corkscrewing under the mountain. Down and down into the
darkness they went. The pathways kept branching off, tunnels leading up, down,
side to side. Amissa's map guided them. It felt like being trapped in her
labyrinth, but in the heart of this maze was not a dinosaur but the end of the
world.


Joe paused to glue a
signal booster onto a wall. The electronic device shone dimly. Joe checked his
SmartSphere. Still working. He could connect to the outside. He checked the
camera mounted onto Dozer, then gasped.


"Tarry hell,
Dozer!" Joe blurted out.


"What, what is
it?" Fig asked.


Joe covered the screen.
"Nothing."


Fig pulled his hand off,
then gasped too. "Dozer, get off her!"


But the triceratops was
busy with his companion, a female triceratops with blue scales and white horns.


Joe sighed. "Some
guard he is."


Peering over the blue
female's frill, Joe couldn't see any enemies approach. So the companions kept
traveling down the mine. They walked along the old wooden rails, plunging
deeper into the mountain. They walked for an hour. Then two hours.


"Joe, my feet
hurt," Simone said.


"Why didn't you wear
proper shoes?"


"I didn't think the
mines were this deep!" she said.


He tilted his head.
"What the tar pit did you think mines were?"


She shrugged. "I
dunno. Like your cave?" She glanced at an old minecart resting on the
track. "Can we ride in that?"


"Simone, it's falling
apart! The wood is all rotten. One wheel is gone."


"Well, it's in better
shape than my feet."


"No minecart,
Simone," Joe said. "I'm not in the mood for a rollercoaster
ride." He frowned. "Vinnie! Get out of there, tar it!"


The velociraptor peeked
from inside the minecart. The feathery dinosaur whined but dutifully hopped
out.


The tenderfoots peered
into the minecart, speaking of finding ancient gemstones, but they found only
cobwebs and some cracked dinosaur eggs. Firewing sniffed at the eggshells, then
hissed and bristled and glanced around nervously. Fig hugged the bator and
stroked his feathers.


"He's a bit
claustrophobic," she explained.


As they kept walking, Joe
saw discarded beer cans, footprints, and even a few bullet casings. Hell's
Hunters had walked here not long ago. Why had they fired their guns? Probably
just for fun, Joe figured. Shooting into the shadows. Maybe shooting at ghosts.


At one point, the tunnel
led to a vertical shaft. Joe saw the mechanisms of an old elevator, rusted and
cracked. A few chains dangled into the depths. A winch had fallen over. Joe
consulted the map. Their path led down the shaft, and Joe frowned into the darkness,
wondering how Hell's Hunters had descended this way.


"We'll have to use
the old elevator chains," Joe said.


He reached out and grabbed
a chain. The rusty links crumbled in his hand. Then the entire chain fell into
the darkness, dispersing into brown dust. They all coughed. Vinnie sneezed and
Firewing growled.


"Thankfully, I
brought rope," Simone said, rummaging through her pack. "You mocked
me for overpacking, but once more, Simone LaRue saves the day!" She chewed
her lip, rifling through her things. "It's in here somewhere, I
swear."


"Maybe it's under the
hair dryer," Joe said.


She glared at him.
"Shut it, mister." She reached deeper, then smiled. "Ah, here it
is!" She pulled out the rope.


"It was under
the hair dryer," Joe said. "I saw it."


"I said shut
it!"


They worked for a while,
tying the rope to a boulder. Joe tugged with all his might. It seemed solid. He
didn't have much time to hesitate. The clock was ticking. In under four hours,
that bomb would go off, crack the earth open, and unleash torrents of lava from
below.


So he put down another
signal booster, grabbed the rope, and began spelunking down. The rope burned
his hands. Tar it! He should have brought gloves. Ignoring the pain, he kept
descending, pressing his boots against the shaft walls.


After a while, he reached
solid ground. A tunnel stretched ahead. Simone came climbing down next, holding
her flashlight in her mouth. She was surprisingly nimble.


"I grew up on the
surface of Cloventia," she explained. "I spent my childhood climbing
through the giant machines that keep the skyscrapers afloat."


Fig was even quicker,
scrambling down the rope like a monkey. The tenderfoots followed. Mason
Proudfoot was the only one with real trouble. The big lad barely fit into the
shaft. One tenderfoot had to push him from above, another pull from below.


Next came Vinnie. The
velociraptor spread out his wings and glided down. That left Firewing. Joe
didn't think the achillobator would fit. The dinosaur was even bigger than
Proudfoot. But surprisingly, even Firewing managed to squeeze down, clawing at
the walls with his talons. Fig had been right. Most of his girth was his
feathers. And despite his claustrophobia, the achillobator would not leave his
mistress.


Finally they were all safe
in the tunnel below. They placed down another signal booster and kept walking.
The tunnel here was narrow and sloped downward steeply. The air grew hotter and
thicker. According to the map, they were below the mountain now. Below sea
level. They were entering the crust of the planet, heading closer to the magma
that bubbled below, threatening to overflow. All it took was that bomb—and the
lava would gush out, destroying the mountain and everything for miles around.
Including Dinovia.


Joe shuddered, pushing
that image out of his mind. He still had time. He could save this city.


Stars above, he prayed, I hope I
have enough time.






* * * * *







After walking for a while,
Joe noticed more and more bullet casings. They littered the tunnel floor.


"What the hell were
they shooting at so much?" Joe muttered.


"Maybe those casings
are old?" Simone said. "From the original miners?"


"No, these are new
casings. Hell's Hunters shot these. Only days ago, from the looks of it."


Firewing growled. His
feathers bristled, and he bared his fangs. Vinnie sniffed, then the little
velociraptor—he was only about a tenth of Firewing's size—bared his own fangs.


"What is it,
boys?" Joe said, looking at the dinosaurs.


Fig sniffed, then she too
bared her teeth and growled. She unslung the thong she wore around her neck. On
it hung her sickle claw. Fig raised it like a dagger.


"What do you
sense?" Joe said.


Fig sniffed again. She
growled, suddenly no longer a girl but a wild dinosaur. "Trouble,"
she whispered. "Enemies. Predators."


Joe grabbed his rifle, placed
his finger on the trigger, and stared around.


A growl sounded in the
depths.


A creature burst out from
the darkness, jaws open in a furious cry.


At a glance, the beast
looked like a crocodile. It was about the same size, scales covered its
reptilian body, and fangs filled its powerful jaws. But one feature
distinguished it. A sail grew from its back, tipped with mean spikes. It
reminded Joe of a spinosaurus sail. He knew what this was.


A dimetrodon.


"A dinosaur!"
Simone cried.


The dimetrodon came scuttling
toward them on its bowed legs, hunger blazing in its eyes. Joe fired his rifle.
So did his tenderfoots. Tranquilizer darts slammed into the animal.


"Ayeee, yip
yip!" Fig cried, racing to battle, sickle claw raised. Joe grabbed her and
pulled her back.


"It's all right, Fig!
Wait. It's tranquilized."


The dimetrodon ran closer,
then slowed to a walk, then a crawl. Finally it thumped down and slept.


Simone shivered.
"Next time a dinosaur shows up, let Fig kill it. No mercy for
dinosaurs."


"Dimetrodons aren't
dinosaurs," Joe said. "They're nonmammalian synapsids, originally
from the Cisuralian period on Earth. They predate dinosaurs. By about forty
million years."


"You know my
criteria," Simone said. "If they're big, scaly, and scary, they're
dinosaurs."


Grumbles sounded all
around.


Mason Proudfoot screamed
and dropped his flashlight.


A dozen more dimetrodons
burst out from holes and tunnels, scuttling toward the companions. The
flashlights reflected in their hungry eyes, sharp teeth, and spiky sails.


Joe hurried to load
another tranquilizer dart. Before he could, a dimetrodon leaped toward him,
jaws open. Joe cursed and swung his rifle like a club. The barrel slammed into
the dimetrodon's head, knocking the synapsid down.


Another leaped toward Joe
at once. Tar it! He had no time to load another dart. Reluctantly he flipped a
button, switching the rifle from "sleep" mode to "die."
Shooting animals with bullets was a last resort. Heart heavy, he pulled the
trigger.


The dimetrodon was only a
foot away when the bullet plowed into it. The animal screeched and fell back.
But the hardy synapsid leaped up again, bullet in its shoulder, and barreled
into Joe.


The animal's girth slammed
into him. Joe fell onto his back. Briefly he was aware of his companions
fighting around him, facing their own scaly foes. Joe could not help them now.
The terrible jaws were snapping above him. Blood and saliva dripped onto Joe.
He howled, wrestling the beast, shoving its snapping jaws away. Finally he
managed to jab his barrel under the dimetrodon's snout and fire.


A bullet burst through the
creature's head. The sound rang in Joe's ears. The synapsid thumped down dead,
crushing Joe. Tar it, the thing was heavy! It was easily twice Joe's size. He
groaned, shoved the corpse off, and rose to his feet.


At once, three more
dimetrodons scuttled toward him, territorial and ready to feast. The sailed
synapsids lunged.


Joe took a step back,
raised his wrist, and tapped his vambrace. His electric shield burst out,
forming a shimmering hemisphere. One dimetrodon slammed into the shield with
immense force, shoving Joe back against a wall. Stone cracked. The dimetrodon
slashed and bit at the force field, unable to break through. Joe howled, pushed
against the shield, and slammed the dimetrodon down. The animal squealed and
slipped into a pit, vanishing into darkness.


At once, another predator
came from his left side. He swung the shield around, knocking out several
dimetrodon teeth. Joe didn't celebrate for long. Another dimetrodon managed to
slide under the shield and chomp on Joe's leg.


He roared in agony,
slammed his shield down, and crushed the carnivore's head. The synapsid
whimpered, released him, and scuttled away. Joe never liked hurting animals.
But even he reached the limits of his tolerance.


The sounds of battle came
from around him. Simone was swinging her hair dryer, slamming it into a
dimetrodon—and doing some actual damage. Fig stood farther back, sickle claw
raised, facing three dimetrodons. Working together, the predators leaped at the
girl.


Joe fired his gun.


A bullet plowed into one
dimetrodon. The synapsid thumped down dead.


Joe fired again, taking
down the second dimetrodon.


With a deafening
"ayee!" Fig slashed the third carnivore, cutting its neck.


I killed animals, Joe thought. Dear Lord,
I killed animals I'm sworn to protect.


And he would do it again.
For Fig, he realized, he would kill without hesitation. Even dinosaurs. Even
men. Such were the instincts of a father protecting his daughter. If it kept
Fig safe, he would burn the galaxy.


A handful of dimetrodons
remained. But when the tenderfoots fired their guns, the synapsids finally had
enough. They scuttled away into their holes, licking their wounds.


Even as the guilt filled
him, Joe breathed in relief. The battle was over. They had survived. They—


He froze and stared.


Three tenderfoots knelt
and let out cries. Joe rushed forward. A fourth tenderfoot—Dudley Longclaw—lay
on the ground, covered in blood. The dimetrodons had torn him apart. Gashes
bled across his chest and neck. He gave a last sputtering breath, then breathed
no more.


Joe shoved the other
tenderfoots aside. He pumped Dudley's heart. He shook him. Breathed into his
lungs. Begged him to wake up.


But he was gone. All of
eighteen years old. Just a tarry kid. Gone.


Joe clenched his jaw,
lowered his head, and forced in a breath. He must not weep. He must not fall
apart. He commanded this expedition, and he must show the others strength. He
stood up, holding back tears.


"We keep going,"
he said. "Leave him here for now."


Mason Proudfoot wheeled
toward him, tears on his cheeks. "Sir! We can't just leave—"


"That bomb is going
off in three hours!" Joe said. "If we don't get there first, we're
all dead. Come on! Heather, Raymond—leave him! We go on!" His voice softened.
"We'll come back for him. I promise."


The tenderfoots glared at
him, but then they nodded, wiped their tears, and rose to their feet. They kept
plunging deeper underground.






* * * * *







Downward they traveled.
According to their map, they were more than a mile underground now. The air
grew hotter and thicker, the tunnels narrower. The tenderfoots kept sniffling
and wiping their eyes. They missed their fallen friend. The clock kept ticking.
They moved faster, racing along the mine cart track, spiraling ever deeper.


Simone was quiet and no
longer bantered. Fig walked closer to Firewing, her hand on his feathery neck.
A boy had died. The grief weighed upon them like the darkness.


They were two miles deep
when hissing rose ahead.


Scuttles sounded in the darkness.


They all tensed. Vinnie
and Firewing growled. Were more dimetrodons near?


The Rangers aimed their
guns. Fig raised her sickle claw. Simone reached for her hair dryer.


The hissing died. Nothing.
Had they imagined it?


Then the creature scurried
along the ceiling. Joe gasped.


A millipede! A giant
millipede larger than a man!


Joe opened fire. So did
the surviving tenderfoots. Bullets plowed into the scurrying arthropod. It fell
from the ceiling, screeching, and tried to reach them even as more bullets
plowed into it. Finally it was Fig's sickle claw that finished the job. The
millipede thumped down dead.


"Disgusting!"
Fig pulled her sickle claw free and shook goo off her hand. "What is
this?"


"Arthropleura,"
Joe said. "History's largest millipede. It evolved on Earth during the
Permian."


"Of all the creatures
to bring back to life on Mintari!" Simone said. She shuddered.
"Couldn't the scientists have left this one as a fossil?"


"They probably didn't
think anyone would travel this far underground," Joe said.
"Arthropleura serve an important role in the subterranean ecosystem by—"


Rustling sounded from all
over, and a dozen more millipedes burst out from holes and raced toward them.
They scuttled along the tunnel walls, the ceiling, underfoot. The Rangers all
fired bullet after bullet. Fig lashed her sickle claw at a rearing millipede.
Firewing and Vinnie raced from side to side, biting the creatures.


One millipede managed to
wrap around Vinnie and began to crush him. The velociraptor squealed. Joe
grabbed the arthropod and pulled it off. The carnivorous critter turned toward
him, beady eyes shining, antennae twitching. It clawed Joe, ripping at his
forearms. Joe tossed it down with a grunt, fired his rifle, and blew out its
head.


A millipede landed on
Simone, knocking her down. Joe ran toward her. He seized the millipede,
struggling to pull it off. This one was bigger, and it was constricting Simone
like a boa. The young journalist screamed into Joe's ear. He winced with pain
but kept working.


"Get it off me!"
Simone cried.


"Don't scream in my
ear, tar it!"


"Get! It! Off!"


He grimaced. The tarry
woman was going to rupture his eardrum. He grabbed millipede claws and shattered
them in his fists. The arthropleura abandoned Simone and turned its attention
on Joe. He swung his rifle like a club, knocking it aside. The millipede
reared, legs splayed out. It rose taller than him, head grazing the ceiling.
Joe fired his gun, pounding it with bullets, finally knocking it down—back onto
Simone. She collapsed, buried under the corpse.


"I hate this
planet!" she cried.


More shouts came from
behind. Firewing was battling two millipedes. One had grabbed him, but the
achillobator was biting it, piercing the thick exoskeleton. Fig was fighting
another millipede. She was riding the creature, slamming her sickle claw down
again and again, cracking through the thick plates of armor.


More millipedes were
mobbing the young Rangers. Mason Proudfoot was howling, gripping a millipede in
each hand. Each bug was a good six feet long, but Proudfoot made them look
downright petite. He slammed them against the tunnel walls, shattering their
shells. Heather Hardback was firing her gun, screaming, killing millipedes. One
lens of her glasses had shattered, but she could still aim. Raymond Greatwing
found himself facing three millipedes. They wrapped around him, and the rookie
Ranger fell.


The companions gathered
around the fallen tenderfoot. Raymond squirmed on the ground, covered with
bustling millipedes. Most of the arthropods were dead by now. The survivors all
mobbed Raymond. Joe grabbed one and began breaking its legs. Fig slashed
another. Simone was swinging her hair dryer with fury. They all worked
together, cutting, pulling, yanking the huge bugs off the young man.


When the millipedes were
finally pulled free, they gasped. Heather Hardback stumbled away and vomited.
Simone blanched, clung to Joe, and covered her mouth. Not much was left of poor
Raymond. Within only moments, the millipedes had devoured most of him, leaving
raw bones.


They covered the remains
with a blanket, and they kept going, shaken and grieving.


They had been down here
for hours, and they were almost out of time. According to the map, they were
miles deep. Sweat drenched them and the air felt like soup. They reached
another elevator shaft. Heat bubbled up from below, and tremors ran through the
walls.


Joe pointed into the
shaft. "The bomb is right below. And the hotspot is below that. Let's end
this thing and go home. Simone, your rope?"


She nodded, handed him the
rope, then screamed.


A creature burst out from
the shaft, and even Joe could not help it. He cried out in terror.






* * * * *







It was a snake. But not
just any snake. Not a mere python or anaconda. This snake was as wide as a
great conifer, its mouth large enough to swallow a man whole. It slithered out
from the pit, hissing, fangs bared. Each of those teeth was a sword.


Joe recognized this
reptile. A titanoboa. The largest serpent that ever lived.


The snake lunged. Before
anyone could react, the titanoboa closed its mouth around Heather Hardback. The
young Ranger screamed. Her scream was cut short as the snake gulped her down.


Joe fired his rifle.
Bullets hit the serpent. Mason Proudfoot howled and fired until his
sleep-or-die ran out of bullets, then clubbed the snake with his rifle again
and again. The titanoboa barely seemed to notice the assault. The snake licked
its lips, then slithered toward Simone, ready to swallow her next.


The redhead cried out,
stumbled back, and hurled her hair dryer. The device bounced harmlessly off the
snake's snout.


"Ayee, yip yip!"
cried Fig. The girl leaped onto Firewing, clutched his feathers, and rode to
battle.


The tunnel was narrow. The
achillobator didn't have much room to maneuver. But Firewing dug his talons
into the wall, ran around the snake, and leaped onto its head. The serpent
bucked and whipped from side to side, forgetting all about Simone. Firewing
flew off the serpent.


But not Fig.


She jumped off Firewing,
even as the achillobator tumbled.


Firewing slammed onto the
ground. Fig landed on the snake's head. With a wordless cry, she raised her
sickle claw high, then brought it down hard. The claw pierced the titanoboa's
skull.


The snake wobbled, then
thumped down dead, its head on the ground, half its body still in the shaft.
Fig crouched atop the lifeless corpse, hissing, her hair wild, blood covering
her arm. She was the savage again, a feral child celebrating a successful hunt.


Joe rushed toward her and
embraced her. "Fig, are you all right?"


She blinked, looked
around, and seemed to be returning to reality. The savagery left her eyes, and
she nodded.


Simone walked toward them,
brushing her safari outfit. "I hit it with my hair dryer," she said.
"Most of the work, really. I dazed the beast for you, Fig."


Fig nodded. "Thank you,
Simone."


Mason Proudfoot said
nothing. The big rookie stood with his head lowered. He was the last surviving
tenderfoot. One Ranger gone to the dimetrodons. One to the millipedes. One to
the serpent.


The survivors would fight
on. The end of their journey was down that shaft. They worked together, pulling
the snake out, then spelunking into the depths. They landed in a shadowy
chamber. The floor rumbled and vibrated below their feet. They stood just above
the hotspot now. Only a narrow layer of rock separated them from hell. They had
reached the end of the mine.


Joe looked around and his
heart froze.


"Dear God," he
whispered. "We must have taken a wrong turn. We made a mistake. We . .
."


He could say no more. They
were here. They had followed the map perfectly. And there was no bomb.








 
 
CHAPTER EIGHTEEN


The Heavens and the Earth







The slender astrolite soared from the snowy forests.
Conifers and ginkgos bent, branches snapped, and chunks of ice and snow thumped
onto the ground. The astrolite kept soaring, scattering a flock of pterosaurs.
The winged reptiles cawed and clattered their beaks, then resumed formation
once the rude machine had flown by. The Huntress kept rising, churning
the snow clouds, then finally breaching the atmosphere and ascending with an
elegant spin into space.


In the cockpit, Amissa
clutched the yoke, knuckles white. Her eyes burned, and her heart trembled in
her chest. Things were different now. She had crossed a line. She knew that.
She had sinned before. She had killed Rangers. She had unleashed tyrannosaurs
in Dinovia, and the blood of the city's children was on her hands. Why should
one more sin weigh upon her so heavily?


Because I lied to one I
love, she
thought. I lied to Fig.


Tears gathered in her
eyes, blurring her view of the stars. All her life, Amissa had seen only
cruelty. Her father's fists. Her mother's abandonment. She had been groomed to
hate. But when she met Fig, she saw a new way of life. She learned how to love.
Learned what it meant to have a family. A true family. Tobias had always been
her boss. He had never been her father. Fig had become the only pure thing in
Amissa's world, the only one she loved. And even more amazingly, Fig loved her
back. Everyone else feared or hated her, but not Fig. The girl loved her. Saw
Amissa as valuable. As worthy.


And I betrayed her, Amissa thought.
Because he demanded it. Because Tobias told me to. Because I always follow him.
I always let him break me.


She saw his starship
ahead. Cain's Stone hovered above the planet, a dark goddess overseeing
her domain. Suddenly Amissa imagined the starship like a spider ruling over its
web, spreading its strands across the universe. Her father had summoned her.
And like a good little fly, Amissa obeyed. A hatch opened in the starship, and
she flew into the web.


She docked in her usual
spot in the hangar. Was it only two days ago that she had docked here with Fig?
It seemed like two years. She left the Huntress and walked past the
extermaborgs. The mechanical guards followed her with their glowing eyes.


She walked through the
Hall of Reptiles, passing by stuffed tyrannosaurs, brontosaurs, and a
shantungosaurus that made a T-rex seem small. Such giants, these animals. How
could Earth have ever produced things so large? They still spun her head. Even
now, even after all this time, often Amissa forgot how truly huge dinosaurs
were. Whenever she saw them up close, even just stuffed ones like these, they
seemed larger than she remembered. Or maybe she seemed smaller.


She met her father at the
back of the hall. He was busy preparing a new dinosaur for stuffing. It was a
stegosaurus, but a small one, only a hatchling. The big ones could be as large
as her astrolite, but this stegolet was no larger than Amissa's old pit bull.
Tobias had removed his fine robes (something he did rarely) and wore an apron
and leather gloves. He had his hands inside the dinosaur, pulling out its guts
and dropping them into a bucket. He looked up and smiled. Death always made him
smile.


"Ah, Amissa! Give me
an update. Did the plan work?"


She stared at him, disgust
roiling through her. He reached into the stegolet, pulled out intestines, and
added them to the bucket. But that was not why disgust filled her. It was not
the blood, the offal, the stench of death. It was the light in his eyes. The
eager way he licked his lips. The anticipation that made the old man seem
almost giddy like a child.


"Yes, it
worked," she said flatly. "Fig took the bait. She saw the plans I
left out for her to find. She took them to Joe. And they went into the
mine."


"Splendid!"
Tobias said, dropping the liver into the bucket with a splash. "So your
treacherous brother stepped right into the trap. I knew he would. Soon the
walls will collapse around poor Jurassic Joe, burying him in his tomb."


A storm roiled through
Amissa. She had been trying for hours now to reach Fig on her SmartSphere. The
girl wasn't answering. That was normal. Fig rarely answered her SmartSphere. It
was shut off most of the time. But a terror had filled Amissa that Figaro had
joined the expedition underground. That she too would end up trapped in the
mines.


Tobias peeled off his
gloves. "I'll finish this work later. Let's head to the control room. I
plan to press the button myself, collapsing the mine walls. Oh, it will be
glorious!"


Amissa trembled. She
sucked in breath through a clenched jaw. Her father began walking away from the
corpse. She grabbed his arm.


"Father, will this
end now?" she said, having to force her words between her teeth. "You
tricked Joe. He believed you planned to blow open a hotspot. Now he's trapped.
He can't hurt you anymore. Can we stop this war now?" Her eyes stung.
"Can we finally end this?"


Tobias frowned. He tilted
his head. "Oh, Amissa. But I do plan to blow up a hotspot."


She blinked. She took a
step back. "What? I thought there was no actual bomb! That it was just a
ruse! Just bait to get Joe underground so you could bury him!"


Tobias pried himself loose
from Amissa's grip. Her fingers felt like twigs. She could only stand before
him, trembling like a once-mighty tree overtaken by rot.


"Oh, there is no bomb
in the mine," Tobias said. "Brusatte Hotspot, located below the mine,
is far too small. It would only destroy the mountain, the land around it,
probably the city too. That's about it. I did plant a bomb above a far greater
hotspot."


Amissa trembled.
"What?" she whispered, barely able to breathe.


His eyes glittered, and
his tongue darted like a serpent to lick his teeth. He gripped Amissa's arms,
his narrow fingers like vises. "I planted a bomb in the depths of Absolon
Trench in the northern Awning Sea. I plan to unleash Chicxulub Hotspot. The
greatest reservoir of energy on the planet. The lava that will spill forth,
Amissa … Oh, it will be glorious! It will destroy not just a city but the
entire planet!" A madness seized him. The old man almost seemed in a trance. "Mountains will
rise where oceans once churned. Tidal waves will wash over continents, drowning
them in new seas. Forests will fall into canyons. Volcanoes will erupt from
meadows. Clouds of ash will darken the skies. The lava will flow across every
meadow and plain, and what once was a vibrant planet will become a wasteland. I
told you I planned to exterminate every dinosaur on Mintari, Amissa. And I
meant it!"


She took a step back from
him. "You're insane," she whispered.


He shook his head. "No,
Amissa. Insanity was bringing these monsters back to life." He gestured
around him at the Hall of Reptiles. "Look at them! Look! They're monsters.
Killers. Creatures of nightmares. Beasts who took your grandparents from us.
Scientists played God and resurrected these beasts. I'm merely undoing their
unholy work. God struck down the dinosaurs once. This time the job is up to
me."


Amissa stared at him, her
body shaking. "Why?" she whispered. "Why lure Joe into a
trap?"


Tobias shrugged. "I
needed him out of the way. If he found out where the real bomb is, he would
have dived into the ocean again. He would have stopped me. Now he's
buried." A grin spread across the old man's face. "Joe's death will
be special. Now come with me, Amissa. Come watch me bury your brother. Then we
will watch together as Mintari burns."






* * * * *







Joe stood at the bottom of
the mine, looking around.


Nothing but an empty
chamber. No bomb. Nothing!


"We must have taken a
wrong turn," Fig said. She checked the map again. "I know what I saw
in Amissa's journals."


Simone heaved a sigh. She
placed a hand on Fig's shoulder. "You saw what she wanted you to see. She
deceived you, Fig. All of us."


"It's a trap,"
Joe muttered. "She's up to something. She must be attacking the city
again. She just wanted us out of the way."


"No!" Fig cried.
"Amissa wouldn't betray me." Tears flooded the girl's eyes. "She
… she loves me."


"Amissa loves nobody
but herself," said Joe.


"You're wrong,
Joe," Simone said softly. "Amissa hates herself. That's why she hates
everyone else."


Joe hitched his backpack.
"Whatever the case, we need to get out of here."


Fig was darting around the
room, lifting rocks, tapping walls. "The bomb has to be here!" she
insisted. "Somebody help me look." She trembled, tears falling.
"Mason! Help me!"


The big tenderfoot just
stood there, arms hanging limply at his sides. He had lost his friends in the
quest. The weight of Mintari seemed to crush his broad shoulders. He did not
move.


"The bomb is
here!" Fig cried. "Amissa wouldn't trick me. Wouldn't lie. Wouldn't
betray me. Amissa … she … she said she loved me."


The girl fell to her
knees, sobbing. Joe knelt beside her, pulled her into his arms, and she wept
against his chest.






* * * * *







Amissa ran.


She ran away from her father.
A little girl, she ran from her family penthouse, racing along the bridge over
the neon sea. A network of these narrow, glass tubes connected the floating
skyscrapers, and she raced along them, tears in her eyes, blood in her mouth.


People paused and stared,
clutching their robes.


"Are you all right,
child?"


"Do you need
help?"


"Stop her! That's the
Triplehorn girl. She always runs away. Stop her!"


But she ran onward, still
feeling the sting of her father's fist. Finally his men caught her, cuffed her,
dragged her back. And in her dreams that night, she was still running. Perhaps
she had never stopped.


Today, thirty years later,
she ran through the Hall of Reptiles. Her father called to her. She ignored
him, racing between his taxidermy trophies. They moved robotically around her,
tails wagging, arms windmilling. It felt like another dream. Like the dreams
that had haunted her childhood. Being lost among monsters, fleeing but getting
nowhere.


"Amissa!" Tobias
cried behind her. "Amissa, stop!"


But she kept running. She
was no longer a child. And he would not stop her.


She reached the hangar and
ran between the docked shuttles. The extermaborgs along the walls stared at
her, eyes shining red, scanning her, and it seemed to Amissa that they could
see through her skin, peer into her memory, see the frightened girl inside. She
raced toward the Huntress. Her astrolite was docked near the airlock.


The airlock was closed.
Extermaborgs stood there, guarding it. Was she trapped inside Cain's Stone?
Had Tobias locked her in? What next? Would he order his machines to beat her,
chain her up, even kill her?


Amissa tightened her lips.
Right now she didn't care. Not about herself. Not about her father. Just about
one person in the universe.


Standing by the Huntress,
Amissa pulled out her SmartSphere. With shaky fingers, she tapped buttons. A
signal left the SmartSphere, traveled through the airlock, and glided down to
Mintari. That signal passed through space and atmosphere, entering the very
crust of the planet. There, not far underground, it met a signal booster. It
dived lower, hopping from booster to booster, burrowing deeper and deeper until
finally, miles underground … Fig's SmartSphere rang.


And she answered.






* * * * *







"Hello?" Fig
whispered.


The SmartSphere trembled
in her hand. Amissa. Calling her. Down here. Fig shook. Why had she answered?
She should hang up! She should throw the SmartSphere against the wall! But
there she was. Amissa, gazing at her from inside the sphere like an apparition
in a crystal ball. And Fig just stood there, looking at her.


Everyone in the mine
froze. Everyone was holding their breath, staring. Joe's fists clenched. Simone
was pale. Even Mason Proudfoot stared through his tears of grief. The dinosaurs
sensed the tension. Firewing growled and Vinnie bared his teeth.


"Amissa?" Fig
said, her voice barely even a whisper now.


"Fig, listen to
me!" Amissa said. "You have to get out of there! It's a trap!"


Fig blinked.
"W-what?"


"I didn't think you'd
go!" Amissa cried. "I thought it would only be Joe. Oh God. Fig, get
outta there! All of you—leave! He plans to bring the mine down on top of
you."


Fig took a step back,
gasping. Joe rushed forward, reaching for the SmartSphere, but Simone pulled
him back.


"Let Fig do
this," the redhead whispered to the Ranger.


"What do you
mean?" Fig said. "I thought there's a bomb. That you were going to
blow open a hotspot."


"The bomb isn't
there!" Amissa said. "Not in the mine!" The huntress was
shaking, pale, close to a panic. "I was fooled too. Tobias planted the
bomb somewhere else."


"Where?" Joe
cried, breaking free from Simone.


"I don't know!"
Amissa said. "Somewhere in the ocean, he said. Absolon Trench or
something. But—Joe, you have to leave! Take Fig! Get out of there! He's going
to bury you. He's coming. Get—"


Amissa looked around, and
her eyes widened. She gasped and cried out.


The signal died.


The SmartSphere went dark.


And then the mines began
to rumble. The walls trembled. Cracks ran through the stone. Dust fell from
above. Then pebbles. Then rocks.


Joe raised his arm
overhead. "Everyone to me!" he shouted.


With a tap of a button, he
activated his electric shield. A hemisphere of light blazed above him like a
shimmering umbrella.


Simone rushed toward Joe
and clung to him. Fig grabbed Firewing and pulled him under the force field.
The big achillobator barely fit; his feathered tail stuck out from the shield.
Vinnie nickered and hopped onto Joe's shoulder. The mines trembled more
violently. More and more stones fell from above, pattering against Joe's force
field.


"Mason, get over
here!" Joe shouted.


The big recruit stared at
them. "There's no room," he whispered.


"We'll squeeze
tighter!" Joe said. "Get in—"


And then the mine came
tumbling down.






* * * * *







The SmartSphere fell from
Amissa's hand as if in slow motion. It shattered at her feet. She needed both
hands right now. With her left hand, she drew her electric knife. The blade
buzzed and hissed and smoked. With her right hand, she drew her handgun.


Tobias stood before her,
smiling thinly. He held a SmartSphere of his own, a golden ball adorned with
gemstones and filigree.


"It's too late,
Amissa," he said, a mockery of sadness in his voice. "Look. The mine
has collapsed. They're gone."


In his SmartSphere, Amissa
saw it. He had hidden a camera on the mountainside outside the mine entrance.
The adit crumbled and collapsed, sealing the mine. Dust blasted from cracks and
holes. The very mountain shook. Outside the shattered mine, a big triceratops
was fretting and bugling. Amissa recognized the beast. Dozer. Joe's dinosaur.


Fig was in there.


Fig had entered the mine.


Fig was dead.


Amissa stared up at her
father, eyes full of tears, heart full of rage.


"You killed
her," she whispered. "You killed your granddaughter."


Tobias shrugged. "She
failed the test. She chose her loyalties. She doomed herself."


Amissa let out a hoarse,
wordless cry. She aimed her gun at her father.


Tobias snorted. "What
are you going to do, shoot your own father?"


She fired. A bullet
shattered his SmartSphere. Chunks of gold and gemstones flew everywhere. A few
rubies drove into Tobias's face, embedding themselves into his skin. He fell
back, screaming like a wounded animal. He glared at her, eyes deranged, blood
dripping from his wounds. The gemstones shone on his face, and he seemed almost
like a cyborg, a creature half man, half crystal.


"So you've chosen
doom too," Tobias said, then his voice rose to a shriek.
"Extermaborgs! Kill her!"


With mechanical precision,
the extermaborgs stepped away from the walls. Their heads turned toward Amissa,
their red eyes peering into her. As one, their arms rose, and guns extended
from their forearms.


He's gone insane, Amissa realized. My
father has finally lost his mind. No. He lost it years ago. I was just the last
to escape him.


Now she had finally
escaped his hold. She might die within seconds. But she would die free.


The extermaborgs marched
toward her. Tobias stepped away, a thin smile on his lips.


No. Amissa inhaled and
tightened her fists around her weapons. No, I will not die now. I will not!


She let out a cry and
fired her gun.






* * * * *







The mountain came crashing
down above them. Stones pounded the force field. Joe grunted, shoving the
shield up with all his might. Dust and rocks and then boulders slammed down,
cracking, shattering. Joe shouted, eyes closed to slits, muscles bulging,
bending under the load. He felt like Atlas trying to hold up the weight of the
world.


He watched as stones
buffeted Mason Proudfoot, burying the big Ranger. A boulder slammed onto
Firewing's tail, and the achillobator yowled and fell. Dust filled Joe's eyes.
He was blind, but he felt Simone cling to his one side, Fig to the other. He
stood, arms held above him, protecting them from the crashing mountain.


They will not die.


The rocks pounded the
shield, piling up above.


I will protect them.


He fell to his knees, but
he kept his arms raised.


I will save the people I
love.


A boulder slammed into the
shield, split in half, and fell in two chunks, framing the companions. A rain
of pebbles followed, then a cloud of dust, and the storm eased, and the
rumbling quieted, and there was peace upon the void and there was order in the
chaos.


For a long moment,
everyone was silent.


"Is it over?"
Fig finally whispered. She was hugging Firewing's neck. The dinosaur coiled
around the humans, whimpering. His tail was buried under rocks.


A few rocks creaked and
resettled. Nothing more came crashing down from above. Most of the cavern was
buried. But Joe's shield had caused boulders to pile up around them, forming
crude walls. The weight on his arms eased. The stones above were pressing
against one another, forming a natural arch. The cavern was small. Just enough
to shield them. But holes and cracks above still let in some air.


For a few more moments,
they were quiet, just listening. A few more creaks sounded above—the last rocks
rearranging themselves. Then they heard nothing but silence.


"It's over," Joe
said.


He was even able to lower
his arm. Fig yelped and covered her head, but the boulders above held.


Simone looked at him, eyes
haunted. "Joe, you heard what Amissa said. The bomb isn't here. The big
bomb at least. It's in Absolon Trench. If that bomb goes off …"


Joe nodded. "Then
Mintari is gone."






* * * * *







The bullets streaked
toward her. Amissa crouched behind the Huntress. The fusillade bombarded
the astrolite, denting and cracking the hull. Amissa grimaced, panting,
drenched in sweat. The extermaborgs marched closer, boots thumping, guns
rattling.


Amissa gripped her knife
in her mouth, drew a grenade from her belt, and hurled it over the astrolite.
She covered her ears.


A deafening pop
filled the hangar.


Her ears rang. A shock
wave pounded into the astrolite, jostling her.


At once, she leaped to her
feet, ran round the astrolite, let out a scream, and fired her gun.


A bullet drove into an
extermaborg's head. The metal skull burst open. Brains and blood splattered the
deck. Two more extermaborgs lay dead, full of shrapnel. Flesh spilled from
their metal casings like the meat of lobsters bubbling out from the shells. The
surviving cyborgs turned their guns toward Amissa.


She raced behind the
astrolite again, taking cover. More bullets pounded the vessel.


Tar it! There were still
ten of them alive. Amissa was a good warrior, but could she take ten cyborgs?
Tobias was nowhere to be seen. The coward had fled the hangar, leaving her to
die.


She reached for the Huntress's
hatch. She could enter the shuttle, blast her way out the airlock, and—


The Huntress began
to rise. While she was still outside the shuttle. Was somebody else flying it?
No! It took Amissa a few seconds to realize what was happening.


The extermaborgs were
lifting the astrolite. Their metal feet pressed hard against the deck. Their
fingers gripped the astrolite like tiny but powerful forklifts. It took three
of them working together, but they managed to lift the astrolite and hurl it
across the hangar.


Amissa was left exposed.


She ran. Bullets flew her
way. Pain blazed on her shoulder, and she howled in pain. She was hit!


She fell, rolled, and took
shelter behind another shuttle. One of her father's business astrolites. Blood
dripped down her arm. Grimacing in pain, she leaned over the astrolite roof,
firing her gun. She took out another extermaborg, blowing off half its head.


The others grabbed this
astrolite too. They hurled it into the distance.


Amissa ran again, slipping
on her own blood, and slid behind yet another astrolite. Again the extermaborgs
began lifting it. Amissa reached under the shuttle, slashed her electric knife,
and cut off a cyborg's leg. She leaped aside as the astrolite fell, crushing
three extermaborgs. One of the monstrosities pulled himself free, missing his
legs, and crawled toward Amissa. She drove her blade into its head.


She could do this. She
could beat them. She—


Hatches opened on the
deck. Ten more extermaborgs rose like demons from hell.


Tobias's face materialized
above, a sickly hologram, gazing down like the disembodied head of a god. His
voice came from hidden speakers.


"It's all over for
you, Amissa. You and your brother both betrayed me. Join him now in hell."


In frustration, Amissa
fired her gun at the hologram. The bullet flew through the semitranslucent
head. The sickly apparition laughed.


The cyborgs lifted shuttle
after shuttle. Amissa ran. More bullets streaked all around her. One plowed
into her calf, and she screamed and fell. She tried to rise, to run, but she
could not.


She turned around, and she
saw them approaching. A host of extermaborgs, clattering and clanking. Her
death. Their guns rose toward her, a firing squad. Their red eyes seared into
her. She lay there in her blood.


"If I go down,"
she whispered, voice shaking, "I'm taking you with me."


She had one more grenade.
She hurled it.


But not at the
extermaborgs. One grenade would not be enough to kill them all. Her grenade
arched through the air. The red eyes of the machines followed it. The little
bomb clattered against the airlock—and detonated.


The airlock doors ripped
open, revealing open space. Amissa imagined some great metal dinosaur, opening
its jaws to reveal a dark gullet. At once, the air began roaring out, taking
everything with it. Bullet casings. Shattered glass. Shrapnel. All rose in the
storm, flying out into space.


So did the extermaborgs.
They were heavy creatures. Each one probably weighed five hundred pounds. But
the storm grabbed them, pulling them toward the void. Even the shuttles scraped
across the deck, inching toward the abyss.


Amissa slid along the
deck, leaving a trail of blood. Space was pulling her with invisible hands. She
scrabbled for purchase, finding nothing but loose scrap metal. The air whooshed
over her. She struggled to breathe. She didn't know what would kill her first—the
bullet wounds or space?


No.


She gritted her teeth.


No!


She flipped through the
air, tumbling toward the abyss.


I am Amissa Triplehorn. I
am a warrior. I will not die!


As she flew in the air,
she reached out and grabbed the Huntress. Her astrolite. It lay on its
side, sliding toward the airlock, then rammed into another two astrolites and
lodged in place. Amissa clung onto one of the landing skids. Her legs flew in
the air. Her hair streamed. But she clung on. She was like a banner flapping in
the wind. But she did not release her grip.


Another extermaborg flew
into the void. And another. A few grabbed onto astrolites too. But their hands
were too strong. Their metal fingers ripped through whatever metal they
grabbed. They tore through hulls like paper. They yanked off handles and wheels
and skids. Any purchase they found they destroyed. Their very strength was
their undoing. One by one, they tumbled into the darkness. They did not need
air. Perhaps they could have survived the vacuum. But when Amissa looked
through the shattered airlock, she saw them crashing down toward Mintari,
burning up in the planet's atmosphere. At the end it was Mintari itself that
killed them.


Amissa remained alone in
the airlock, clinging on as the air drained. The storm weakened. Little air
remained. She gasped, desperate for oxygen. There were two bullets in her.
There was almost no air in her lungs. By all rights, she should be dead. But
she refused to die. She clung onto life with the same ferocity that her hands
clung onto her astrolite.


She dragged herself along
the Huntress's hull. Her boots slammed onto the deck. Gasping for air,
she marched. Step by step. Heading across the hangar. The gravity panels kept
her feet pinned to the floor. Another step. Another empty breath. Another step.
More drops of blood. Another step and she smiled. She was fighting death and
she was winning.


She reached the far end of
the hangar, opened a hatch, and stumbled into the Hall of Reptiles.


The hatch slammed shut
behind her, sealing out the vacuum. Amissa stood before the dinosaurs, taking
deep breaths, against all odds—alive.


And there he stood before
her, cowering among his reptilian trophies.


Her father.







 
 
CHAPTER NINETEEN


Nemeses








"Chicxulub Hotspot," Joe said. "A
massive reservoir of magma lurking below the seabed. It contains enough energy
to destroy all life on this planet. My father plans to unleash it. And we're
going to stop him."


"How?" Fig said,
trembling and clinging to him.


Simone answered for Joe.
"With these." She reached into her pack and pulled out her GHOST helmets.
She gave Joe a smile. "Bet you're glad I packed them now, aren't you,
Triplehorn?"


"More than you can
imagine," he said. "Simone, your overpacking might just save the
world."


The three humans were
still buried underground, surviving in a little pocket of air. Firewing's tail
was still trapped. The achillobator was lying down, silent and grim with pain.
Vinnie was nuzzling and grooming him. Of poor Mason Proudfoot no sign remained.
Most likely, the rocks had crushed him.


Joe grieved for the fallen
Rangers he had led here. But he shoved the grief down for now. He must save the
planet. Then he would grieve for the fallen.


Fig gaped at the helmets
with their many electrodes, dials, and flashing lights. "What are
those?"


"GHOST helmets,"
Simone said. "Stands for Generalized Host Observation, Sensation, and
Takeover. Your uncle Clubber invented them. You can use a GHOST helmet to enter
the mind of a dinosaur. To see through its eyes, hear through its ears, control
its body. Your father and I used them to control two dinosaurs on our quest
underwater."


"Elasmosaurs aren't
dinosaurs," said Joe.


"Oh, not this
again!" Simone said. She tossed him a helmet. "Put that on. We're
hopping back into our elasmosaurs. They're used to us. We'll use them to find
the bomb and dismantle it."


Joe heaved a sigh.
"Assuming we have time. Our elasmosaurs might be halfway across the world
by now."


"No, they're
not," Simone said. "I've been keeping up with them. They still have
neural implants, allowing us to track their location. I've … kept in touch.
I guess you can say I've missed them. After we left their bodies, they returned
to the northern ocean. They're near the trench now. I guess they liked it
there."


"Makes sense,"
Joe said. "Fewer predators up north. And lots of prey. By God, Simone!
This is good news. Are you ready?"


Simone raised her helmet
over her head, then hesitated. "Joe … remember what Clubber told us?
Back when we tested the technology on the koi? He said that … without sensory
deprivation pods, without doctors monitoring us, these helmets are dangerous.
If our elasmosaurs are hurt, we can be hurt. We don't have proper pods
here. We don't have medical teams. This is for real."


"I know," Joe
said softly. "I know, Simone."


Fig glanced between them,
eyes wide. "What do you mean?" She grabbed Simone's arm. "What
do you mean, Simone?"


Simone paused, the helmet
held atop her head. "If our elasmosaurs die, we die."


"If we fail,"
Joe said, "we all die. Everyone on this planet." He lifted his own
helmet. "I'm going with you."


"No!" Simone
said. "We don't have to both risk ourselves."


"You'll need backup.
We don't have much time. Let's go."


Joe put on the GHOST
helmet, and water flowed over him. The water was icy and rich with salt. He
blinked, barely able to see in the darkness. The collapsed mine was gone. Fig
and Simone were gone. His old human body was gone, and he beat his flippers and
tail. His neck stretched out, longer than three giraffe necks, topped with a
little crocodilian head. He was an elasmosaur again, scaly and green.


Oddly, it felt good,
freeing him from the pains of his human body. He had missed being large and
strong and swimming free. But he didn't take long to luxuriate in the feeling.
He had an urgent mission.


"Magellan," he
said. As he spoke the code word, a holographic map materialized before him,
revealing his location in the ocean. The seabed appeared as a shimmering grid,
showing hills, valleys, and a terrifying drop into an abyss. Absolon Trench. It
was near.


Another long-necked
reptile emerged from the darkness, swimming toward him. This elasmosaur had
blue scales and red spikes on her head.


"Simone, are you there?"
he said.


The scaly elasmosaurus
nodded. "I'm here."


Joe nodded, which felt odd
when you had a neck the length of a bus. "Let's go."


Once more, the two
elasmosaurs swam together. They raced across the seabed, scattering schools of
fish. Joe could imagine it. The ocean of magma pulsating under the ocean of
water, just waiting to erupt. All it took was one bomb buried deep, and the
trench would burst open. Mintari would unzip, and hell would spew forth.


Joe knew a little of
Earth's natural history. The greatest extinction event on Earth had not been
the asteroid impact that wiped out the dinosaurs. Not even the Holocene
extinction, the man-made destruction of animal life. It had been the Great
Dying. The end of the Permian era. The cause? Volcanic eruptions, flooding the
planet with lava and ash and desolation. It had very nearly ended all life on
Earth.


He would not let that
happen here.


An eerie glow filled the
water ahead, hovering over a dark chasm. As the elasmosaurs swam closer, they
saw the source of the light. Eels. Millions of eels, squirming together over
the trench.


"Ah, the electric
eels, our old friends," Simone said.


The first time he saw them,
Joe wondered why the eels congregated over the pit. Now he understood. The
hotspot was smoldering below, sending up energy through the darkness. Only a
thin layer of rock separated Hell's Aquarium from actual hell.


"Here we go!"
Joe said.


The two elasmosaurs winced
and dived under the cloud of eels. Electricity sparked throughout the water.
Joe's scales fizzed and ached, and his teeth buzzed. They kept swimming,
passing under the storm and then diving into the trench.


They plunged downward,
swimming as fast as they could, holding their breath. Deeper and deeper they
dived, crossing mile after mile. This trench was far deeper than the mines. It
was the deepest point on Mintari. The water darkened until no light remained,
and only their map guided them. The pressure squeezed them, constricted them,
nearly crushed their lungs. The weight of the water felt like the mine
collapsing. Yet still they dived, refusing to die, refusing to slow down,
descending into the void.


"Joe, this is a tarry
big trench!" Simone said. "How are we going to find the bomb?"


"Tobias means to
unleash the hotspot. Look at the holographic map, Simone. Tilt your head down. Look at it from the side.
You can see where Mintari's crust is thinnest. There--right over the bubbling
center of the hotspot. Where the lava is practically banging at the rock.
That's where the bomb must be. We're almost there."


They swam faster,
following the map. The minutes flowed by like eras. The clock kept ticking. The
water nearly crushed their bones. The rocky seabed trembled below, a lid over a
bubbling pot. The darkness seemed like a living thing, constricting them,
suffocating them.


There, in the lowest
circle of hell, they saw it.


The bomb.


It was a fusion bomb. A
doomsday weapon. It was no larger than a tin of beans. Nuclear holocaust in a
can.


Tobias had placed a
guardian at the bottom of the pit. A colossal reptile lurked in the darkness.
The holographic map cast dim light across scales, sharp teeth, and a jaw the
size of a canoe. The beast was chained to an anchor that lay on the seabed. The
animal was hungry and furious, storming and snapping its teeth. It was easily
the size of a T-rex, and it was dying, lacking air, lacking food. But it didn't
need to live long. Tobias must have placed the reptile there to protect the
bomb until it blew. Then the predator would die, duty fulfilled. Joe recognized
the species. Liopleurodon. A big one too.


"I'll distract it,
you get the bomb!" Simone cried.


"Wait, I'll distract
it—" Joe began.


But Simone was already
charging. She was much smaller than the liopleurodon. Her elasmosaurus body
probably weighed about a ton. The lio was easily four times bigger, but Simone
plowed into the reptile nonetheless, shoving it back in the water. Frenzied,
she began beating the reptile with her flippers, swimming around it, dodging
the snapping teeth.


Joe dived toward the bomb,
which lay on the silt. He had no hands. But elasmosaurs were experts at
swallowing rocks. They normally carried gastroliths in their bellies to grind
their food. And Joe's belly was now empty. He dived toward the bomb, grabbed it
in his mouth, and gulped.


He felt the can traveling
down his throat. Not an unpleasant feeling. To an elasmosaurus, it
instinctively felt good. At least until Joe contemplated that he carried the
destruction of a world in his belly.


"Come on, Simone,
let's get outta here!" he cried. "We gotta get this bomb out of the
pit!"


They soared in the water.
The liopleurodon swam after them, but its chain soon reached its full length.
The reptile snapped his jaws shut, catching the tip of Simone's tail. She
yowled and kept swimming upward, tail snipped. Joe swam at her side, urging her
on, the bomb rattling around in his belly.


It could go off any
second. He was still too close to the hotspot. He must emerge from the trench,
then swim as far as he could. They rose, faster and faster, and the bomb began
to tick. He could hear it. Hear the ticking from inside him. He gritted his
jaw, swimming at top speed.


Finally they saw the glow
of the eels above. The elasmosaurs burst through the electric cloud, yowling in
pain as thousands of eels stung them. They were moving too fast to avoid the
electric storm. They shoved their way through it, emerging from the trench into
the open sea.


Simone looked at him.
"Joe, are we safe?"


He shook his head.
"No! We're still too close! We have to get far. A few miles away. At least!
And we only have minutes left!"


Her eyes widened, but then
she nodded and kept swimming. Joe swam at her side, the bomb ticking inside
him.


"Simone, remove your
helmet!" Joe said. "Return to your body in the mine. You don't need
to die here."


"Neither do
you!" she cried.


As he swam, Joe looked at
her, and sadness welled inside him. He was looking at an elasmosaurus, but he
saw Simone the woman. Her beauty. Her grace. The love in her eyes.


"Simone, I need to
keep swimming. Until the very last second. To get the bomb as far as possible
before it blows. I'm not coming home."


She let out a sob.
"Joe, you're far enough! Return with me into the mine!"


"It's too risky. I
have to swim another mile. And another. As far as I can get. With every last
second of my life, I must give Mintari a higher chance of survival. Go home,
Simone. Look after Fig. I love you."


"I won't leave
you!" she cried, weeping now.


"Go home,
Simone," he said softly.


She sobbed. "Joe,
please."


He swam closer to her as
if to nuzzle her. She gazed at him with soft, loving eyes. Then, with his
teeth, he grabbed the neural implant embedded into her head. He yanked it out.


At once, the humanity left
the elasmosaur's eyes. Once more, it was just a reptile, screeching in pain, a
wound on its head. Simone's soul had returned to her human body. She was safe.


Her elasmosaurus swam away
in pain, disappearing into the darkness. The animal would heal in time. Joe
kept swimming, putting more and more distance between himself and the trench.
The bomb ticked onward. An eerie voice sounded from his belly.


"One hundred seconds
to detonation."


Joe would make use of all
one hundred seconds. To the very last. If another meter of distance could give
Mintari a higher chance of survival—he would use that very last second.


"Ninety
seconds," the voice intoned.


As Joe swam through the
ocean, he remembered himself as a young boy, only eight years old, arriving at
Mintari for the first time. What a wondrous world it had seemed!


"Eighty
seconds."


He thought of the day he
became a Ranger. A proud tenderfoot, his badge freshly forged, his heart still
full of innocence and idealism.


"Seventy
seconds."


Mina smiled in his mind.
His beautiful bride. They stood under a canopy of flowers in Mintari's spring.


"Sixty seconds."


Mina was pregnant,
beaming, and he hugged her, promising to give their daughter the world.


"Fifty seconds."


And Joe remembered Ivan,
the terrible black T-rex, the tyrant of Mintari. The reptile stalked them.
Devoured her. Destroyed his life. For so long, he was in darkness.


"Forty seconds."


The shadow years were long
and lonely, trapped in his cave, withering away. Until …


"Thirty
seconds."


A new light in his life.
Simone, snarky and lovely, childlike and fiercely intelligent, a woman who
dragged him back from the void.


"Twenty
seconds."


Fig ran toward him,
beaming. Mina reborn. His daughter returned. The miracle of Mintari.


"Ten seconds."


His life had been full. A
life of grief but of joy too. He would miss the ones he loved.


"Nine."


A shadow rose before him.


"Eight."


A massive creature! A
reptile! The chained liopleurodon? Simone's elasmosaurus?


"Seven."


No! It was a mosasaur. A
sea monster with a Z scar on its head. Ryujin himself, god of the
depths.


"Six."


The leviathan lunged
toward Joe, jaws opening wide, engulfing him.


"Five."


He slid down the
creature's gullet. Even as an elasmosaurus, he was so small compared to this
giant.


"Four."


All was darkness. He was
inside Ryujin. Devoured.


"Three."


Joe closed his eyes, took
a deep breath, and released his hold on his elasmosaurus. He counted with his
own voice.


"Two."


He opened his eyes, and he
was back. Back in the mine. The water was gone. He was a man again. Simone and
Fig stood at his sides.


"One," he
whispered.


Simone and Fig looked at
him. For a long moment, nothing happened. Did the bomb go off? Were they safe?


"Dad?" Fig
whispered. "Are you okay?"


He pulled off his GHOST
helmet, looked around the mine, waiting. Nothing.


"Joe!" Simone
cried, hugging him, sobbing.


"Did the bomb go
off?" Fig said.


Joe just stood there,
stunned into silence, not knowing how to feel, overwhelmed. He was alive. He
was with Simone and Fig. He—


And then it happened.


The chamber shuddered. The
ground shook. The world trembled. The bomb had gone off. A great distance away,
yes. But even here they felt the ripples. Mintari shook and creaked and
trembled. Up on the surface, no doubt, cracks were racing across the earth,
trees falling, people and dinosaurs panicking.


But then the trembles
eased, and the world still stood.


Joe lifted his
SmartSphere. The signal boosters were still working! He checked live streams
from above. Just a mild earthquake. Probably originating from the northern
seas, they said. Nothing to worry about. Go on about your day.


Joe lowered his head and a
sob fled him. "Yes, the bomb went off … and far enough from the
trench. We're safe. We're okay. Everything is okay."


They hugged him, tears in
their eyes.


The ceiling creaked. A few
pebbles pattered onto them. Vinnie and Firewing whimpered.


"Everything is okay aside
from us being buried under a mountain," Fig said. "And running low on
air. But hey, nothing is perfect."


The stones creaked again.
Dust rained. The mine was about to collapse. Joe held Simone and Fig close,
waiting for the end.






* * * * *







Amissa limped across the
Hall of Reptiles, one bullet in her leg, another in her shoulder. Her lungs
blazed and her skin burned. She trudged. Another step. Another. Leaving a trail
of blood. She walked among the beasts of the Mesozoic, passing by armored
behemoths, spiky titans, towering predators. She held her gun in one hand, her
knife in the other, and a crooked smile trembled on her lips.


Tobias stood waiting by a
stuffed triceratops. He had changed back into his fine, embroidered robes. He
raised his chin. But she saw that his skin was deathly pale. That his hands
trembled before he hid them in his robes.


"Well done, Amissa! I
knew you could defeat the extermaborgs. You've passed my test. I knew you
would."


She took another step
toward him, dragging her left leg. Her eyes burned. "You tried to kill
me."


Tobias snorted. "Pish
posh. You were never in real danger. I knew you would win. Now that you've
proved yourself to me, how about more funding for that labyrinth of yours?"


Tears filled her eyes. She
took another step. He stepped away. His back hit the triceratops.


"You hit me."


He raised an eyebrow.
"I never—"


"When I was a child.
You hit me so many times. I can still feel the pain."


He rolled his eyes.
"Are you really going to bring that up now, Amissa? Like a paleontologist,
digging up old bones? You were an errant child. I didn't give you more than you
deserved. You've done well today. I'm proud of you. I—"


She fired her gun.


A bullet slammed into his
leg.


Tobias screamed. He tried
to flee, but his leg buckled. He slammed onto the floor.


"Guards!" he
cried.


"They're dead,"
Amissa said. "I killed every last cyborg."


She stood above him,
weapons in hand. He looked up at her. Rage flashed through his eyes. "You
impudent little traitor! I should have killed you long ago. You're just like
your mother. Nothing but a dinosaur-loving weakling! You think I was hard on
you? I trained you! I made you strong!"


Her tears fell. "I
never wanted to be strong," she whispered, voice shaking. "I just
wanted to be loved."


He snickered, pushing
himself to his knees. "Pathetic! You sound like a—"


She fired again.


A bullet plowed into his
shoulder.


Tobias crashed back down,
screaming.


"Like a
Mintarian," she whispered.


She carried basic medical
supplies in the pockets of her cargo pants. Every warrior worth a damn did. She
slapped bandages onto his wounds, leaving the bullets inside.


"What are you
doing?" he whispered, trembling, barely conscious. "Are you …
trying to heal me?" He made a sound halfway between a chuckle and a cough.
Blood spattered from his lips. "Look at you. You can't even bring yourself
to kill me."


She raised a syringe.
"Oh, I'm not going to kill you, Father. Don't worry." She lowered the
syringe to his arm. "This won't hurt a bit."


She shoved the needle in,
and his eyes rolled back.






* * * * *







In his dreams, Tobias was
a boy again. A young Mintarian, growing up on a world of dinosaurs. He ran
across the grasslands, explored caves, and marveled at the majestic animals
that filled the seas, roamed the lands, and glided across the skies. But in his
dreams, it was always there. The demon, lurking in the tall grass. The armored
dinosaur with the spiked tail. Waiting till nightfall. And in his dreams, it
always burst from the darkness.


"Mommy!" the boy
cried. "Daddy! Wake up. Please wake up …"


In his dreams, the corpses
stared at him.


His mother's face was
caved in—just a wound where a face should be. She pointed at him accusingly.
"This is your fault, Toby. You drew the creature to us. I told you you're
playing too loudly."


His father bared his
broken teeth. "You killed us, Toby. You killed us …"


And the dinosaur only
snorted, a sound almost like laughter, and turned toward the boy. He ran. He
ran through the night, leaving the bodies behind. Perhaps he had been running
since that day sixty years ago. But he could never outrun that demon in the
shadows. He could never outrun the dinosaurs.


He came to slowly,
struggling to kick off strands of sleep like invisible claws. He blinked, still
dazed. Had Amissa drugged him? Then the pain flared. On his shoulder. On his
leg. His bandages were soaked with blood. He remembered. Two bullets hitting
him. He felt them still inside, burrowing like metal maggots. He shoved himself
to his feet, groggy.


A distant rumble like the
sea flowed over him. He looked but saw only brick walls. He was in a corridor
without a ceiling, and the stark blue sky glared above. He frowned, took a
wobbly step. That rumble rose again, louder this time. No, not a wave. A crowd.
Thousands crying out together.


He looked up, squinting in
the sunlight. There, beyond the walls—he could just make them out. Tiers of
seats. Thousands watching. A crowd. An audience. A voice boomed from hidden
speakers.


"Welcome to the
Jurassic Labyrinth! Let the hunt begin!"


Tobias blinked, still
feeling so dazed, weak. He looked up at the sky, seeking the disembodied voice.
He saw … Could it be? Yes. An astrolite. He knew that astrolite. It was
dented and scratched, but he knew it. The Huntress.


Another sound. This one
from somewhere here on the surface. A grumble. A deep rumbling bass. The sound
of a dinosaur.


Tobias ran.


Even with a bullet in his
leg, he ran, limping, terror giving him strength. His robes flapped around him.
The rumble sounded louder, and he wailed.


He reached a fork in the
road. He turned down the left tunnel. Then he made a turn to the right. He ran
onward, trapped in the maze, choosing paths at random, his terror ever rising,
and always that rumble followed him, growing louder, coming closer. Once again
he became that boy in the dream, fleeing the demon.


Tobias did not know how
long he ran. His blood was dripping, his mind was hazy. Sometimes he felt like
an old man, wounded and weak, at other times a scared boy. His mind filled with
rattling claws and dark clouds.


Finally—it might have been
minutes or days—he reached the heart of the labyrinth. He had seen this place
from above long ago. A circular room with four corridors branching off like the
petals of a flower. He paused, turning from corridor to corridor, not knowing
where to go, knowing deep down there was no place to run.


The rumble sounded again.
Much closer now. The waves of bass ached in Tobias's chest. And from one of the
corridors, he emerged.


A dinosaur. A gargantuan
dinosaur. He walked on two powerful legs, his spine horizontal, his tail thrust
out, his scaly head pointing forward. A T-rex. A black T-rex with one red eye.
Where the other eye should be gaped open a socket.


Tobias stared, frozen. He
had seen tyrannosaurs before. He had two in his Hall of Reptiles. But he had
never seen a creature like this. This dinosaur was larger than a typical T-rex.
Saliva dripped between his fangs, and his black scales chinked like armor. He
stepped closer, shaking the earth with his talons.


"You," Tobias
whispered.


He knew this dinosaur.
Everyone on Mintari did. Here he was—the legend. The king. The tyrant of
Mintari.


Ivan.


The dinosaur took a
thumping step forward. And another. Tobias stood shorter than the titan's
knees. The great jaws thrust forward and opened wide.


As the mouth closed around
him, Tobias closed his eyes, and he remembered his parents hugging him, holding
him so close. He slid down a dark tunnel, a gullet, a passageway to hell, and
he could no longer hear the cheering of the crowd.


"Mommy," he
whispered. "Please wake up …"


She smiled in the
darkness, and for the first time in sixty years, he saw her face.


 







 
 
CHAPTER TWENTY


Every Sunset is a Sunrise







For a long time, Joe, Simone, and Fig sat in their
pocket of air. The space was no larger than a prison cell, and they shared it
with two dinosaurs. Hour after hour went by. The batteries in their
SmartSpheres slowly faded, the light dimming. The signal boosters died. They
could not call for help. Some air still trickled through holes and cracks in
the collapsed mine, but they were running low on water. They had no food.


A day went by. They had no
room to lie down. They slept in sitting positions, Joe in the center, Simone
and Fig leaning against him. When they woke up, they huddled together, waiting
to die. If they were lucky, the boulders would shift and crush them soon,
ending their misery. Most likely it would be a slow death by thirst. Perhaps
the tenderfoots had been the lucky ones.


Even in the face of death,
Joe refused to let the gloom overtake them. He clung to hope. He forced hope on
the others. He told dad jokes until Fig groaned. He reminisced about old times.
"Remember that time Dozer got into the saloon and drank an entire cask of
ale?" He found a deck of cards in his back pocket and taught Simone and
Fig how to play Baryonyx Rummy. Anxiety filled him like angry raptors in his
chest. So did grief over the loss of his Rangers and his own oncoming death.
But he refused to show it.


"Rangers will come
for us," he said, voice weak with thirst, lips dry. "They know where
we are. They're coming."


Fig hugged Firewing. The
dinosaur whimpered, lying on the ground, tail still trapped under stones.


"He's getting
weaker," Fig whispered, stroking his feathers.


Another night went by. They
slept fitfully, all of them weaker now. They drank the last of their water.
They still had no food, and Firewing started to give Vinnie hungry looks. The
velociraptor kept his distance (as much as the air pocket allowed), undoubtedly
grateful that the achillobator's tail was trapped. Joe wanted to tell more
jokes, more stories, to keep their spirits up. But his throat felt too dry. He
contemplated trying to dig their way out, but if he removed the stones above,
the entire structure would likely collapse.


Finally, on the third day,
Joe heard voices above.


They were muffled. Too dim
to make out clearly. Surely he had gone crazy with thirst and hunger, was
hearing things. But Simone perked up too. She blinked and rubbed her eyes. Fig
looked up at the ceiling. Dust was falling. Vinnie chattered excitedly while
poor Firewing barely moved.


"Someone is
there," Fig whispered.


For a long time, hours
perhaps, they sat and listened. The voice grew louder, though still too muffled
to understand. More dust fell. Cold, fresh air filtered through cracks.


Finally—they were right
above! Hands grabbed stones and boulders, lifting them away. And then—a figure
above! A human! A woman!


She peered down from a
shaft, her chestnut hair framing a dusty, sweaty face, but her blue eyes shone.


Amissa.


Joe inhaled sharply and
drew his handgun. The dinosaurs growled, and Simone blanched. Fig stared in
disbelief.


"Calm down,
Joe!" Amissa said. "I'm not here to kill you. I'm here to save
you." She reached down a hand. "I gotcha."






* * * * *







She had not dug her way
down alone. A handful of Rangers had come with her, using electric shields to
secure the burrows they dug. Clubber himself had joined the dig, swinging his
clubbed arm into boulders, shattering a path downward.


The rescue passed in a
haze. Afterward Joe could never clearly remember traveling up the mine onto the
mountainside. Only brief images remained in his mind—somebody giving him water,
a medic peering into his eyes, strong arms helping him through the tunnels. It
might have been hours, but the time blurred. Finally Joe found himself in the
fresh air, covered in dust and sweat, standing on a snowy mountainside under
the sky.


When Dozer saw him, the
triceratops let out a great, heartfelt mewl, ran toward him, and would not stop
licking him. The giant tongue knocked Joe down, and he was too weak to rise
again. He sat there, letting Dozer lick and fuss over him. Amazingly, Dozer had
tears in his eyes. Joe had not known dinosaurs could cry. It was probably just
melting snow. But he imagined that his friend was weeping in joy. Joe himself
might have dried his eyes a few times. Probably just the snow.


Simone sat beside him,
wrapped in a blanket, sipping hot chocolate. "This reminds me of when the
Rangers rescued us from the cruise shipwreck," she said. "Why do we
always have to be rescued?"


"Because we're idiots
who keep trying to save the world," Joe said.


"Hey, you're the
noble idiot," Simone said. "I'm just in this for the hot
chocolate."


Sitting at their side, Fig
rolled her eyes. "More banter."


The girl turned away from
them and resumed fussing over Firewing. The achillobator's tail had been
crushed. The paleonarians would likely have to amputate a chunk of the tail.
But they said it wouldn't slow Firewing down.


"Maybe he can get a
prosthetic like me," Clubber said, swinging his metal arm around. "An
ankylosaurus tail."


To everyone's amazement,
not least his own, Mason Proudfoot had survived the mine collapse. The big
tenderfoot couldn't remember the details. Stones had knocked him out, and when
he woke up, he was trapped in a pocket of air, his head pounding. He had
survived on a single bottle of water and a pack full of snacks. He was
dehydrated, banged up, maybe suffering from a concussion, but he would pull
through. That did not ease Joe's guilt over the other tenderfoots. They were
not coming back. But the "Miracle of Proudfoot" (as Fig had dubbed
it) warmed his heart.


With all the fuss—the
tears, the hugs, the medics rushing back and forth—Amissa disappeared. Had she
been there at all? Or had she been just a mirage, Joe's dehydrated mind playing
tricks on him?


"Joe." Clubber
patted him on the shoulder—thankfully with his real hand, not the ankylosaurus
club. "Let's get you into a tricopter. We'll fly you guys to a hospital in
the city."


"I don't need a
hospital," Joe said.


"I'm fine too,"
Simone said.


Fig shrugged. "I
survived worse in the wild."


Clubber stared at them,
blinking. "The Fossil and Firkin then? I'm giving you a week off, Joe.
You've earned it."


Joe considered. A week at
the saloon was tempting. He missed his friends. Barnum's steaming shepherd's
pie. Merl's piano medleys. The Fossil and Firkin was a place of warmth,
companionship, and good memories. But Joe wasn't ready to return there. Not
yet. There was a place nearby, here on this very mountainside, he had been
missing dearly.


"I think," Joe
told Simone and Fig, "we deserve some time in the Last Home Hollow."


It felt like ages since
he'd last seen his cave. Bars still sealed the entrance, and when Joe unlocked
the portcullis, it jammed and he had to chip off chunks of ice. He stepped
inside and found snow on the floor, ice on the walls, and a microraptor nest in
the hearth. Simone and Fig entered with him, wrapped in blankets. When Fig had
first returned from the wild, they had spent an idyllic fortnight here. Those
had been among the best days of Joe's life. Today the Last Home Hollow seemed
cold and neglected, not a place of comfort but of ghosts. Yes, many ghosts
dwelled here. This cave was where, for fifteen years, Joe had hidden from his
grief. Where he lived with the pain of losing Mina. Where he withered away, a
shell of a man.


Until they brought me
back.


He looked at Simone and
Fig. They smiled and held his hands.


"I've got some
cleaning to do," Joe said.


Gently he relocated the
microraptor nest—along with mama and her eggs—to a dry corner of the cave. His
store of firewood was still dry, and soon Joe had a fire crackling in the
hearth. The ice on the walls melted, revealing his paintings of wild dinosaurs
rampaging across the stone. Warmth and light filled the Last Home Hollow.
Simone bustled around the kitchen, and with Fig's help, she actually managed to
bake cupcakes without burning them.


"First the Proudfoot
Miracle, now the Miracle of the Pancakes," Joe quipped, earning a handful
of flour tossed onto his face.


They ate the cupcakes,
laughed, shared stories. Joe allowed himself a cup of wine (just one cup!)
while Simone drank two. They poured Fig a glass of apple juice. The pancakes
were delicious, rich and buttery and bursting with chunks of apples and pecans.
Vinnie scampered around, hunting fallen nuts (some carnivore he was), while
Dozer kept guard outside. Poor Firewing was recovering by the fireplace, his
tail bandaged. At first Joe had worried about having an achillobator inside his
cave—it was a wild animal, after all, a dangerous dinosaur. But the bator
considered them his pack. He had survived the mines with them. He would never
harm them.


After dinner, they sat on
the couch by the fireplace, the three of them cuddled together, and Simone
finally checked her SmartSphere. They caught up on the news. A massive
explosion had been reported in Awning Ocean just outside Absolon Trench. No
casualties were reported, though tremors were felt as far as Laramidia Fields.


"RIP Ryujin,"
Simone said.


Fig shuddered and cuddled
closer to them. The memory of Ryujin's hunger still haunted the girl. It
haunted them all.


"He terrorized us for
so long," Joe said. "Yet at the end, Ryujin saved the world. Funny
how that works."


Then they read the other
piece of news. The Rangers had raided an illegal fighting arena in the north.
Jurassic Labyrinth itself. According to video footage found on the site, they—


Joe could barely breathe.


His vision blurred. A pit
seemed to open up inside him. He forced himself to focus on the SmartSphere, to
read the words inside.


Tobias Triplehorn, his
father, was dead. Ivan had devoured him.


Joe felt dizzy. He leaned
back, gazing up at the ceiling. In the shadows above, he saw himself as a boy,
cowering from a heartless father under the shadows of his bed. In another
shadow, he was a young man, lost in a dark forest, watching helplessly as the
black tyrannosaur took his wife. Joe had kept those memories buried for so
long. One monster from his past had devoured another.


Simone hugged him.
"You all right, Joe?"


"I am," he said.
"I'm more all right than I've been in a long time. I love you, Simone. I
love you, Fig. I'm blessed."


They both sniffed and held
him. Vinnie hopped onto his lap, chattering and rustling his feathers.


Joe laughed. "Yes, I
love you too, you crazy chicken."


He closed his eyes,
letting the fire warm him. He had been cold for a very long time. He knew that
some memories could be repressed but never slain. Some ghosts forever haunted.
For the rest of his life, he would remember the Maid of Mintari sinking,
the people drowning, fighting one another for room on the lifeboats, their
fingernails scratching on hulls. He would never forget the stones falling,
crushing his Rangers, just kids. Kids he had trained. Kids he had led to die.
He would never forget the battles. The fallen. The loss. His anxiety rose in
him like a caldera about to overflow.


But he took deep breaths,
and when he opened his eyes, Simone was there at his one side, Fig at the
other. After so many years in shadows, they filled his life with a light brighter
than the sun and stars. His heart was full. His life was blessed.






* * * * *







Spring bloomed across
Dinovia. After a long winter of war, the city celebrated. Garlands hung around
the necks of the sauropods, those gentle giants who lifted baskets of bricks,
carried children to school, and guzzled jippis full of hay. Balconies bloomed
with lantanas, ivy, and begonias—at least those balconies that escaped
detection by the roaming sauropods. The markets bustled with merchants hawking
fresh vegetables, aromatic fruits, and spices from across the land. Children
ran along cobbled streets, laughing and chasing stegolets, while puppeteers
entertained crowds with dinosaur marionettes—masterful creations of Abernathy,
an old regular at the Fossil and Firkin. The saloon had never been busier.
Everyone wanted to come meet the famous Jurassic Joe, said to be a regular, and
shake his hand.


But Joe, never one to like
a crowd, no longer lived in the saloon. He and Fig had moved into Simone's new
house. The Last Home Hollow remained their country escape. But they needed to
live in the city. Because Figaro Triplehorn was back at school.


"Sit still, you're
squirming!" Simone said. "I'm trying to brush your hair."


Fig growled at her.
"My hair is fine."


"Your hair is a bird's
nest!" Simone dragged a brush through it.


"Ow, it hurts!"


"It hurts because
you're struggling."


Fig snarled at the
redhead. "Ayee yip yip!"


Simone raised her brush
menacingly. "Don't you yip at me, young lady. Now brush your teeth instead
of baring them!"


Fig was indignant.
"Dinosaurs don't need to brush their teeth."


"You're a girl, not a
dinosaur."


Fig raised her hands like
claws. "Imma dinosaur!" She let out a roar, which quickly turned into
a yelp as Simone dragged her into the bathroom.


"Simone, is
everything all right?" Joe said, peeking out the bedroom. He was buttoning
up his Rangers uniform, ready for another day protecting the world.


"Just taming a
dinosaur, darling!" Simone said.


Finally—somehow—Fig was
wearing her school uniform, her hair was brushed, her teeth were clean, and she
was out the door. The school diplodocus came lumbering down the road, craning
his neck toward flowering balconies and gardens. Simone stood by her fruit
trees, holding a broom, ready to whack the dinosaur should he approach. She was
still cross over losing her pomegranate tree.


Fig took a deep breath. As
much as she hated getting ready in the morning, she felt grateful. She felt
blessed. The war was over, and Joe somehow managed to broker peace between Clan
Triplehorn and Clan Rex. The unlikely friendship between Fig and Denise had, no
doubt, helped the efforts. Clan Rex still controlled the schools, and they let
Fig back in. So here she was again. After being a feral child, a huntress, and
a jockey, it felt a bit funny to be a mere schoolgirl. But she had big dreams
for her future. Her path there ran through Leakey High.


The diplodocus lumbered to
a halt beside her house. A howdah topped his back, filled with school children.
The dinosaur grunted, lowered his neck, and sniffed at Simone's persimmon bush.
The redhead whacked him with her broom. The dinosaur pulled his head back, gave
an offended huff, and contented himself with hoovering up the flowerbed.


As Simone rushed about the
garden, trying to save her petunias, Fig scampered up the rope ladder onto the
sauropod's back. She hopped into the howdah and took a seat beside Abbey
Longspikes.


The girl looked at her.
She wore a hat shaped like a stegosaurus, dinosaur of her clan. "Figaro
Triplehorn. So you've returned to school."


Fig smiled. "I missed
you, Abbey. It's good to hear you talking."


Abbey nodded. "Yes,
I've been working with my therapist. My autism prevents me from speaking about
anything that doesn't relate to dinosaurs. But my therapist made me realize
that everyone on Mintari has something to do with dinosaurs. It was a real
breakthrough. I watched you compete in the Dino Derby."


Fig blushed. "I
finished last."


"I drew you
something." Abbey handed her a piece of paper. On it appeared a crude
crayon drawing of a figure wearing a Mintari Rangers uniform. "It's you. I
remember you told me you wanted to be a Ranger. I drew it before you were
expelled. I'm glad you came back. It was taking up space in my pocket."


Fig grinned and hugged her
friend, who squirmed.


Yes, Fig wanted to become
a Ranger. She would become a Ranger. Nothing would stop her. Not school,
not grief, not the call of the wild. Though she missed the outback, she would
walk this path, get her education, and apply to the Rangers Academy. After all,
she had a hero in whose steps to follow. Joe Triplehorn had fought all his
adult life for the dinosaurs of Mintari. Fig had fallen into shadows. She had
been lost in the wilderness, then lost in a den of hunters. But now she had
found her way back onto the right path, and she would not stray again.


Her day at school went
well. She was back in the remedial class. With barely any education, Fig still
struggled with reading, writing, and arithmetic. But she was determined to
catch up. At times, during school, the memories arose. The Battle of Fort
Devana. The deaths in the mines. Her days trapped underground. At those times,
Fig could barely breathe, and the classroom spun around her. But then she
reached into her pocket and felt the red feather there, a gift from Firewing,
and she thought of her father's strength, and the terror faded.


She decided to walk home
from school. Not a block away, she heard a voice from nearby.


"Hey, kiddo."


Fig spun around, saw
nobody. She squinted. Then she saw her—a woman standing in a shadowy alley. Her
head was lowered, and the brim of her ceratop shadowed her face. She wore a
long brown robe that hid her form. But Fig saw the flowing chestnut hair. She
would know her aunt anywhere.


"Amissa!" she
breathed.


Her aunt raised her head,
revealing her face, and placed a finger on her lips. "Hush. I'm still a
wanted woman."


Fig rushed into the
alleyway. The two stepped deeper into the shadows.


"What are you doing
here, Auntie Amissa?" Fig whispered. "There are Rangers all over the
city looking for you!"


Amissa nodded. "And
I'm wanted on Cloventia now too. Something to do with the murder of Tobias
Triplehorn, a wealthy and well-respected businessman. Even my own hunters would
turn me in for the bounty."


Tears dampened Fig's eyes.
"But that's not fair! You've changed. You saved me. Saved Mintari. If you
hadn't called me, hadn't told me about the bomb in the trench …" She
hugged her aunt. "I'll tell them. I'll get Simone to write an article in
the Mintari Post. We'll clear your name."


She was crying now. Amissa
wrapped her arms around her and stroked her hair. "It's all right, Fig.
It's no more than I deserve. I've done terrible things, Fig. I'm a criminal. A
sinner. It's just catching up with me now."


Fig gazed up at Amissa's
face, blinking away her tears. "You've changed! You're a good person.
Maybe nobody else knows that. But I do."


Amissa smiled and now she
too teared up. "That's all I need. I'm heading out, Fig. In the Cain's
Stone. The ship belongs to me now. I'm blowing this joint. Nowhere in the
Nyx system is safe for me anymore."


Fig gasped and took a step
back. "You mean …"


"I'm leaving the star
system."


"Not to Earth!"


Amissa snorted. "Hell
no. I'd rather rot in a Ranger jail." Amissa looked up at the sky and took
a deep breath. "It's a big galaxy, kiddo. There are frontier worlds out
there where nobody knows your name, where nobody cares about your past. And
there are worlds even beyond those, untouched by humans. I think it's time for
a new adventure."


Fig let out a sob and pulled
Amissa back into a hug. "Take me with you."


"Aww, kiddo. You've
got so much here to live for. Your dad. Your friends. Your dinosaurs. You're
gonna be a Ranger someday." Amissa mussed Fig's hair. "Keep this
planet safe for me."


Fig was weeping now.
"Will I ever see you again?"


"I'll be back to
visit. To visit you. And this planet." Amissa smiled softly. "I'll
always be a Mintarian." She turned to leave, then paused and turned back
to Fig. "I almost forgot."


She placed a small wrapped
box in Fig's hand.


"What is it?"
Fig asked.


"A memory." She
winked. "See you around, kiddo."


With that, Amissa
retreated into the back alleyways and was gone. Fig returned to the main road.
She stood for a moment on the cobblestones among flowering gardens. How could
the world go on? How could flowers bloom and dactyls fly and children laugh?
Amissa was gone. Fig's world seemed to shatter.


As schoolchildren ran by,
as the city continued its dance of spring, Fig unwrapped the box. Inside was a
framed photograph. It depicted Fig in her jockey outfit, standing beside
Firewing in the arena. She was grinning, arms raised, confetti in her hair, as
the crowd cheered in the blurred distance. Standing beside her in the photo,
beaming with pride, was Amissa.


A tear splashed the
picture frame.


"It was the best day
of my life," Fig whispered. "I'll never forget you, Auntie Amissa.
Goodbye."


She walked the rest of the
way home, a smile on her lips.






* * * * *







Joe stood before the
bedroom mirror, preparing for the day. He was heading out into the wild. He
buttoned up his tan Rangers uniform and straightened his badge. He put on his
ceratop hat. He slung his sleep-or-die across his back. Finally Joe pinned his
clan sigil onto his lapel. The silver triceratops skull was polished to a
sheen.


"Joe?" came a
mumble behind him. "Is it morning already?"


He saw her in the mirror.
Or at least, he saw a tumble of red curls spilling out from under the blankets.


"Are you sure you
don't want to come, Simone?"


She peered from under the
covers. "To visit dinosaurs? No, thanks."


"Pterosaurs aren't
dinosaurs, Simone."


"Big, mean, scary.
Dinosaurs." She pulled the covers back over her head. "I'm going back
to sleep."


He approached the bed,
knelt, and gently lifted the blanket off her face. She blinked at him. The
morning light played across her freckles and shone in her blue eyes. She
squinted. "What?"


He leaned down and kissed
her lips. "This."


She smiled. "Sweet.
But I'm still not riding dinosaurs with you."


Fig was ready at the front
door, wearing her safari outfit and bouncing with excitement. "It's time
to see dinosaurs! Woo-hoo!"


"You're crazy!"
came Simone's cry from the bedroom.


But when Joe and Fig were
in the yard, mounting Dozer, Simone ran out of the house. Her hair was a mess,
and she was tugging on one pant leg, hopping on one foot.


"Wait, wait!"
she cried. "Fine. I'll come. I know I'll regret this later. But I'll
come." She wobbled, fell into the mud, then pushed herself up.
"Dozer, away from my petunias!"


The triceratops snorted
and licked her.


They rode Dozer out of the
city. They rode bareback, and Dozer was more than large enough for all three.
Joe remembered riding into the wilderness with Fig, Simone never daring to join
them. Stars above, it felt good having both here.


Mintari bloomed around
them. Chasmosaurs lumbered through flowering meadows, feasting on leaves and
flowers alike. Raptors ran across grasslands, feathers rustling, but did a
quick U-turn when they saw Dozer approach. Brontosaurs waded through a lake,
reaching their long necks toward the lakeside trees. Mintari bloomed with life,
though riding here, Joe knew this world was still healing. No more parasaurs
herded along the riverbanks, blowing air through their hollow crests. Those
crests now hung in apartments across Cloventia. Few triceratops still roamed
the land. Their horns adorned the prows of starships. Barely any tyrannosaurs
remained. Their skulls filled museums across glittering Neotropolis.


Hell's Hunters had
decimated this planet. But the war was won. And life was returning. The embryos
Joe and Simone had retrieved were glowing nicely in their labs. Soon new
parasaurs would sing, and the ecosystems would bloom like these meadows. The
dinosaurs of Mintari were saved. But Joe knew that these animals, as large and
powerful as they were, were vulnerable. He knew these ecosystems, ancient as
they were, were fragile. Tobias had been vanquished, but many poachers
remained. The dinosaurs of Mintari were not yet safe. Maybe they never would
be.


But Joe was here to
protect them. Someday Fig would join him in the Rangers, as would many other
youths. As long as they breathed, they would fight to defend the dinosaurs of
their planet.


Pterosaurs glided above.
Fig gasped and pointed, blue sky and wide wings reflecting in her eyes.


"There they
are!" she whispered. "We're close."


They rode onward, crossed
a shallow river, trudged between cycads, and there it rose ahead. Collini
Cliffs. The Kingdom of Pterosaurs.


Simone whimpered and clung
to Joe. "I remember this place. A year ago, an imperator kidnapped me,
carried me to her nest, and nearly fed me to her hatchlings."


She was trembling. Joe
slung an arm around her. "You've grown since then. Nobody today would dare
mess with Simone LaRue, heroine of Mintari."


She peeked from his
embrace at the pterosaurs gliding above. "You're not afraid of them? Not
even a little?"


"Long ago, I learned
from my mother how to tame them," Joe said. "I taught you before, do
you remember? Today I'll teach Fig."


Millions of pterosaurs
lived here. The smallest pterodactyls lived near the bottom of the cliff,
congregating around a river. These were the slums, the place the lowliest
dwelled, but it was a lively shantytown. The riverbanks bustled with mating
dances, mothers brooded on eggs, and plenty of fish leaped in the water. Larger
flying reptiles, such as imperators with their brilliant crests and
dimorphodons with their prodigious beaks, nested in alcoves halfway up the
cliff. Here was the middle class, powerful reptiles who, from their perches,
could see for miles across the land. Finally, atop the cliffs, lived the kings
and queens of this realm. From here reigned the mighty quetzalcoatluses and
pteranodons—flying reptiles the size of planes.


Dozer took the long route,
traveling around the escarpment, then up
hilly slopes until they reached the top of the cliffs. Up here, the triceratops trudged toward a group of
nesting Quetzalcoatlus northropi. Q-ropis for short. The huge flying
reptiles rustled their wings and clacked their beaks. Each of those beaks was
longer than Joe was tall. Each of their wings was twenty feet long. Despite
their size, the pteranodons were nervous seeing Dozer approach. They were
larger than a triceratops, but they weighed far less. The lanky giants cawed
and screeched and stretched their wings wide.


"Halt, Dozer,"
Joe said. "We'll walk from here."


They dismounted and Joe
patted Dozer on the side. The triceratops snorted and rumbled away, heading
toward a buffet of cycads. Joe, Simone, and Fig remained atop the cliff without their horned,
multiton friend. With Dozer gone, the Q-ropis did not calm down. They snapped
their beaks, ruffled their clawed wings, and shrieked. The reptiles towered
above the humans.


Simone paled and stepped
behind Joe. When first landing on Mintari, she would have fainted. Or at least
fled. With Joe's help, she stood her ground, even managed to raise her chin.
She had ridden a pterosaur with him before. She had battled dinosaurs and tamed
great beasts. Her fear was still with her. It always would be. But Simone had
tamed that fear like a dinosaur.


Even Fig took a step back,
the blood draining from her face. For a moment, she looked ready to flee. Then
her face hardened, she bared her teeth, and she drew her sickle claw. The
Q-ropis cackled, almost as if mocking her. Several of them stepped closer.
Their legs were too small to support their enormous bodies. They walked by
folding their wings, claws on the ground, using them like front legs.


"Easy, Fig," Joe
said. "Easy. Lower your claw."


She growled but obeyed.
Joe held out his hands, kept his face calm, and spoke to the towering reptiles.


"Easy, friends. Easy.
It's me. Do you remember? I'm here again. Easy …"


It had been a long time.
But they remembered. They knew his scent. They welcomed him home.


One of the Q-ropis, a
great male covered with bluish fuzz, knelt before him. The pterosaur laid his
beak flat on the ground and splayed out his wings. Whispering soothing
nothings, Joe stroked the reptile's head. The Q-ropi gurgled.


Joe looked at Fig and
smiled. "Climb on."


She gasped.
"Really?"


He nodded. "Flatten
yourself on his back and wrap your arms under his neck. He'll know what to do.
And I'll be right behind you."


She hesitated, and her
legs trembled. Figaro Triplehorn, l'enfant sauvage herself—afraid? But
then she took a deep breath, tightened her lips, and leaped onto the Q-ropi.


"Ayee!" she
cried. "Yip yip!"


The Q-ropi reared on his
two legs, leaped off the cliff, and spread his wings wide. He dived halfway
down the cliff, and for a terrible second it seemed like he'd hit the ground.
But then the giant pterosaur beat his wings, caught an eye current, and soared.
The mighty reptile glided across the sky, Fig crying out in fear and excitement
on his back.


Joe whistled and another
Q-ropi approached, a female with silvery fuzz.


"Simone?" he
said, gesturing at the Q-ropi.


She trembled and gritted
her teeth. "I hate you, Joe Triplehorn."


But she mounted the
Q-ropi, and with a scream and a caw, they soared.


A third quetzalcoatlus
approached. He was the biggest one in the flock, an old gray male with many
scratches across his beak. This one was a warrior. The great flying reptile
knelt, and Joe climbed onto his back.


"Fly, friend,"
he whispered. "Dance in the sky."


The gray titan took off,
and the wind roared over Joe and nearly blew off his hat. He joined the blue
and silver Q-ropis, and they flew together, three reptiles the size of
airplanes, gliding on the wind.


The pterosaurs flew
higher, soaring toward the sun, then leveled off, spread their wings wide, and
sailed westward over the land. Lying on his belly atop his pterosaur, Joe
looked toward Fig. She looked back, laughing, light in her eyes. She looked so
much like her mother. He looked at Simone, but she didn't look back. Her eyes
were screwed shut, and her lips mumbled silent prayers.


They flew over Marshwood
Forest, realm of stegosaurs and allosaurs, then over vast grassy plains toward
snowcapped mountains. The great Gould River flowed below into marshlands and
the distant haze of Laramidia Fields. Beyond the horizons awaited more wonders.
Deserts of sun-kissed dunes and dinosaurs with golden scales. Arctic tundras
where shaggy dinosaurs rumbled across the ice. Warm southern seas full of
marvelous life. Joe had only begun to explore this wondrous world. He looked
forward to spending the rest of his life exploring Mintari with his daughter.


Yet even as they marveled
at the majesty of this world, both vowed to protect it, to remain ever
vigilant, to fight for its beauty. In the cold vastness of space, it was life
that was the greatest miracle. And that miracle was fragile. Even the largest
dinosaur was but a speck from high above. Fig had been to space, and she had
seen how small Mintari was, how her sky was but the thinnest strip like the
peel of an apple. On Mintari, humans were small and dinosaurs large, but from
space you could not see a dinosaur, and humans could spread across a planet
like they did on Cloventia. And on Earth. Joe was proud of his humanity. He had
humans he loved. Humans he would die for. But he knew that this planet, this
one jewel in the endless universe, did not belong to them. As he had before, he
would spend the rest of his life fighting for Mintari, a world of dinosaurs.


The Q-ropis flew onward,
carrying their riders. Back at the cliff, Dozer raised his beak from a fallen
cycad. He gulped down fronds, gazed into the distance, and saw the pterosaurs
flying farther and farther until they became specks … and then faded into
the sunset.
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AFTERWORD







Thank you for reading the Mintari trilogy.

The Mintari trilogy is complete, but I invite you to read my next novel: Hear, O Earth!

Hear, O Earth! begins a new science fiction series set in the Earthrise universe. I hope you give it a read.

Want to know when I release new novels? Here are some ways to stay updated:

 * Join my mailing list at (and receive three free ebooks): DanielArenson.com/MailingList

 * Join my Facebook group:  https://www.facebook.com/groups/danielarenson

 * Follow me on Twitter:  Twitter.com/DanielArenson

Thank you again, dear reader, and I hope we meet again between the pages of another book.
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